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  Asa and Gayla lay in bed, their limbs entwined, when the alarm sounded. Asa flew out of bed and dressed in less than a minute. 
  “Asa, what is it? What’s happening?” she asked, scared.  
  “I don’t know. Something has breached our magical wards. I must go, I’m sorry.” He kissed her lips softly and then he was gone. 
  “Be careful,” she whispered to the empty room. She could hear the commotion around her. Every elf was running to their posts, preparing for battle. If something happened to Asa, what would she do then?  
     She looked out the window. It was utter chaos. Elves ran to and fro, a jumble of bodies too dense to make out any faces. Something was seriously wrong. She could feel it.  
     She thought of Darian, touching the moonstone necklace around her neck. She hoped he was alright. She missed him so much! She missed his touch, his lips… 
     She got dressed because she didn’t think Asa would be back any time soon. He was very good to her. He took her into his life, knowing what she’d done… It was hard to believe. He made her feel special, loved. When they made love it was wonderful. So different than Darian. Although Asa could never measure up to Darian, he was a talented lover, a caring lover in his own right. He filled her with pleasure. Pleasure she never had to fake.   
     A tear traced its way down her cheek. Her life had changed drastically in such a short time. She could scarcely believe it. Everything she knew was gone. Here she was in the elven forest, a place that was completely foreign to her. Now if Asa… she could not bear to finish the thought.  
     She dare not go out without Asa. She would get lost again she was sure. Besides, with whatever was going on it would not be wise. 
    
    
  ﴾﴿        ﴾﴿       ﴾﴿ 
     Kryndale and Tryndil knew instinctively that something was not right. They could feel it even as the Mage started shouting. They freed their weapons, scanning the sky as the elves tumbled out of the trees, shouting a warning. 
     Morphindinaetlus! That he dared come here did not bode well. What could be his design? They were close to the seer and the Mage, but were concerned about the elven prince and Tynuviel. They could not see them and this was not good.  
     Then they heard Tynuviel cry out that she was caught. They saw Kyler’s desperate leap and held their breath. He began to climb his way up to her. Then the Mage shouted, a touch of magic to his voice. The Magical Weave vibrated with its raw power. They heard Tynuviel’s panicked screams. They felt helpless, there was nothing they could do. They were forced to watch it unfold in horror.  
     When the Mage cast the first spell, they all hoped Tynuviel would make it. But the dragon was determined with his prize so near. Darian cast spell after spell in rapid succession, all to no avail.  
 Heedless of his own safety, the Mage continued to cast spell after spell until he was well past exhaustion. How he remained standing was a marvel to the Gor Li’ Khan. He just refused to give in and let the darkness enfold him.  
     The wyrm was not to be deterred. He had some kind of bracers on his forelegs. They were all aghast as Morphindinaetlus penetrated the magical barrier that had protected Kiri A’ Nouell for so long. He seemed to hesitate for a moment. Then he grabbed Tynuviel in his clawed appendages, puncturing her tender skin and slicing right through her. Her final screams turned them to ice as her blood rained down on them all. So much blood. Could anyone survive such blood loss? The Mage screamed until he was hoarse, casting spell after spell, until he collapsed on the ground. The Gor Li’ Khan were speechless. Darian was strong and powerful, to see him like this frightened them. He lay there motionless, barely breathing. 
    
    
  ﴾﴿        ﴾﴿        ﴾﴿ 
    
    
     Shaz heard the high keening sound that could only be the alarm for the elves. What was happening? What could be powerful enough to try an attack on the elven homeland? He ran outside into the corridor and ran right into Asa. 
     “Asa, what’s going on?” asked the bounty hunter. 
    “I do not know yet. I’m on my way.” 
     “May I accompany you?” 
     “Alright, but be on your best behavior. I don’t know what to expect and we need no more trouble now.” 
     “I just want to help however I may,” responded the bounty hunter, sounding uncharacteristically sincere. “How do you know where to go?” 
      “The alarm tells me what I need to know. It’s coming from deeper in  the  forest.  Feel  like  running?” Asa did not wait to find out and sprinted off at a brisk pace.  
     Shaz did not complain. The only thing he thought of was getting there in time to be of help. What they found when they arrived was more than he bargained for.   
    
  ﴾﴿        ﴾﴿        ﴾﴿ 
     The scene was utter chaos. Shaz became immediately concerned. He knew something was deathly wrong. He could feel it, see it in the elves gathered ‘round. He felt their silent desperation and helplessness. 
     Then he saw it. Blood. So much blood. It was splattered everywhere. Droplets covered the ground, the leaves on the trees, and the elves. That’s when he noticed the figure. 
     Someone was on the ground, lying very still. Asa pushed his way through the throng to find Darian sprawled on the ground, his staff still in his tight grip. Kyler was on his knees, pounding the ground relentlessly. He began to fear for the Mage. He could not tell if he breathed.  
     “Kyler, what’s happened? Where is Tynuviel?” Asa asked, bile rising in his throat. 
     “Morphindinaetlus! He came, but we were too preoccupied to notice. We were racing each other. This is all my fault! Takasha! What will father do? What will mother…?” 
     “How did Morphindinaetlus breach our security?” Asa asked, trying to maintain control over his emotions.  
     “I… I don’t know. Of a sudden, he was just there and… She was caught. She could not get free. I tried Asa… I did, but… Oh Shenna! I was not fast enough. This is all my fault.” Kyler was falling apart. Asa had never seen his little brother so distraught.  
    “How can you think this is your fault? Kyler, tell me everything,” his older brother commanded. So Kyler did. He left nothing out. Although Kyler was chosen to succeed their father as Monarch, Asa was Captain of the Guard and it was his duty to get to the bottom of this.  
     “We will get through this. We will go after the dragon and our sister. She may yet live.” 
     “You did not hear her screams! Look at all the blood. Can she survive that?” He did not mean to be gruff with his brother. He was just upset. Tynuviel was more than just his sister, she was his friend. They confided in each other; told each other things they told no one else. And now she was gone. Just gone… He could not come to terms with such a horrifying thought.  
     “Kyler,”  said  Asa  with infinite patience. “Have faith, it’s all we have now. Shenna will watch  over  her  and  keep  her  safe. You are the Monarch’s chosen. Stand up and act like it!” He did not feel as sure as he  sounded, but he  must  give these elves hope, for they had none now. How could they when they’d  been  witness to such a brutal attack. He hated having to order Kyler to put aside his feelings, but there was no hope for it. Those under him needed him to lead and Asa gave him something to focus on.  
     Kryndale and Tryndil stood close to Kyler, Darian and Nephraete. They looked as dejected as he felt. But Asa must be the strong one now. Let them feel his strength and sureness.  
     Without being asked, Shaz helped Asa and the Gor Li’ Khan lift Darian gently as they began the long walk back. Nephraete was worried about Kyler. She’d never seen him so upset. She walked beside him silently, for she knew not what to say. Before long, he took her hand in his, stroking her hand with his thumb. His touch ignited the fires deep inside her and she yearned for him and felt guilty. Tynuviel was gravely injured, if not dead, and here she was wanting him, needing him. She blushed with embarrassment.   
     “Nephraete, what will we do? I fear for Darian. They were finally getting what they’ve both wanted for so long. I’m not sure how he’ll react now that she’s gone.” 
     “Kyler, Asa is right. We must have faith. We must be here for Darian. He will need us now, more than ever. There will be dark times ahead. Do not let him lose his way, Kyler. Be there for him whenever he needs you.    
     “We must trust in Shenna. She will see us through this tough time. Takana, Kyler! I am here with you now. You will never be alone again.” She gripped his hand tightly.  
  Without warning, he kissed her lips; coaxing her with his tongue. He was warm and inviting. He made her  
  feel so much! She just wished she could make him feel better. The pain he and Darian were in was palpable. She  
  hurt too. She and Tynuviel were close friends.  
     Kryndale watched as Kyler kissed Nephraete. He only wished it was him instead. His feelings had not diminished at all. However, she was good for the elf prince. After the kiss, he seemed to be more himself. 
     He was ready to accept the punishment that was surely waiting for them when they returned. They had not been successful in keeping the elves safe. They’d lost the Monarch’s daughter for Shenna’s sake! There was nothing they could do, it had happened so fast. They did not expect the wyrm to make it through the barrier. It must’ve been the bracers on its forelegs, that was the only explanation. 
  Upon their return, Kyler, Kryndale, Nephraete and Tryndil went directly to Galavad. 
      “How is this possible! How can this be? Tynuviel is gone?” The pain in his eyes was visible. “How can I tell Tiriel? What will this news do to her pregnancy? Where is Darian?” asked the Monarch, suddenly realizing the Mage was not there.  
    “He collapsed from exhaustion. He is resting in his room now. He pushed himself too far trying to save her. He  drew  too  much power… and... I do not know if he will ever be alright again.”  Kyler sounded dejected and lost. 
    Kryndale came  forward. “I am sorry. We should have been able to keep them safe, but we failed. We will accept our punishment.” Kryndale and Tryndil bent their heads in shame. They removed their weapons, holding them hilt out to the Monarch.  
     “What is this foolishness?” snapped the Monarch.  
     “We would accept our punishment. We brought shame upon the Gor Li’ Khan. What ‘ere you decide, we will abide by it.”  
     “Kryndale, Tryndil, there was nothing you could do. From my son’s words you all did what you could. This was a tragedy, but none of you are responsible. Take your weapons back, for you will need them when you avenge my daughter.” Galavad’s tone was steely. 
     “Father, I think she may yet live,” Kyler said quietly. He’d given it much thought on their long walk back. He discarded his first opinion as the seeds of doubt began to creep in.   
     “What? You think she lives? How is that possible?" 
     “What better way to get Darian to come to his death than to take what he treasures most? Darian will want to avenge her. That will be all that’s on his mind. I cannot let him go alone. He will be reckless, fearless, and will not care if he lives or dies.” 
     “Indeed,  I  believe  you  are  right. For who knows him better than  you do?” asked the Monarch worriedly. 
     “How did the wyrm breech our barrier?” asked Kinistaya concernedly.  
     “I believe the bracers. It is the only answer that makes any sense,” answered Kyler. 
     “Where did he come by them, I wonder?” asked Galavad. 
     “My guess is the Dark Mage, though I cannot be sure until Darian wakes.” 
     “Is Darian injured in any way?” asked Galavad.  
     “Not outwardly, no. Tynuviel’s abduction… It wasn’t until then… He… I’ve never seen him like that before and it frightens me. He was so angry, upset with himself, I think. When he wakes I fear he will blame himself. He will not be thinking clearly. All he will want is revenge. And I’m afraid he will walk willingly into the wyrm’s trap,” the elf prince replied. 
     “We cannot let that happen. We will stand by him through this. After all, she is a daughter of Kiri A’ Nouell. Kyler, you need rest.” 
     “I cannot. Not yet.” 
     “Go,  son  of  Shenna  and  rest. I  will  watch  over  the Mage. Should he awaken, I will send for you,” said  
  Kinistaya. 
     “When he is awake, I would like to speak to him,” said the Monarch. 
     They took their leave soon after. Kryndale and Tryndil remained outside Kyler’s chambers, though Kyler tried persuading them to rest as well, but they actively refused. It was their duty to watch over the elf prince and the seer and keep them safe. However, they  had  a  hard  time  ignoring the sounds coming from within. 
     Kyler understood that they felt guilty about what happened. They did not see that there was nothing they could have done. Kyler wondered briefly what would have happened if it were Thelarki and not Galavad. What would he have done to them? They were ready to be killed because of their failure! A chill raced up his spine at this stark realization. 
     Once inside, he bolted the door. He went right to Nephraete, taking her in his arms. He kissed her urgently, caressing her tongue with his. He slid his hand up her inner thigh and she squealed in delight.  
    Minutes later, he had her on the bed, running his tongue along her body. She moaned softly, his lips exciting her. For the first time as they made love, she felt pleasure. True pleasure, unmarred by any pain.  
     He could feel her relax, sensed her pleasure and it excited him more. He wanted to  make her happy. He was glad she was not in any more pain. She felt good to him, like a wild, untamed experience. Moments later, she could not contain the ecstasy she was feeling. He covered her mouth with his, groaning in pleasure. 
     They lay in each other’s arms for long moments, not saying a word. “Nephraete, do you think she’ll be alright?” he asked, fearing the answer.  
     “I don’t know, Kyler. I hope so. This is all so unreal. When I had the vision, I didn’t expect it to happen so suddenly. I am worried about Darian, though. He will travel a dark road now, you must be there for him. It is you that he listens to. If he strays too far, he will be lost to us and we cannot let that happen.”  
     He could feel the urgency in her voice. She had an intimate bond with his best friend. Of course he was jealous but there was nothing for it. 
     Takasha! He was worn out now. She felt so good that he’d barely maintained control. They drifted into Ru Nay’ Sha in each other’s arms. 
    
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
     Shaz and Asa carried Darian back to his chambers and laid him gently on the bed. Kinistaya watched over him through the night. The Mage called many times for Tynuviel  and the ancient elf felt sorry for him. Her loss was too much to bear for Darian. Especially after he finally got some sense and asked for her hand. This was a tragedy and the elves would make the wyrm pay. Hopefully with no more elven blood spilled.  
     He was always wary of the Mage, but now… Everyone would be wise to give him a wide berth. His temperament would be horrific. He moaned softly in his reverie. Kinistaya checked to make sure he was not injured, though he’d already been told that he was not. Can’t be too careful, now can you? But there was nothing. He must be thinking of her. 
     Galavad had asked him about the first Shivvendar-elf union. This was going back thousands of years. He thought he remembered their child’s name to be… Trembliss, yes that was it. No one had seen her… ever. 
     That was the last time a Mage of The Order had visited Kiri A’ Nouell. They came for counsel as they used to in those days. But much has changed since then, the ancient mused darkly. Now they keep their own counsel. 
     His name was Falcose Dordinon. He was tall and lean. Dark of hair, his eyes the color of… Come to think of it, he looked remarkably like Darian. Falcose Dordinon was  Head of The Order or Shangmarrum as they called him.  
     While he was here, he courted an elf named Tymuriel. He took her for his consort, bringing her back to Mogan Dar with him. The elves never saw her again.  
     Now Darian had chosen Tynuviel. If she were still here, would he take her back to Mogan Dar as well? Would they ever see her again? He desperately hoped she was still alive; though the odds were not in her favor. 
     Darian tossed and turned, deeply troubled. There was nothing Kinistaya could do for him. Nothing could ease the Mage’s pain but Tynuviel. He would very much like to be present at the meeting when the Mage awoke. He wanted to hear Darian’s take on what had happened.          
    He noticed a chain with a small stone around his neck. Somehow, it felt… wrong. Not quite right. He went closer to inspect it and a chill raced up his spine. He recoiled at the wrongness of it. He doubted Darian would ever tell them what it was. Kinistaya stayed away from it. He did not like what it exuded. 
    
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
     Asa returned to Gayla and she threw herself into his arms, kissing him hard on the mouth. 
     “I was so worried about you. I… if something happened to you…” she trailed off, unable to finish her worst fears. He kissed her softly. 
     “I’m alright but… my sister Tynuviel… Morphindinaetlus took her.” 
     “What? Oh no! Asa, I’m so sorry.” 
     “He did it because of Darian, I know. He tries to punish him. How does he know of her? I do not understand. I try to be strong for them because they are not. But… I fear for her. He will not keep her alive long, I think.” 
     “Asa, I don’t know what to say. This is terrible!” Gayla replied sadly. She did not know what to do or how to comfort him. Asa took her in his arms and kissed her as he undid her dress, and she knew she could help him to forget for a while.  
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
     Calisha raced back to Kiri A’ Nouell. He had important news that must reach Kyler and Nephraete. He spread his wings, soaring through the sky on his way to the elven forest. He flew directly to Kyler’s window where he landed, changing even as he hopped onto the floor.  
     “Kyler, Nephraete, we must speak. I followed Morphindinaetlus across  the  Logan  Plains  and through Thunder Peak. Tynuviel lives! Though just barely,” Calisha reported. 
     “What? Are you certain?” asked the elf prince. 
     “Aye, I made sure. I flew right to her. She is in great pain, but she lives. I think he intends to heal her and keep her as bait for the Mage,” replied the Crebellan, echoing Kyler’s thoughts. 
     “That was my thought as well and I fear Darian will walk openly into that trap. He will be angry and not thinking clearly. Maybe this is why they aren’t allowed to love.” 
  “Nay. That is not true. That rule is recent and not one proposed by the founders.” At this announcement, 
  Kyler and Nephraete stared at him questioningly.  
     “In the past, the Mages were happi--er.” Calisha let a rare glimpse of humor show. This, Nephraete knew was because he approved of the elf prince and was becoming more comfortable around him. “The high-ranking Mages were allowed to choose a consort. They were and are not allowed to marry. In the Old Times, they used to come to counsel here  in Kiri A’ Nouell. This is when the Shangmarrum at the time chose his consort. The first  Shivvendar-elf union. Falcose Dordinon was his name and her name was Tymuriel.” 
     “How do you know all this?” asked Kyler, shocked.   
     “Elf prince, I am timeless. I have been around for so long now I don’t even remember when I was born. The passage of time deadens the senses and the memory. These things become less and less important to an immortal creature. I cannot even remember how many lovers I have had. Nor their faces,” he said, sounding rather sad. 
     “Calisha, thank you for getting back here so fast. I need to see Darian immediately.” Kyler stood to leave. 
    “Kyler, wait.” Calisha caught his arm. “I want to go with you. I know I can be of assistance.” 
     “I would welcome your presence,” said Kyler seriously. “Calisha, you are a valued companion indeed.” Kyler left to see if the Mage was awake yet. 
     “Nephraete, you look… radiant.” Nothing escaped the Crebellan’s gaze. He knew at once that she and Kyler made love. He could see it in her eyes. It radiated from her because his senses were tuned to her. He hugged her tightly. 
     “I am happy for you, Nephraete. We made the right choice coming here. Finally, you can be happy,” Calisha said softly. 
     “What about you?” she asked sincerely. 
     “I find companionship where I may. My main priority is you. I have no time for serious relationships,” he said without rancor. 
     “Do you wish we had remained in Kaleika Bay?” She had no need to voice aloud what exactly she meant by that. 
     “More than anything,” he said so softly she barely heard him.  
     She felt a sudden sense of loss for him. He had given up everything for her, though he never complained. He actually compelled them to come to Kiri A’ Nouell. She wondered how her life would have been with Calisha. She knew he would have kept her safe. He never would have let her father give her to Kryndale. They would be lovers by now had they remained in Kaleika Bay.  
     She was filled with emotion, tears streaming down her cheeks. She felt silly, really, but she couldn’t help it. Her heart ached for him as she comprehended what he’d given up for her.  
     “Shhh,” he whispered as he kissed her forehead. “It was my choice, my decision. I will live with it. How could I do it to you my love? You held no love for me. You love Kyler. Everything is as it should be. I will be here for you always. And if Kyler ever mistreats you,  however  unlikely, I will be there to sweep you into my arms.” He pulled her into a tender kiss that lasted long, breathless moments.  
     They spent the rest of the day together, talking as if nothing passed between them.  
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     He awoke to lacerating pain. His whole body ached in time with his broken heart. Tynuviel! Had he screamed aloud? He couldn’t be sure. He no longer could be sure of anything. Where am I?  He thought as he sat up gingerly to find himself in his chambers in Kiri A’ Nouell. Kyler sat in a chair by his bedside.  
     Upon seeing the Mage awake, Kyler jumped up. “Are you alright?” his friend asked worriedly. 
     “No. And I never will be again. Takasha! That damned dragon is mine. I will make him bleed. I will kill him! For what do I have to fear anymore? I care not what happens to me, if I live, if I die. Without Tynuviel…” The Mage confirmed Kyler’s worst fears.  
     “You  cannot  mean that, Darian. I care what happens to you even if you do not. And I will not let you face this alone. She is my sister after all.” The Mage was so distraught he did not notice the elf spoke of his sister in the present tense. 
    “I must gather my strength for I will leave soon. I know where he’ll be and this time I will take more than treasure from him. I will take his miserable life! He will pay for this,” the Mage said, quietly threatening. The elf did not doubt him. His friend’s tone and manner frightened him, though he did not show it.  
     “Father wants to speak to you. Please, do not leave me out of this Darian. The elves will stand with you. We will avenge my sister. But right now, you need to rest.” Kyler left him to do just that. Darian did not think he could, but before he knew it, he slipped away; Ru Nay’ Sha taking him prisoner in its dark depths.  
    
     He dreamt of Tynuviel and of her last moments. He tried to warn them. He shouted a warning, but they could not hear. They were too involved in their game. They were picking berries from the Eldoran trees, which they used to make the elven wine, Nykessa.   
     He sensed the dragon before it could be seen. He began calling out to them. Then the elves came pouring out of the trees, dropping their baskets and taking up bows instead. Their arrows did them no good. Morphindinaetlus’s hide was too thick and the arrows all bounced harmlessly off, falling uselessly to the forest floor.        
     He cast spell after spell at the beast, but it did not stop the dragon, too determined was he. Darian drained himself so completely that he collapsed on the ground. He tried to save her… But the wyrm must have some kind of protection. And it had to be made from Dark Magic, because his spells were no use. Morphindinaetlus intended to make him suffer by taking what was most precious to him.  
     He twisted in agony as he saw her blood rain down, spattering his clothes and face. He heard himself scream in denial. He dared not use his magic with her so close to the  dragon, he might inadvertently kill her. Not that he had much more anyway. He was virtually spent.   
     He held no hope that she was alive. Why would the dumb beast bother? He’d accomplished what he set out to do. The Mage was suffering. Takasha! The pain that knifed through his heart he was not prepared for. He’d never felt anything like it. Yet he did not weep, that was showing weakness. Darian despised weakness. Utterly.  
     This time he would raid the huge treasure mound and take what he could carry. Undoubtedly, there were magical items he could make use of. Speaking of magical items… 
     He could feel his connection to the Falahari demon, Sigorna. He would use the demon against Morphindinaetlus. He needed every bit of help that he could get because Morphindinaetlus was not going to be an easy foe. He was a formidable enemy. 
     He could hear Tynuviel calling for help. He heard her call his name and was powerless to help her. He ground his teeth in frustration. 
  He thought of what could have happened after he took over The Order. He fantasized about Tynuviel and him making love. Something that would never happen now. He could see it so clearly. He had planned on taking her to his tower where her father could not intervene. The taste of her so vivid in his memory. He could hear her moan softly. It seemed so real… 
     He did not know how long he was lost in reverie, but he knew instinctively that he did not want to wake. If he were to rouse himself, things would never be the same again. This made him feel aberrantly sad. 
     At least in Ru Nay’ Sha she was with him. They were still together as long as he remained unconscious. He should be awake by now, that from Kinistaya. He will awake when he is ready to deal with the events. So Kyler was beginning to understand him.  
    He sank deeper into darkness because he was not yet ready to deal with her death. Maybe he never would be. How long could he remain like this, though? 
      Darian, you cannot remain like this forever. Sooner or later you must rise and deal with this mess. Make the dragon pay for what he has done! He took everything from you. I need you, Darian. I need you level-headed. I need your impeccable concentration and skill. You must remake The Order to its former glory. With you at their Head, I know The Order will be what it was meant to be.  
     Everything is not always as it seems. And sometimes… Sometimes things are different the closer you are to it. I know you love her. She suffers daily. She needs you now, Darian. Only you can save her. But you must wake and deal with the loss. It will be a long, dark road, but you must not lose sight of your ultimate goal.  
     He heard Delvishan’s voice in his head. Are you saying she is alive?  He asked his god. 
     She hangs by a thread. He intends to use her as bait. He will keep her alive to use against you. You must think clearly. Do not let him manipulate you, he counts on this. Anger and pain of loss will interfere with concentration. These things could be our downfall. Do not let that happen.  
    
     Darian awoke, sitting up in bed, sweat forming on his brow. He wiped it away absently. She was alive! Takasha! While he was sulking, she was suffering. He felt ashamed that he’d wasted so much time already. He rose and washed his face. He had no idea how long he’d been gone or what time it was. By the light coming in from his window he guessed it was late afternoon.  
     Kyler came walking through Darian’s door, closing it quietly behind him. He noticed the empty bed and looked frantically for his friend. Relief washed over him as he saw him at the table washing his face.  
     “Darian! How do you feel?” 
     “Probably as good as I look,” he replied with a tight smile.  
     “Darian, she’s alive!” 
     “I know,” he said quietly. 
     “How do you…” asked the elf, confused. 
     “Delvishan told me. Kyler… I need you my friend.” 
     “I know. I am coming with you.” 
     “I’m afraid,” Darian said in an odd tone. This announcement shook the elf to his core. 
  He’d never heard the Mage say anything like that before. He made it through the Test and he never spoke of being afraid. What the hell could scare a Mage of The Order?  
     “What’s wrong Darian?” 
     “I’m afraid of myself; of losing my control, my composure. I want revenge regardless that she lives! I know he hurt her and for that… Kyler, in all the years I’ve been a Mage, I’ve rarely lost my control or my composure. I survived things that a lot of other Mages didn’t because of my control. That he dared to take her… When I get within reach of him I fear I will not be able to control myself. Please, help me. I need you to watch my back and knock some sense into me if I get out of control. I trust only you, my friend.”  
     Kyler was simply stunned by his friend’s words. But more than that, he was deeply touched. For the first time, he felt the Mage had been completely honest with him.  
     “Of course. You can always count on me, I’ll always be there for you. Calisha wants to come with us too,” Kyler informed him. 
     “That would be most welcome. We could certainly use his abilities; he is ancient and knowledgeable.” He absently touched the chain around his neck. “I must summon the Falahari. I need to speak to him. I understand if you want to leave.” Kyler wrinkled his nose in distaste. 
    “Are you kidding? I may not feel comfortable around the demon, but I’m not going anywhere,” the elf replied.  
     Darian touched the stone and called the demon’s name. He appeared in the room moments later. 
     “Yes, master?” the demon mocked. “Gah! You look like hell! What’s happened? You’ve been blocking me.” 
     “Sigorna, we are going after Morphindinaetlus. We must formulate a plan because he  will be waiting for us. He thinks I will walk blindly into his trap.” 
     “Why would he think this?” asked the Falahari guardedly. 
     “Because the foul beast took Tynuviel and I intend to get her back,” the Mage said darkly. 
     “The babe with the honey colored hair? Shit, Darian! You cannot be foolish enough to think she lives?” Sigorna admonished. 
     “She lives. And I will save her, but I need all the help I can get.” Sigorna rubbed his hands together in anticipation.  
     “Just tell me what it is you wish me to do,” the demon said, sounding excited. “Why would he take her? How would he even know about her?” 
     “I don’t know. I don’t believe in dumb luck or chance. Somehow he knew about us,” the Mage replied. 
     “Father wants to speak to you,” Kyler reminded. 
     “Right. How long have I been out?” asked the Mage, concerned. 
     “Four days,” Kyler informed. 
  “Oh hell! Four days wasted. Every minute she is his prisoner puts me in a blacker mood.” Darian did not voice it aloud, but he feared what the wyrm would do to her. “Let’s go see  your father.” Darian began walking toward the door. 
     Kyler was aghast. “Darian, didn’t you forget something?” 
     His friend turned around, looking at him as if to say what?  Kyler pointed at the demon. 
     “Here,” Darian said, as he rummaged around in his haversack. His hands closed around the item he sought. Pulling out an extra Shryvven, he handed it to Sigorna. “Put this on, it will conceal you until we reach the Monarch.” 
     “Darian, what are you doing?” asked the elf, panic rising in his throat. 
     “Going to see the Monarch.” 
     “Why are you bringing him?” Kyler asked, jabbing a finger at the demon. 
     “Your father might want to see who we’ll be working with. Don’t you think?” 
     “Ah no. No I don’t. Not if it’s a demon. I don’t think this is such a good idea, Darian.” 
     “Hey, I can be likeable,” Sigorna said, tiring of them talking about him as if he were not even there. 
     “Right,” Kyler replied mockingly. “We’re all just best friends now,” the elf said with a derisive snort.  
     “Kids, let’s go. We’ve an appointment to keep.” The Mage opened the door, ending the discussion.  
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
     Tynuviel heard Darian calling to her. There was a touch of magic in his voice. She felt the Magical Weave vibrate from his strength. She saw the dragon approaching and tried to climb down but her leg was caught. She had wedged herself in tightly to give herself better balance. Now she could not get free.  
     She called to Kyler because he would be the only one who could reach her in time. She heard him calling to her, telling her to hang on, and that he was on his way. But the dragon was upon her. He seemed to hesitate when he saw Kyler. Her brother was working frantically to get her free. 
    Then the unthinkable happened. Morphindinaetlus penetrated their magical barrier. He reached down, grabbing her around the waist with his forelegs, lifting her effortlessly and snapping her ankle in the process. She howled in anguish and Kyler drew his sword but only caught a glancing blow. Morphindinaetlus grabbed her tighter so she could not get away. She began screaming. Her screams cut short as his claws sliced into her flesh. She felt her lifeblood pouring out of her and suddenly, she felt cold.  
     Morphindinaetlus flew off with her tight in his grasp. He spread his mighty wings, moving swiftly. He sensed timing was critical. He did not want her to die. Not yet anyway. He needed her to bait the Mage. That fool would believe she was dead and come for him with a vengeance. He would not be thinking clearly with the pain of loss filling him. And then I will crush him! I will take the Staff of Power from him and beat him with it!  The wicked beast thought. 
     Tynuviel lost consciousness, unaware that a hawk had taken an interest in her. The bird flew right to her, watching her carefully. The hawk followed them through  Thunder  Peak before turning  back to Kiri A’ Nouell. 
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
     The wyrm flew without stopping to the Ancient Mountain. He must get her inside and tend to her wounds. Then he could wound her some more. He smiled a wicked smile. Yes, he thought. I know just what to do. When he comes for her, won’t he be surprised?  He laughed lewdly. 
    
     She drifted in Ru Nay’ Sha, dreaming of Darian. She did not feel any more pain. She was warm and comfortable. She dreamt that Darian had rescued her and took her home.  She smiled at the thought. She did not wake for a day and a half. When she did, she was horrified.  
     She was not home. She was in a lair of some sort. She looked around carefully. Huge  mounds of treasure lay to her right, spilling over into other chambers. Gold coins, gems, weapons and countless other items.  
     The stench of the wyrm nearly overwhelmed her. She gagged, bile rising in her throat. The whole vast chamber had the vile scent of the dragon. But he was nowhere to be seen and she was glad of that. She touched her side gingerly. There was a bandage… All thoughts scattered as the wyrm came crawling into the room. 
     “Ah, so you are awake. How do you feel?” he asked, not really caring. 
     “Why am I here? You know he’ll come for me.”  
     “I doubt he even cares that you’re gone. You know he is a Mage of The Order, do you not?” 
     “Of course. What does that have to do with anything?” she asked in a clipped tone. 
     “My dear girl. He will never take only you. He craves women and the sins of the flesh just like any man. He had you believing him though, didn’t he?” 
     “Shut up, wyrm! You know nothing of what you speak. You do not really know him.”  
     “No one does, girl. No one ever will. Did he ever tell you how he snuck in here and stole from me? I can see by the look on your face that he did not. Oh, there is much that you will never know about that one. He will have it no other way. How can you be with a man that you will never truly know? Can you give yourself to him fully knowing how many have come before you? Has he told you?” 
     “I don’t believe you,” she said with a sickening twist inside. For the words of the dragon rang true to her. She knew she would never know everything there was to know about him. Darian had told her as much. But she did not need  to know. Did she? 
    “Let me earn your trust, girl. Let me show you what he is up to in your absence.” Without waiting for a response, for he believed it wouldn’t be forthcoming, he used his magic to show an image of the Mage fornicating with three beautiful girls. He was having no trouble pleasing them all. 
     Tynuviel  looked  away in disgust. She didn’t know how the dragon could conjure these images, but she did not believe what he showed her. Darian loved her, she knew. He’d told her many times and he asked for her hand. He would never have done so if he didn’t love her.  
     “I can see that you do not believe me. Why would you? Do not worry. You will in time. How well do you really know him? A Mage of The Order cannot marry. You do know this I presume?” 
     “You  lie!  He asked my father for my hand,” she blurted out. He was getting the better of her and he knew it. 
     “What is your name? I do not wish to keep calling you girl.” 
     “Tynuviel,” she whispered. 
     “A lovely name for a lovely creature. I do not lie. They were never allowed to marry. Not even in The Old Times. The high-ranking Mages were allowed to choose a consort. Did you know the last Mage to choose a consort was Falcose Dordinon? Yes, he was the Shangmarrum at the time. He came to Kiri A’ Nouell and chose Tymuriel as his consort. If you do not believe me, when you get home, check it out. I’m sure Kinistaya will be happy to inform  
  you.” 
     She was beginning to feel alarmed. He knew names, places, times. How could this be? How did he know Kinistaya? He could sense her dismay. She began to believe him though she tried to fight it.  
     “Yes, Falcose Dordinon chose Tymuriel and he took her to Mogan Dar and the elves never saw her again. They had a child, Trembliss was her name.”  
     At the mention of the name she hid her shock. She didn’t want the wyrm to know she recognized it. Takasha! He was telling the truth. 
     “Do you know what happens to a female child of a Mage? They become whores in a sense. They are what the Mages call Breeders. The Mages are sent to them for mating purposes. Do you know if a Breeder is unsuccessful in producing a powerful Mage she is destroyed? What will happen to your child, I wonder? Has he told you? Well, if it is a girl, you now know what she will become. If it is a boy, well they will take control and you will never see him again. You will not be able to name the babe. No, they will. A Mage does not have parents or friends.” 
     A big empty space opened up and she began to slide into it. She knew a lot of what he told her was true because Darian himself had told her. Come to think of it, she still did not know why he’d asked for her hand. At the time, it’s what she wanted so she didn’t question him. But now… If they were to be together, what would happen? Morphindinaetlus made her think of things she needed to think about though she hated to admit it.  
     “Do you know how The Order trains the Mages? I do not know all. None do, Tynuviel. But I do know some. I have been around for a long time. Do you know they try to kill them? They make them cast spells while they throw knives and hand axes at them. They do their damndest to break their concentration. More Mages die than pass the tests. The Order only wants the best of the best. Darian is the best of the best. He has not told you these things then?” 
    “No. It does not matter. I know…” she stopped herself. 
     “What, that he loves you? Yes, he may for now. Until he grows bored. He is accustomed to as many women as he wants. Do you think he’ll be satisfied with just you? When he gets bored, he’ll just discard you like he has so many before you. In Mogan Dar, because he is a full Mage, he gets what he wants. Did you know this? Do you know that most of those he knew are still apprentices or novices? Yes, the man you would share your bed with is determined and ruthless. He will stop at nothing to get what he wants. The high-ranking Mages are treated better than kings. And Darian is no different. He expects it. Demands it.” 
     The dragon’s voice mesmerized her. She began to feel sleepy. She wanted to lay down and stop listening to him. She did not want to believe the dragon. But how could he know so much? Before she realized it, she was deep in Ru Nay’ Sha drifting soundlessly. 
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  Kelindril led the Gor Li’ Khan out of the palace. Ocean spray shot through the air as waves crashed against the jagged rocks. The palace was built high above the Bay, made from different shades of coral from the ocean, it was a stunning sight. They left without telling anyone, including Thelarki. They took as many supplies as they could carry. The rest they would need to buy as needed on the road. 
     Blavven Krill loomed before them, a dark menace. The night was deep and dark. All was silent as it should be and nothing moved. They approached the pass the same as Kryndale had, picking their way carefully and passing silently beyond the night watch.  
     Once in Blavven Krill, Kelindril motioned them to keep close. They’d been through the pass numerous times before so they knew what to expect.  
     Blavven Krill remained eerily quiet. They did not let down their guard knowing the things that lived there.  
     High mountain walls rose up on either side of them, making it inextricably tight. Not a good place to be caught unawares. They traveled until late afternoon before Kelindril let them stop. Still nothing had shown itself.  
     The pass opened up, widening out. They rested easily on the ground, eating fruit, cheese and dried meat strips. He let them rest for about an hour, then had them moving again. 
     Never before had such a large force of Gor Li’ Khan moved through Blavven Krill. The creatures sensed the fatal skill of this group and were careful not to draw the assassins’ attention. They wanted the deadly elves gone. Two forces of them in such short time periods… What could it mean?  
    
     Kelindril did not let them stop again until the following dawn. On their way, they’d seen signs of Kryndale’s passing. They found an area of ground where the acid from a recent battle had eaten away at the pass. If he were not Gor Li’ Khan himself, he would not have noticed, but he knew Kryndale was very resourceful.  
     He wondered why it remained so quiet. Never before had they come through here unmolested. He did not  
  know precisely why, but this bothered him. A lot. He scanned the area with his superior sight, listening intently for  
  any sounds. There was nothing. 
     It seemed he was not the only one to notice the utter strangeness of the situation. They were all acutely aware and on edge. Soon, they were on the way again. This time he did not let them stop until they were clear of the pass. As they stepped on the soft grasses of the wilderness, they could hear life return to Blavven Krill. The creatures were out once more.  
     Kelindril stopped briefly, turning around to look from whence they came. It struck him as odd. Why come alive now that they were clear of the pass? Kelindril was not arrogant enough to believe that they feared the Gor Li’ Khan. He was not stupid or overconfident. That would get you killed—in a hurry. 
     He did not have time for such contemplation. He had to get them to Kiri A’ Nouell. And they still had a long way to go.  
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
     Malchyr and Kralkor nodded at the approach of the elf prince. Kralkor knocked softly and the Monarch opened the door. When he saw his son and Darian, he smiled warmly. Upon seeing the tall stranger, he glanced at his son who pointed silently at the Mage. The Monarch grimaced. He had the distinct impression that he was not going to like this meeting. Kinistaya was already present.  
    “Darian, how are you? You look like hell,” said the Monarch affectionately.  
     “I feel like I look,” the Mage responded. “I’m sorry about Tynuviel. I tried… I did everything I could…  It  turns out it wasn’t enough. I’m sorry,” he looked abashed. 
     “Darian, I do not blame you. It was no one’s fault. We will avenge her, do not doubt. I do not want you wandering off on your own again. This will be dealt with by us all. She is a daughter of Kiri A’ Nouell so this is a matter for the elves.” 
     “She lives,” Darian said softly. 
     “Darian, I know you want to believe it as much as we do…” 
    Darian cut him off. “She lives! Delvishan spoke to me. Calisha informed us as well. He followed them through Thunder Peak before turning back.” Galavad sat down heavily in a chair.  
     “Tynuviel lives? What do you think he intends, then?”  
     “I do not want to speak aloud my worst fears. He intends to bait me and I will let him. I will not let on that I know she is alive. It will be his downfall.” 
     “Morphindinaetlus is not an easy foe. This will be a tough battle. Perhaps the toughest you have ever faced. What do you plan to do?” 
     Darian motioned the tall stranger to lower the cowl. The Monarch and Kinistaya gasped in horror. “What is the meaning of this!” shouted Galavad. Kinistaya knew at once this was the source of the wrongness.  
     “This is a Falahari demon from Oblivion.” 
     “I know it is a demon, but what is it doing here?  Darian, this time I fear you have gone too far,” Galavad warned.  
     “I fear I have not gone far enough. I did not bring him here to ask for your permission,” Darian dared to say. “I bound him to me. It’s perfectly safe. As you say, Morphindinaetlus will not be an easy kill, if we can manage to kill him at all. He’s too damn clever and strong. We’ll need all the help we can get.”  
     “Kyler, what are your thoughts on this matter?” asked Galavad. 
     “I do not feel comfortable with the demon around, but I trust Darian. He has never led us astray before. Besides, we will need the Falahari’s strength if we are to save Tynuviel. I do not think we can do it alone. So far, he has done nothing threatening,” Kyler replied. 
     “I must be losing my touch,” said Sigorna with a snort. The Monarch only glared in response. 
    
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿   
    
    
     The Gor Li’ Khan traveled the wilderness for days. It was an immense space of flat land with nothing much but grass and wildflowers. The sun beat down on them and they had  no cover from the heat. Their water was running low and they were not sure when they would find more. The rationing began.  
    
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
         
     The council room was packed with elves, dwarves, three humans and a Shivvendar. Everyone was talking at once, wondering why they’d been summoned.  
     Darian experienced a pang of sorrow as he crossed the threshold into the room. He looked to where Tynuviel usually sat at the meetings. Calisha sat there now with Nephraete on his right. 
     The Crebellan met the Mage’s eyes, silently beckoning Darian to sit beside him. The Mage plopped down in the chair next to Calisha, his face an emotionless mask.  
    “Darian, how are you? You don’t look so good.” Calisha commented. “Though I am not surprised after everything you’ve been through. Is there anything I can do to help?” 
     “Calisha, I must get there in time. In time to…” Kill the beast! Before he hurts her. I know he will. If he touches her… Darian thought to himself. “Kyler tells me you wish to accompany us. That would be most welcome indeed.” 
     “Aye. I will lend whatever aid I can. Darian, may I ask you something?” The tone of Calisha’s voice told the Mage it would be something extremely personal. 
     “You may ask, but I do not guarantee an answer,” responded the Mage seriously. 
     “Who is the Shangmarrum now? How long has he been in his position? Does he have a consort?” asked Calisha. 
  “Unless I miss my guess, that’s three something’s. Why do you wish to know?” countered the Mage, perplexed by the questions. He did not understand why Calisha would want to know these things. 
     “Because in the Old Times, the Shivvendar would come to counsel in Kiri A’ Nouell. Falcose Dordinon was the last Shangmarrum to choose an elven consort. And if I dare say, you look remarkably like him. Anyway, he chose Tymuriel as his consort. He took her back to Mogan Dar and the elves never saw her again.” 
     Darian did not let any emotion show on his face. How did Calisha know these things? He thought he looked like Falcose Dordinon? Well he should. He was Falcose’s grandson. 
    “The Shangmarrum is Mordikai Alandro. He does not have a consort. He has been Head of The Order for quite some time. When Falcose Dordinon disappeared, he took over and is still in charge today.” Calisha merely  
  nodded.  
     His eyes fell upon the chain around the Mage’s neck and he unconsciously repressed a shudder. The aura surrounding it deeply disturbed him. An overwhelming sense of wrongness permeated the air around Darian. Calisha knew it meant trouble.  
    
     Asa watched Darian and Kyler carefully. Something about the Mage’s presence set his teeth on edge. Normally, he enjoyed the Mage’s company. Even though he could be difficult at times, his sarcastic wit was not to be missed. But lately… Something was drastically different about him. He was sure it was the chain around his neck. Ever since Thunder Peak… He’d been able to ignore it before because there was so much going on and he was preoccupied with Gayla. But now… In this close proximity, he could feel it tugging at his sensibilities and he didn’t like it.  
     He wanted to go with them to avenge Tynuviel. He refused to be left behind. In his heart he feared she was dead. More than anything, he wanted to be there when they killed Morphindinaetlus.  
     He felt a little guilty. He did not want to leave Gayla, but Tynuviel was his sister. He knew Gayla would understand. But he feared leaving her alone. He knew the elves would not harm her, they knew she was with him now. But she still could not navigate her way here too well. He would talk to the Monarch later. He had yet to tell his father of his love and intentions toward Gayla. He did not think his father would object. After all, he was not to be the Ac Quay’ A. It should not matter whom he chose to sleep with. 
    
   Shaz could feel the tension in the room. It fluctuated between nervousness and uncertainty, to anger and wariness. The elves’ eyes returned to Darian time and again. Apparently, they were not too happy with him either right now. And why would that be? Thought Shaz. The elves usually liked the pompous bastard.  
  Something was definitely going on and he wanted to know what it was. He wanted to go with them. He still hadn’t satisfied his own curiosity. He had to admit it to himself, he liked traveling with them. And if things got too boring, he could stir up the pot so to speak. After all, cooking was women’s business. Well, it shouldn’t be long now and they would find out exactly why they were all here.  
    Calisha sat talking to the Mage. A look crossed fleetingly over Calisha’s face, then was gone. If Shaz did not know better, he would say that Calisha was disturbed by Darian or something to do with the Mage. But what could possibly bother that weirdo? After what he’d seen the Crebellan do, he couldn’t imagine anything bothering him.  
     Tireniel entered the room and Darian looked up from his conversation with Calisha. The elf nodded at the Mage and Darian nodded back. 
     Kinistaya eyed Darian carefully. He wondered if what the Mage was planning would work. Would the end result be worth the Falahari’s suffering presence? He tread carefully where demons were concerned. The young Mage was strong and sure, but he had many troubling plans and ideas. If he could pull them off… Well, that remained to be seen.  
     He knew many in this council room would object to what the Mage had in mind. He still wasn’t sure himself which side of the fence he was on. He trusted Darian, though he knew the Mage did not tell much of what he knew to anyone. Not even Kyler. He wished the young Mage would open up more. But that was probably going against everything he’d been taught. Maybe in time…   
    
     At last the Monarch and his wife entered the room. Everyone rose from their seat. They all crossed their arms and put their fists on their shoulders. Shaz thought they all looked like a bunch of mummified corpses. 
     “Please sit and be comfortable,” said Galavad. “We are here today to discuss the immediate future of my daughter Tynuviel. I have been informed that she lives.” At this announcement, the room went berserk. “Please! Let us not waste valuable time arguing over facts. We know she lives and must formulate a plan to get her back without any more lives lost. Please Kyler, tell us all what happened that day.”  
     So Kyler stood to relate his story. He told them every aching detail. There were not many dry eyes in the room when the elf prince was done. 
     “Where is she then and how do we get her back?” asked Kiel. He was an Elflord whose bloodline went back before the Niri Ku’ Yamma.      
     At one time, all elves lived in the forests of Kiri A’ Nouell. Thousands of years ago, a great rift separated them. Half the elves left to make their home in Kaleika Bay. They longed to be by the ocean. Those elves vanished until very recently with the appearance of Nephraete. She was the daughter of Thelarki, ruler of Kaleika Bay. Then the Gor Li’ Khan came. Six of the elven assassins had joined ranks with Kyler and Kiri A’ Nouell. Strange happenings that none of them could explain. What could it all mean? 
     “For this, I will ask Darian to explain, as he is well versed in this area,” said the Monarch, keeping his face blank. The Mage rose from his seat, capturing them all with his silvery grey eyes. 
     “Tynuviel lives, it is true. Calisha followed the wyrm into Thunder Peak before turning back. She is injured, we don’t know how badly. He tried to make contact, but she was in no position to comprehend. Morphindinaetlus has taken her to bait me to his lair. He wants me blinded by rage and madness. He believes he can defeat me this way. Obviously, he does not know me or how I was raised. I will walk willingly into his trap. But I will not be alone. Nay, for this attack is personal to me and to Kiri A’ Nouell!” the Mage roared, slamming his hand on the wooden table and startling them all.  
     “Calisha and Kyler have pledged to go with me. And a dangerous road it will be. The green beast will not be easy to kill. He will take her to his lair in the Ancient Mountain. I have been there before and can find my way again. Who before me will stand with Kiri A’ Nouell? Who before me will accompany me to Ancient Mountain to the wyrm’s lair? Who before me will exact revenge on the dragon for his torment of a daughter of Kiri A’ Nouell? How many of you will be there when we rescue the Monarch’s daughter?”  
    More than one elf raised his eyebrows at that comment. Every one of them felt the pull of Darian’s words. He was an excellent speaker and all present were ready to follow him, despite the risks. 
     “Darian, show us what you plan to do,” Galavad responded, knowing what came next would not be welcomed. 
     The Mage put his left index finger on the chain and silently called for the demon. Grey smoke swirled around the Mage as a shape took form. Sigorna appeared moments later. The council room erupted in violence and mayhem. Not an elf remained seated. Nothing could be heard or understood from all the shouting. Most of those present reverted to their native tongue so shocked were they. 
     “Besh Toh’ Len!” Darian shouted. But no one heard him. “Besh Toh’ Len!” Darian commanded with a hint of magic in his voice. Immediately, the room went absolutely still. 
   Kinistaya admired the way in which Darian controlled the room and everyone in it. He found himself believing in the Mage’s cause. He was not altogether sure his thoughts were his own or if they’d been enhanced by the Mage’s skill. 
     “I know the prospect of a Falahari in your homeland is unsettling to you…” 
     “Are you An Gla’ Mah?”  interrupted the Elflord, standing to face off against the Mage. “What’s the matter with you Darian? Normally, you do not show a lack of good sense.” At this, Sigorna drew himself up to his full  
  height and spread his wings; a horrific sight. 
     “Nay Kiel. I am not insane. Getting Tynuviel back is only the beginning for me. From there, I have a very dark road to travel. One I very likely may never return from. The Falahari is bound to me and cannot harm anyone or anything unless I command him to do so. It is perfectly safe. I did not bring him here to ask for your permission!” At this statement, Darian seemed to grow before their very eyes. As if he wasn’t tall enough before. Now he was dark and imposing. “Morphindinaetlus is a wily beast, tough to kill on any given day. But in his lair? It will be nigh impossible! Can you do it Kiel? Will you walk into his lair alone and take down the mighty beast? You’re either braver  than I thought or you’re Bri Vec’ Du. And I don’t think you’re stupid,” venom laced the Mage’s words as he locked eyes with the Elflord. 
     “The Gor Li’ Khan stand with Darian and Kyler. We will accompany you,” said Kryndale, as he rose from his seat. 
     “My thanks, friend,” Darian responded. Not a light statement coming from the cagey Mage. 
     “I will go with you,” said Nephraete, and Kyler began to object. 
     “Fear not, Kyler, I will keep her safe. No harm shall befall her,” assured Calisha. 
     “You can count on me,” said Asa, standing.  
     “And us!” Stryker said with enthusiasm. Kiel and Tireniel stood as well. Lorin and Chamlen rose, pledging their services. Plistin, Tulani, Killini and Tryllia pledged their help, too. Mordinian, Torgyn Ro and Shaz were the last to rise. 
     “Oh hell! Are you still here?” asked Darian, not quite kidding. Darian was touched. He did not expect so many to come forward. But he feared these few would not be enough.  
    
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
     In Al-Dan-Tir, Tansher Morningstar called his Knights to him. The appearance of Morphindinaetlus flying low over the city with a woman in his grasp had them on guard and seriously worried. 
    Rohn and Koryn were on the city wall making their rounds when the dragon flew overhead. 
     “Hey, isn’t that one of the elves that was with Kyler?” asked the handsome Rohn. 
     Koryn shrugged. “Dunno. Couldn’t see her so well. You have better eyes, my friend. If you say so, then it is so.” A messenger came running to them with their replacements behind him. 
     “Tansher wants to see you two immediately! He’ll meet you in the guardhouse,” panted the messenger, gulping deep breaths of air into his deprived lungs. He was bent over with his hands on his knees. 
     Rohn Skyblade and Koryn ran all the way to the guardhouse. It must be important. They knew it had to be about the dragon’s appearance, it could not be coincidence. As they entered the guardhouse, they noticed that many Knights were gathered already. 
     Firehawk, a battle-hardened elf with shoulder length dark hair and silver eyes, was already there. He had a great double-edged broadsword strapped on his back. The hilt was made of gold with a ruby set in the pommel. No one knew much about him as he was a loner and preferred his own company. But that sword was worth a king’s ransom. It only made his companions wonder anew about where he came from and why he left.  
     There were many gathered, but Rohn did not pay attention. As soon as they walked in, Tansher began to speak and he banished all other thought. 
     “Everyone is here, good. We may begin. As you are all aware, the dragon is up to something. He has a captive, this we cannot allow. Did anyone get a good look at her?” 
     “I believe it is an elf that traveled with Kyler. She looked familiar, though I do not know her name,” remarked Rohn. 
     “We cannot allow her to remain in his captivity for long. And yet, we will not be enough to kill the wyrm and rescue her. I am open to suggestions on what you think we should do.” 
     “Maybe we should ride to Kiri A’ Nouell. We may be of use to them in this battle. Who knows what has befallen them if the beast was able to capture her. They might not be able to respond or they think her dead. In that case, I think it our duty to go and warn them that she lives and offer our help to save her,” said Firehawk.  
     Rohn felt sick to his stomach at the thought of going to Kiri A’ Nouell. His sister was there. He was not ready to see her again. She thought him dead. He’d been gone so long now…He ran a hand through his silvery-blue hair. Taking a deep breath, he got himself under control.  
   “You have something on your mind, Rohn?” asked the perceptive Tansher. The leader of the Knights knew his charges and he could tell when something was amiss.  
     “No. I… was just thinking… It might be a waste of time to go there. It is a long road and it may be for nothing. We cannot know their position or what they plan to do. For all we know they might be on their way even now.” 
     Koryn looked askance at his friend. He could tell Rohn was hiding something, but what? He seemed unnerved by the prospect of running into Kyler. Why? He’d fought beside the elf for years now. He was fearless and intelligent. Rohn put himself in harm’s way many times just to save him. Why would he fear Kyler? 
     “Rohn, how can you say that? I know you cannot mean that. You’re an elf after all. They are our people. What’s bothering you?” asked Firehawk.  
     “Nothing. Of course I want to help. I do not want the wyrm taking anyone. Elf or human. I just think we might waste precious time. Kiri A’ Nouell is a long way away—in the wrong direction.” 
    “I understand. But you are an elf, they are your people. The magic of the forest will let you pass. I will go with you, my friend,” said Koryn, putting a hand on Rohn’s shoulder. Rohn gave a resigned nod. It seemed it was fate that he meet up with his sister again. 
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
     “It will take some time to gather the needed supplies. It will be a long, hard road and I don’t know when we’ll be able to resupply. The Ancient Mountain is in an uninhabited frozen wasteland. Bitter cold even in the summer, it never gets above freezing and the animals that have learned to live there will not be able to sustain us. 
     “But our travel will be greatly reduced. We will use the gate to Thunder Peak and go west over the mountain. This will cut down weeks of travel,” explained Darian. 
     “It shall be as you say,” responded Galavad. 
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  Tynuviel woke from a horrific dream only to find herself in another one. Morphindinaetlus kept her chained to the wall on one of his many mounds of treasure. He did not want her to escape. Not that she would get very far. Something was digging painfully into her ribs. The more she tried to shift her weight to relieve the discomfort, the more something else pained her. A tear traced its way down her lovely face. 
     She thought she heard someone talking in the next chamber. She could not make out any words, as they spoke in low tones. Who would he be talking to? Who could survive here? What she’d managed to see on her way here wasn’t very encouraging. She strained to hear something, anything, but even her heightened elf ears could not make out a word. 
     A short while later, the dragon came stalking back to her. He was alone. She prayed silently to Starshenna for strength to make it out of here alive.  
     “So, you are awake. Sounded like you were sleeping fitfully. Dreaming of the Mage?” She openly glared at the beast, but kept silent. “Still fighting the truth? Well, not for long.” 
     “Why did you take me? Why bring me here?” 
     “For the Mage of course. I know he will come after me now and that is exactly what I want. What I have always wanted. When he sees you are alive… I will devour him when his attention is on you. You see, you will be the reason why he dies! I will drain his magic slowly. So slowly over the centuries. But eventually, he will die. A Mage’s magic is tied to their life force. Did you know that? He cannot survive without his magic. Of course, you will be of no further use to me. But for now… Shall we check on your love? See what he’s up to in your absence?” Without waiting for a response he used his magic to show her an image of Darian.  
     The Mage was sprawled out on a couch with a girl to either side of him. Their hands were all over his body as he kissed them. Tynuviel looked away in disgust. She refused to look, especially when the sounds told her they were doing more than kissing. 
  Morphindinaetlus was amused. She still would not look. She did not believe him. He had to be more forceful.  
 He had to get her to believe before the Mage came for her or his plans would be ruined. He showed her vision after vision of Darian, hoping one would set her off.  
     Before long he got his wish. He showed her an image of Darian and the seer in the throes of passion, limbs entwined. Darian called her name repeatedly.  
     That was the last straw for Tynuviel. She could not contain her rage anymore. She saw Nephraete’s silver hair falling over Darian’s chest as she continued her rocking motion. Tynuviel screamed in rage, picking up an object from the hoard and throwing it as hard as she could into the image.  
     The item turned out to be an old silver pitcher, deeply engraved with runes and symbols. A rare, priceless item, but he’d gotten the reaction he wanted. So she was afraid of his infidelity! This could be interesting. He would push her harder in the coming days. He would get creative in his imagery with the seer and the Mage. Yes, this would be fun.  
     She watched the scene playing out before her. A look of pain and revulsion etched in her fair features. He chuckled lewdly to himself. Things were going according to plan. 
     Days passed by in much the same manner. He continued to show her the painful images. She began to watch them, she couldn’t help herself. She was hurt and angry. She couldn’t believe Darian lied to her yet again. He made a promise to her. He promised he would lay with no other. Promises she guessed, just didn’t matter to Darian Brade.  
     Well, that was his last chance. He blew it out his ass! She never wanted to see him again. If she ever made it out of here she would marry Tireniel. At least he would treat her right. He never hurt her or made her cry. She drew her legs up to her chest, wrapped her arms around them and put her head down on her knees. She began to cry softly, but before long a rushing torrent of tears threatened to overwhelm her.  
     One day she awoke to find Morphindinaetlus staring at her. She’d been a captive for weeks now, she thought. Time seemed to blur together here. And she wasn’t sure of anything anymore. The dragon watched her intently, no movement escaped his penetrating gaze.  
     She heard movement out in the next chamber. Who? Or what? Moments later, she wished she didn’t know. She could not draw breath so shocked was she! It could not be! How? 
     Darian strode out of the cavernous chamber, hood down to reveal his handsome face. Not handsome! She thought. She hated him. All the pain he caused her. But it was not over…  
     He ran to her, hugging her close. “Ty, thank the gods you’re safe! I’ve been so worried about you.” 
     “No you haven’t. Pig!” she exclaimed, kicking him hard. “Da Mah’ Kliva!” she spat at him. He grew angry and backhanded her. She flew backward, landing hard on her bottom. Blood trickled out of the corner of her mouth.  
     He bent down to her, smoothing her hair back. He held her neck, drawing her close. He kissed her as she tried to fight him, but his grip was too strong! He licked the blood from her mouth, forcing his tongue between her lips. 
     One hand was on her breasts, the other slid between her legs. Against her will she moaned. He kissed her deeply, stroking her urgently. She broke off the kiss. 
     “Darian, what are you doing? Get me out of here! Please.”  
     He only chuckled as he began to strip off his clothes. He undid her tunic, none too gently, exposing her breasts. He stripped her bare as she began to fight. 
    “No! Stop it. What are you doing? Darian stop!” But she could do nothing to fight him. He was just too strong and she was chained to the wall. 
     He forced her legs open, taking her against her will. She screamed and cried, but there was no one to help  
  her escape this nightmare. His thrusts became deep and urgent. He groaned in pleasure, rolling off of her, sighing in deep contentment.  
     She lay there unable to move. Unable to process what had just happened to her. Her thoughts turned inward and her mind shut down. It was unspeakable. She always fantasized about making love to him, but not like this! She could not believe what he’d done. She was shattered inside. She knew he hurt her. He had not been gentle at all and she fought him though there wasn’t much she could do chained up as she was. Her body hurt and she felt a burning sensation between her thighs. She felt sick to her stomach. Before she could stop herself, she rolled and vomited. Her whole body trembling.  
     Darian threw her clothes at her, hitting her in the chest. She was unable to move. Her thighs were battered and bruised and her arms were covered with handprint bruises. He broke her and nothing could fix her again. Her eyes were vacant and lost. 
     Darian and Morphindinaetlus stood there talking. She could not believe it. Darian was in league with the dragon!  
     “She is… very  sweet. Thank you for capturing her for me. Now I can have my cake and eat it too. She has been my desire for a long time, but I cannot keep just her. But now, I can have her as often as I like.” They both laughed.   
     “You lied to me,” she croaked. 
     “What was that?” asked Darian. She ignored him, looking only at the dragon.  
     “You said you wanted to kill him.” She gestured at the Mage. 
     “Why would I kill my partner in crime? No. We’ve been working together for a long time now, haven’t we?”  
     “Aye,” replied the Mage. “Would you like something to eat?” he asked the elf. In answer, she spit in his face. He slapped her, knocking her head into the stone wall behind her.  
     “Now, now let’s not be too rough with her, eh?” said the dragon, mildly amused. “You will see the real Darian Brade from now on. He’s not the man you thought he was, is he?” mocked the wyrm.     
     Tynuviel’s vision blurred and she could not concentrate on their words. He hit her harder than she thought. She felt herself slip away into blackness. 
     She dreamt of the days prior to her capture when she knew happiness with Darian. She could not understand what was wrong with him. Why was he doing these things to her? How could Nephraete betray her and Kyler? Did Kyler know? She would tell him if he was able to rescue her.  
     How long did they plan on keeping her alive? What did they want with her? Her father surely thought she was dead. Kyler too! Oh no! They will not come for me, she thought. I am doomed. I will die here, alone… 
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
                The  spell  wore  off, leaving the ugly servant standing there beside Morphindinaetlus. He was utterly appalling. His hair had been burned away, leaving only the melted scalp. His face was horribly scarred and burned from some unknown disaster. His right eye was  almost  burned  away  completely, the empty socket melted and oozing down his face.  His upper lip was gone, twisting his face into a perpetual grimace. 
    “I think you managed to break her. She actually believed it was Darian! By the time he really comes for her, she’ll be lost to him forever.”  
     “My pleasure,” purred the stranger. “Now, I must get back, but I will return soon.” The hideous creature  
  opened a gate and was gone.  
      
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
     Three days later, the Knights of Shorlan set out from Al-Dan-Tir with Tansher at their head. They pushed their horses to the limit. They could spare no time if they were to reach Kiri A’ Nouell before Kyler left, for there was no doubt the elf would accompany his friend. Their close relationship, however bizarre, did not go unnoticed.  
     They traveled light, not wanting to waste any more time gathering supplies. What they would need, they could always get in one of the towns along the way.  
     They galloped out of the stables, going northeast. The sun had not yet risen and the early morning air was crisp and cold, the snow not so deep now.  
     Al-Dan-Tir was the largest human city of Corillia located just east of Thunder Peak on the southern tip of the Logan Plains. Because of the mountains on their left, Al-Dan-Tir suffered bitter cold winters. The icy air blew down from the peaks, bringing heavy snows in its wake. 
     The Logan Plains was a vast grassland. In the summer, the grass would grow several feet high. The summers were sweltering and humid. The only relief came at night when the sun went down and the temperature dropped, making it cooler. But summer would not grace this land for months.  
     They rode until midday, then stopped for a rest. They took care of the horses first. After a meal of dried meat, fresh fruit, cheese and water, they rested for an hour before they were back on their way. 
    When they stopped for the night, Koryn sat by Rohn, talking in low tones. “Rohn, why don’t you want to go to Kiri A’ Nouell? Every time it’s brought up, you act strange. What are you hiding?” 
     “It’s a long story,” he said, hedging. 
     “We’ve got time,” replied Koryn. “Rohn, I know something is bothering you. Maybe I can help.” 
     “I doubt it,” said Rohn. 
     “Try me. I’m not gonna let it go until you tell me.” 
     Rohn blew an exasperated breath. “Going to Kiri A’ Nouell means I’ll very likely run into my sister.” 
     “Why would that be so bad?” asked Koryn. “Wait, you have a sister?” 
     “Yes, she thinks I’m dead,” responded Rohn. Koryn just stared at him in silence.  
     “Why would she think that? Why would you let her believe the lie?” asked his friend, confused. 
     “I left my home a long time ago. I could not bear to remain after… I wandered for a while not really sure where to go. I came to Al-Dan-Tir and made it my home. But now… I go to my past. To see my sister. What will she say? How will she react? Will she hate me? Will she forgive me?”  
     “There’s only one way to know for certain my friend. Face her. Explain your reasoning and maybe she’ll understand.”  
     Later, they rolled themselves in their blankets. Koryn was soon fast asleep, but Rohn lay awake for a long time thinking of his sister. She looked so much like him. Finally, he drifted into Ru Nay’ Sha, slipping beneath the waves of blackness.  
    
   
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
     They were approaching Limmin, their supplies exhausted when Tansher commanded them to stop. They needed to rest the horses and themselves. The town was still rebuilding from the dragon’s attack. When the Knights appeared at the town gates, the night watchman was stunned. 
     “What business do the Knights of Shorlan have here?” 
     “We are on our way to Kiri A’ Nouell. We are in need of rest and supplies. What happened here?” asked Tansher. 
  “Morphindinaetlus, that’s what! He and his minions came and burned the town. Killed more’n a coupla’ us.”  
     “I’m sorry. I fear we have not seen the last of that wicked beast,” said Tansher. “Please, we are in need of rest and food.” 
     “Of course,” said Ro’Ark, swinging the gate wide to admit them. 
     They entered the town, turning right past the gate. Everyone stopped what they were doing to stare at them with eyes that were sad and heavy. They looked like a people who had lost much. The dirt road was frozen, but clear of snow as the Copper Bottom became visible. The roof was new as was much of the front of the building.   
     A fire was going in the huge fireplace that separated the common room and it lent warmth and comfort to the weary travelers. The innkeeper came bustling over, wiping his hands on his apron.  
     “What can I do for ye gentlemen?” asked Shermin. “My name is Shermin and I am the innkeeper here at the Copper Bottom. What ‘ere ye be needin’ if we’re havin’ it, it’s yours.” 
     “Our thanks, Shermin. My name is Tansher Morningstar, leader of the Knights of Shorlan. We are in need of rest and food. Are there any supplies to be bought? We’ve still a long way to go.” 
     “Where ye headin’ then?” asked Shermin curiously. 
     “Kiri A’ Nouell,” replied Tansher. 
     “Poor Kyler. Ye tell him Shermin is thinkin’ about him. Hope he’s doin’ alright now.” 
     “Why, what happened?” asked Rohn, a bit worried. He knew his sister traveled with Kyler and if anything happened to her… 
     “Oh… Morphindinaetlus, when he came he… He seemed to know about Kyler and Destiny. She was with child. Kyler’s child. But when the dragon came… Well, he killed her and the babe ‘n burned her house down. The fire burned so hot we could no’ get in there for three days. When Kyler returned, he was with only one other. A beauty of a girl with long silver hair and violet eyes. They did the ceremony and left right quick they did. Ain’t seen him since. I like the boy. He’s been here many a time. Been nothin’ but polite. Ye tell him we’re thinkin’ o’ him ‘round here.” Shermin finished, showing them to their rooms. 
     When they were settled in, they returned to the common room for something to eat. They sat in the corner as far away from everyone as they could get. It took three long tables to seat them all. 
     “What do you think that was about?” asked Koryn quietly. 
     “I’m not sure,” responded Tansher. “It sounds as if Kyler had a lover before the girl he was with in Al-Dan-Tir. I cannot imagine what he must have felt finding what he did. She must have been human. I don’t see one elf here. When I spoke to him in Al-Dan-Tir, he never mentioned any of this. But we barely know each other. Why confide in a stranger even if I am kin and kind? He is more than protective of that Mage, though,” Tansher said  
  softly.  
    “Aye,” responded Rohn and Koryn.  
     Firehawk eased back in his chair, sipping his ale and eyeing the patrons. Most of them glanced at the Knights now and then, but they seemed harmless. His silver eyes did not miss a thing. One of the serving girls kept watching them. She was pretty of face and slender of figure. She had long dark hair and green eyes. When she came near to their table, Firehawk reached out to grab her wrist, gently turning her around.
   “What  is  your  interest in us, sweetheart?” asked the handsome elf. His voice was a bit deep and gravelly. Unusual for an elf.  
    “I’m sorry. I meant no offense, I…” she trailed off. 
     “Worry not. We will not harm you,” said Firehawk softly. 
     “I… The last elf that was here was Kyler and… Destiny, she was my friend. I’m sorry,” she spoke haltingly as a tear traced its way down her cheek.  
     “Shhh,” he whispered soothingly, wiping away her tears. “I am sorry for your loss. What is your name?” asked Firehawk. 
     “Nayna. But everyone just calls me Nay.” 
     “A lovely name for a lovely girl. My name is Firehawk. Be at ease and find peace.” He let her go and she wished he hadn’t. She managed a smile, then went back to work.  
     “I think she likes you, Firehawk,” said Koryn. 
     “She may, but it wouldn’t be right to take advantage of her,” said Firehawk. 
    “It is not taking advantage if it is freely offered,” replied Koryn with a smirk. 
     “True enough, I suppose,” said Firehawk.  
     The rest of the night passed pleasantly by as Nayna flirted with Firehawk all evening. When the Knights rose to leave, Nayna grasped his hand, lightly squeezing it. 
     “Thank you. Talking to you made me feel better than I have since it happened.” 
     “Would you like to have a drink with me?” asked Firehawk. 
     “I’d love to. I was hoping you would ask me.” She smiled shyly. “Where are you from?” she asked, as he held the chair for her to sit. The rest of the Knights retired, leaving them alone. 
  “Kiri A’ Nouell. But that was a long time ago. I have not been in my homeland for  
  a very long time.” 
     “Don’t you miss it?” she asked, reaching across the table to hold his hand. He let her.  
     “Sometimes, but as I said, it was a very long time ago,” Firehawk said quietly. She got the distinct impression he did not want to talk about it. 
     “Why do you show an interest in me, Nayna? Do you know there are many here who like you? I cannot offer you what I know you want. Mine is a hard life, a dangerous life. I make my home in Al-Dan-Tir now and I don’t know how often I’d be able to make it here to see you,” he told her matter of factly. 
     “I could always go with you. I really don’t want to stay here anymore. Too many memories.”  
     “You do not even know me. Why would you give up everything to come with me?” he asked. 
     “I don’t know. There’s just something about you. Do you believe in love at first sight?” she asked, fearing she sounded corny.  
     “I believe in a lot of things, but I’ve seen so much bloodshed and killing as a Knight…” 
     “Do you have someone waiting for you?” she asked, feeling foolish for not asking earlier.  
    “No. And I have not for a long time.” She moved to sit next to him, putting her hands to either side of his face. She brushed her lips on his and at first he did not respond. Suddenly, he grabbed her waist, holding her tightly as he kissed her.  
  She wrapped her arms around his neck. He picked her up easily as if she weighed next to nothing. She led him to her room, where he bolted the door in place. He carefully removed his armor and weapons, hanging them  
  neatly on pegs by the door.  
     When she undid his shirt, she gave a loud gasp. He had a nasty scar on his neck near his larynx. She suspected that was the source of the roughness in his voice. But she liked it. It was sexy. She kissed the scar, running her tongue along its length. He had many scars. One on his ribs about six inches long. He had more on his back and one on his chest. She kissed them all as she touched him tenderly.  
     He sighed in contentment. Freely offered indeed, he thought to himself. She practically threw herself at me. He undid her tunic, sliding his hands inside her breeches. She gasped aloud and he kissed her as he relieved her of the rest of her clothes. 
   She fumbled with the laces on his breeches as he backed her to the bed. He eased her down, putting his right knee between her legs. His lips caressed her breasts and she moaned softly.  
     She pulled him down, sliding on top of him. She gasped in pleasure as he guided her hips down. Her motion increased as she braced her hands on his strong chest. 
     He rolled her over, filling her and her need. She held onto him tightly as his strokes became deep and even. He covered her mouth with his, giving himself up to her passion. 
     Afterwards, they lay in each other’s arms, spent for the moment. “Will you take me with you?” she asked softly. 
     “Nay,” he responded, and her heart fell. “It’s been a long time since I’ve been in a serious relationship. Are you sure you want to travel to Al-Dan-Tir with me?” he asked. She smiled as she realized he’d been calling her by her nickname and not denying her request. 
     “I would follow you anywhere. It’s been a long time since I was in a serious relationship,  too.” He kissed her softly as he made love to her again. She fell asleep soon after, completely worn out.  
     He lay awake for a while, not believing the turn his life was taking. Why had he agreed to take her with him? She was pretty, sexy and she wanted him. What was wrong with that? He wondered how Tansher would react to her presence. He decided that he didn’t care. It would be good to have someone waiting for him once more. He hadn’t lied when he said it had been a long time. His last relationship was over a century ago.  
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  In the morning, Firehawk woke Nayna early. The sun had not yet risen. He helped her to pack her things, which turned out to be not much of anything. She left a note for Shermin explaining her decision and where she was going. She told him she would send word once she was settled. 
    Tansher raised an eyebrow when he saw Nayna and Firehawk together. Koryn grinned wickedly and Rohn laughed, clapping his friend on the back. 
     Tansher pulled Firehawk aside to speak with him privately. “Am I to understand that you mean to take her with us? What prompted this decision? This is unlike you, what’s going on?” asked Tansher, sincerely concerned. 
     “Yes, I’m taking her with me. She will be my responsibility, and I will take care of her. I have not had a serious relationship for a long time and I… miss it. I have sworn to uphold the laws of the Knights and I have. I don’t deny that it is a bit strange, we only just met, but… It will be nice to have someone to come home to for a change.” Tansher rested his hand on Firehawk’s shoulder. 
     “Be at ease. I only want what’s best for you. I know entering Kiri A’ Nouell will be difficult, but we’re all here for you. It will be for the best.” 
     Soon after, they left Limmin, turning east. Nayna rode in front of Firehawk, at ease on the back of a horse. She leaned into him, resting her head on his shoulder as he put his left arm around her waist. She was dressed for the cold weather with a thick, fur lined cloak and gloves. Her sweater was warm and she wore a tunic underneath it. 
  The winter winds blowing down from Thunder Peak were bitter and the air smelled like snow. There were no roads on the Logan Plains. Just an immense expanse of open land. They intended to pass by Marubiel and go straight to Mishkalan.  
     Two days later, they reached the Kalishar River. They stopped to refill their water skins. While there, they caught fish and cooked them over open flames. Afterwards, they buried the fire, going east once more. 
  They stopped for the night in the open. They would not make it to Mishkalan this night. The Knights went  
  about their tasks quickly and efficiently. Not a one complained about their duties. They cleared the area of debris and snow, laying down well-oiled tarps that would keep the moisture out of their bedrolls.  
     Nayna felt bad that they were doing all the work. She wanted to help them in some way so she started a fire and began rummaging through their stores.  
     She made a vegetable stew from the goods they’d picked up in Limmin. She took out bread, cheese and the ale skins. By the time the Knights were done she had the stew heating over the fire. 
     “Smells good,” Koryn said appreciatively.  
     “Thank you. It’s the least I could do.” The rest of the Knights gathered round the fire, eagerly awaiting the meal. She noticed most of them kept their distance from Firehawk. The only ones that seemed not to be bothered by his presence were Tansher, Koryn, Rohn and two others. She was not sure of their names. 
     “Why do they not like you?” she asked quietly, when he sat next to her.  
     “I make them uncomfortable, I guess,” Firehawk replied. 
     “Why? I see a handsome Knight. I gather it is not easy to become one is it?” 
     “No, it’s not. There are many challenges we must complete. Many tests and trials. I am an elf, long-lived. I have seen much in my years upon this land. I do not mix easily, I guess you could say.” 
     “I can’t say that at all,” she replied with a wicked grin. He smiled back, putting his arm around her. The others looked at them curiously, but said nothing.  
    
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
     
    
  Asa  and  Gayla  went to see the Monarch. Gayla was nervous and unsure of how she would be received. She thought maybe Asa’s father might be angry that he was with a human woman. At least I cannot conceive, she thought bitterly. Maybe he won’t be as upset since there is no possibility of a child. She did not want to offend Asa or hurt his feelings, but she was downright terrified to meet the Monarch. 
     As they approached the Monarch’s door, Asa could see no sign of the guards. He was angry. Their orders had been explicit! They strode right up to the door and out of nowhere, Malchyr and Kralkor materialized. The air shimmered around them as they became visible.  
     “Takasha!” Asa exclaimed with a shudder. 
     “Sorry, Asa. Habit,” said Kralkor. 
     “I need to see him,” Asa said. 
     “Of course,” replied Malchyr, knocking. 
     The Monarch opened the door and when he saw Asa, he beamed happily. “Come in, come in,” his gaze took Gayla in warmly and she immediately began to relax. 
     Tiriel came out of the bedroom, waddling as her belly grew in size. “Asa, Gayla. So nice of you to come by,” the queen said sweetly. “Would you like something to drink?”  
     “Let me help you,” Gayla rushed over to her.  
     “A beautiful girl,” remarked Galavad when the ladies were out of earshot. 
     “Yes, she is,” remarked Asa. They waited for the girls to return before seating themselves.  
     “What’s on your mind, son?” asked Galavad, already suspecting. 
     “Mother, father, I wanted to talk to you about Gayla. I love her and I want her to stay here with me.” 
     “Gayla, is that what you want? You want to remain here in Kiri A’ Nouell with the elves? Do you really love my son and want to be with him? Or are you rebounding from Darian still? I’m sorry to seem so harsh, but I must know. You must understand, Asa is my son. I love my children deeply and I do not want to see any harm come to them.” said Galavad. 
     “Yes sir, I love Asa. He treats me with respect and kindness. I would like to remain here in your home if you will let me.” 
     “What of your children? Do you plan to have any?” asked Tiriel. 
     Gayla looked crestfallen. “No ma’am. I cannot. The Order… When I was first brought there, they…” her voice faltered. 
     “She is barren,” Asa explained. 
     “Oh, I’m so sorry!” Tiriel replied, reaching across the table to hold Gayla’s hand. “Of course you can stay, sweetheart. I’ve never seen my son so happy and content. You bring out the best in him.” 
     “Thank you,” she said, bowing.  
     “No need for that, Gayla. You can call me Tiriel.” 
    “Thank you, Tiriel,” Gayla smiled. 
     “What will you do when Asa goes with Kyler and Darian?” Galavad deliberately brought up the Mage to see her reaction. She clasped Asa’s hand tightly.  
     “I don’t know, sir. I would love to help your wife if you don’t mind. I helped with the Breeders when they gave birth sometimes. And I’m used to hard work. So if there’s anything you need done… Only, I can’t find my way too well yet. At all actually.” 
     “Not to worry, Gayla. I would appreciate your help. And I will help you to find your way. I know it must be so confusing for you.” 
    “Thank you, Tiriel,” said Gayla with a tear in her eye. Asa took her in his arms. He brought his lips to hers, kissing her tenderly. 
     “I can see you care for one another, this is good. You will be good for each other. You both have our blessing,” said the Monarch.  
     They spent the rest of the day talking easily. Tiriel and Gayla made plans to get together every day while Asa was away. Their behavior put Gayla at ease with them. They’d been so kind to her. She couldn’t believe it. It wasn’t at all what she’d expected. 
     They left before supper, as they had plans of their own. Gayla packed some food and drinks in a basket and they left to find a place to be alone.  
     Asa poured Nykessa for them both. He kissed her, easing her down. His hand stroked her legs and she moaned softly. He kissed her neck, his fingers lightly touching her breasts. 
     “Mmm Asa. I don’t think now is the time,” she whispered huskily. 
     “Right,” he replied, helping her up.  
     “I’m so relieved that your parents accept us being together. I was really afraid. I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want to hurt your feelings, but I was not looking forward to that meeting. I really thought they would not allow our relationship. I was afraid I would lose you.” 
     “What do you mean, lose me?” Asa asked. 
     “If they did not allow us to be together, I was afraid you would get rid of me,” she replied, head down. 
     “I would never do that to you. I love you,” he said, turning her to face him. “I was prepared for an all-out battle in there today. But I guess because I’m not to be the Ac Quay’ A, it doesn’t matter to them.” He kissed  her  
  softly. “And I’m happy.” He kissed her again, sliding his tongue along hers.  
     When they got back to their room, they could not get their clothes off fast enough. She teased him with her lips as he moaned at her touch, running his fingers through her hair.  
     She pushed him down, taking control. He didn’t mind at all as she was a skilled lover. He put his hands on her hips as she tossed her long hair out of her face.  
     He sat up, holding on to her, running his hands down her back. The motion of her hips increased as she clung to him, her body quivering in delight. He put her on her back, holding her arms down as his whole body tensed in preparation. He kissed her as he gave himself over to her charms.  
    
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
          
    
     Darian and Kyler walked alone. The Mage had been extremely quiet since the council meeting. Unusually quiet. Kyler wondered what was on his mind. He knew his friend was upset and he was growing increasingly more concerned. His behavior, while not always predictable, was becoming erratic. Kyler did not like what his friend was becoming. He had to help ground him to reality. 
     He looked at the Mage out of the corner of his eye. Darian walked, deep in thought, his left index finger on his lips. What is running through his mind? Kyler thought. He would be willing to pay to know. He knew it would be a steep price, too, because Darian never let anything go cheaply. 
     Darian wondered what they were doing to Tynuviel. He didn’t think the wyrm would have taken her if he didn’t have nefarious intentions. He hoped she remained untouched. He could not tell Kyler of his concerns because he did not even want to think about them himself. He did not even want to talk about it. He needed to get to her. He dis- 
 carded the idea of going by himself. He would need them all. He was not arrogant enough to believe that he could best the dragon alone. He was not even sure they could do it together. 
     Damn it! This is why he’d been so distant before. He knew it was a great risk being in love with her. But the risk should never have been hers! His face twisted into an evil caricature and he had a hard time restraining his temper. He had to get himself under control, he could feel himself slipping away. He knew Kyler could sense it as well. He must use the lessons he’d been taught all his life now to keep him grounded. He would  
  do Tynuviel no good if he gave in to the blackness that threatened to overwhelm him. 
               They walked to the waterfall, sitting on a slab of rock jutting up from the earth. “Are you going to tell me what’s on your mind, Darian?” asked Kyler in a grim tone. 
     “No,” Darian replied shortly.  
     “Darian, I know something is bothering you and I want to know what it is,” Kyler said, not backing down.  
     “Takasha, Kyler! I don’t even want to think about it myself let alone speak it aloud!” the Mage said hotly. 
     “I know it’s about my sister. Tell me please, it might help to talk about it.” 
     “How’s it going to help, Kyler? Will they stop torturing her because I talked about it? Will they stop defiling her because I’ve told you my worst fears? How will talking about it help her at all!” Darian shouted. 
     “It won’t help her. It might help you,” the elf said softly. “She’s my sister, Darian. Don’t you think I have those same fears? Maybe not for the same reasons, but I do have them.” 
  Darian blew an exasperated breath. “I’m sorry, my friend. I forget myself. I love her, you know I do. And I  
  just can’t… I can’t come to terms with this happening. This is my fault. That’s why I tried so hard to keep my distance from her, but I couldn’t do it! Now he took her because of me.” Darian pounded his fists on the rock, oblivious to the blood puddle forming on the slab. 
     Kyler took a cloth from his pack, tore it in two, and bound the Mage’s wounds. What scared the elf was that the Mage seemed oblivious to the blood, the pain and the damage to his hands. A Mage’s hands were his livelihood; spells cannot be cast with broken fingers.  
     “Darian, snap out of it. I know it isn’t easy. But you do yourself no good here. If you injure your hands, you’ll be no help rescuing Tynuviel.” 
   It was as if Kyler hadn’t spoken at all. Darian was not paying any attention to anything around him. It was a good thing Kyler had come along with him. If anyone ever wanted to get to the Mage, now was the perfect time. He was so distracted and was obviously not thinking clearly. Kyler had never seen him in such a state. The elf was determined not to let anything happen to his friend. He promised to watch his back and that’s exactly what he intended to do. 
     Once back in his room, the Mage took out an aged bottle of blue Al-Dan-Tir wine. He poured two glasses and handed one to Kyler. The elf sat at the table with his friend, but did not take a drink. Darian drank his down and poured himself another. 
     This was what the elf was worried about. He’d never seen Darian drunk before and he wasn’t eager to now. Not at all. A drunk Mage is a dangerous Mage, thought Kyler. More so than when they are sober.  
    “Darian, drinking isn’t the answer. Please, talk to me, we can work this out. She needs you to be clear headed. I’ve never seen you like this.” The Mage ignored him. Emptying the bottle into his glass, he retrieved another from his wardrobe.  
     “Drink with me or get out!” commanded the Mage, not in the mood for the elf’s protective behavior. Kyler couldn’t leave him. Not now. Not like this. So he did the only thing he could. He emptied his glass. Nykessa was far stronger than blue Al-Dan-Tir wine and Kyler was no stranger to drink. He could hold his own. Apparently, so could Darian. They emptied the second bottle and were not even tipsy.  
     Darian was a big man. It probably took him a lot to get drunk. Kyler was not eager to see exactly how much it would take. The elf was hoping the Mage would just pass out. He wasn’t sure if he could stop him should he choose to get violent. Takasha! 
     They were on their third bottle before Darian finally began to mellow out. He sat there, quietly reflective. 
     “Kyler, thank you for being here for me. I know I do not make it easy. I just need companionship. Even if I don’t confide in you, your presence helps me.” 
     “Thanks… I think,” said the elf, smiling. “Darian, do not blame yourself. It’s not your fault. Tynuviel has a mind of her own. Even though you pushed her away, she always came back. Even if you were honest with her from the beginning, I don’t think she would have stayed away.”  
     “I can’t help but to blame myself. I thought I could keep her safe. Morphindinaetlus… That son of a bitch! He squeezed his glass so hard that it shattered, slicing his hand open. Blood ran freely down onto the table, but the Mage’s mind was elsewhere. 
     “Takasha! Darian, are you okay?” Kyler jumped up, grabbing the pitcher of water and washing the cut. Darian waved him off. 
     “I’ll be fine. I just wish I could take her pain away. I know she’s going through hell. The wyrm will have it no other way. He wants to make me suffer as much as her. Damn it!” the Mage stood, over-turning the table and all its contents. The table cracked in two and the glasses and bottles shattered from the impact.  
     Darian mumbled an arcane phrase, waggled his fingers and the mess was gone. Everything was put back in its place. Kyler just stood there, seeing the ease with which his friend commanded the magic. Even after drinking as they had, he seemed strong and sure. 
     “Delvishan came to me in Ru Nay’ Sha,” began the Mage quietly. 
     “What? When?” asked Kyler curiously. 
    “Before,” replied the Mage. 
     “What did he say?” asked the elf. 
     “He told me he would let me have Tynuviel. That he would protect us from The Order. But I still thought it would be better if we waited until I made some changes before we made love. Now, I fear that when we get her back… She will hate me. I fear she won’t want me anymore. They will use me against her. I will be the instrument of her torture.” 
     “You keep saying they. Who is they?” 
     “Morphindinaetlus and the Dark Mage.” 
     “Darian, I’m sure I don’t want to know the answer, but what exactly do you think will happen to her? You said earlier that she will be defiled. They would not dare…” Kyler trailed off, unable to finish the thought.  
     “Yes, they would. Morphindinaetlus hates me and wants me to suffer. What better way than to take what I treasure most? He will hurt her, but keep her alive at least until I get there. He wants me angry and unbalanced. And I am.  But I cannot allow him to see that.” 
    “But, surely you do not think the dragon will…” Again, Kyler was unable to finish the thought. 
     “I know not. He did with Missy, so he’s fully capable. Will he though? Takasha I hope not! But I know he fills her head with lies to unbalance her, to turn her against me. He probably will even show her proof.” 
     “Proof of what? What are you saying?” asked the elf. 
     “He will attack the areas that he thinks are weakest. He will probably try to convince her I have strayed while she’s been away and conjure images to prove it. He will break her mind and her will. By the time we save her… our relationship will be destroyed. There will be no saving it.” 
     “She loves you. Surely she can fight him. She won’t listen to him,” said Kyler. 
     “In the beginning she won’t. But day after day, she won’t be able to help herself. He will try anything until he gets a reaction from her. When he does, he will exploit it.” 
     “You can heal her, right?” asked Kyler. 
     “Yes, physically. But not her mental wounds. They will be untouchable to me. Unreachable. I was so happy, Kyler. Your sister makes me feel like I’ve never felt before. I never wanted to be in love, never minded that we couldn’t be. I was able to be with as many women as I wanted. When I was finished with them, I discarded them, having gotten what I wanted. 
     “When  I  came  here  and  met  Tynuviel, that all changed. I fell for her the first time I saw her even though at the time, I didn’t recognize what I was feeling. When I did, I tried to deny it. I was terrified! I’ve never felt this way before. So alive. I desperately wanted to be with her, though I knew I could not go through with it. I was angry, I tried to find a way around the rule without success. If not for Aganor… Delvishan told me he would not be angry. He blessed our relationship. It was a dream come true for me. I couldn’t believe after all this time, that we would finally be together. And then Morphindinaetlus took it all away! 
     “If I could not protect her this time… What of the next? For surely there will be a next time. I’m to be the next Shangmarrum, Head of The Order. Imagine the enemies that position attracts. Inside and out.” 
  “Be at ease, Darian. I will always be here for you. Our friendship means everything to me. I know you have  
  not been completely honest with me about anything since the day we met. But you’re like a brother to me. If there’s anything I can do to help, you know I will,” said the elf seriously. 
     “Thanks, my friend,” Darian replied. “Now,” he said, draining his glass, “You want more?” The Mage pulled out another bottle. Kyler wordlessly held out his glass. He hoped he would not regret this in the morning.  
    
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
     Kiri A’ Nouell remained in a perpetual spring/summer mode. The ancient elves who created the magical barrier were also responsible for this. The warm, spring breeze that blew through the forest this day smelled of change. To the east of the forest paradise, was the wilderness. A wild, untamed land stretching more than one hundred eighty miles. There was very little water to be found if you didn’t know where to look. 
     Nymdal came trotting back to Kelindril. He shook his head in silent resignation. Still no sign of water. If they didn’t find any soon… The sun was high in the sky, the air shimmering from the heat. Kelindril looked around. There was no shelter, nowhere they could go for relief from the blazing hellfire that was the sun.  
    Kelindril chose these Gor Li’ Khan to accompany him because of their resourcefulness. And because their skills were above and beyond reproach. If they could not find water, then there wasn’t any to be had. 
     They trudged on, heading west. Kiri A’ Nouell lay in this direction and as long as they continued west and didn’t go too far north, they would walk directly into the ancient forest. Kiri A’ Nouell stretched as far as the eye could see to the south. To the north, it continued running steeply uphill, directly into Mogan Dar, city of Mages. 
     They walked the rest of the day without stopping. They were used to deprivation on many levels. The assignments they incurred demanded mental acuity. None were better suited to it than the legendary Gor Li’ Khan. There were times they were forced to wait  and watch for days  at a time. Failure in a mission was not an option. For any Gor Li’ Khan.  
     Sunset was nearing and the temperature had dropped, making it more comfortable for them. Gibron announced that there was a small group of trees up ahead. They should be able to reach it before the sun set completely. With trees, there should be water nearby.  
     The sun set with a dazzling burst of pink, orange and gold. The fire was warm and welcome as the temperature continued to drop.  
     “What do you suppose we will find once we enter Kiri A’ Nouell? Do you think they will welcome us or will a battle be nigh?” asked Floran, sounding as if he preferred the latter. 
     “Who can say? But I do not honestly think they would choose to battle,” replied Kelindril. 
     “Why would they? We are Gor Li’ Khan. No one wants to face us in a battle,” commented Stilhan. 
     “Remember, they are kin and kind and are not stupid. Arrogance and egotism are our enemies,” said Kelindril, as he took out his knife, throwing it in the dark. They heard the squeal of some unknown animal. The elf went to retrieve his blade, a small rodent impaled upon it. Kelindril toyed with it, enjoying its pain. He had a smile on his face as he watched it die. He flung the lifeless form far away from them into the darkness. After cleaning his blade, he slid it home in its sheath.  
     Soon after, they rolled themselves in their blankets, Ru Nay’ Sha taking hold of them.  
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
     Kryndale was on edge ever since he found out Kelindril was on their trail. He did not like it. Not at all. Kelindril could be merciless. Utterly remorseless. He reveled in the killing and bloodletting. Kryndale stopped working with him for that reason. Being careless could get you killed. No one ever saw the Gor Li’ Khan, they were invisible. Silent as death. They were death. You’d have a better chance at spotting death itself than a Gor Li’ Khan, unless he wanted to be seen. 
     As he walked, he saw Nephraete standing on a walkway, overlooking a clearing on the forest floor. Her hair glimmered in the silvery moonlight. She was so beautiful, her hair fell free down her back. She wore a red dress with soft, red slippers and his heart stopped beating for a moment as he took in the sight of her. His breath caught in his throat. He walked over to her, unable to stop himself. 
     “A beautiful night,” he said softly. 
     “Yes it is,” she replied.  
     “You look beautiful, Nephraete,” he blurted out. 
     “Thank you, Kryndale,” she said, smiling up at him. She took his hand in hers, his pulse quickening from her touch. “I miss you, my friend. I’m sorry if my presence now makes you uncomfortable. I was hoping that we could remain friends. But if it is too difficult for you, I understand.” 
    “Nephraete, we’ve been friends a long time. I cannot lie to you, I love you, but I don’t want to lose you either. I know all you want from me is friendship, and for me, that will have to be enough. Though I’ve always wanted more from you. Kyler is lucky indeed. I just want you to be happy and I can see that you are. My heart is full knowing you are finally at peace. I know you never would have been happy in Kaleika Bay.” 
     “No, I would not. My father changed so much after my mother died. I miss her so much.” She choked back a sob. Without thinking, Kryndale hugged her close. 
     “I know my love. I know,” he whispered soothingly. 
     “Then my brother killed soon after. I know that destroyed my father. He was paranoid about losing me and in the end, he drove me away. I was so angry at him for promising me to you without my consent. I could have spared you much pain if only I’d known.” 
     “Who is the one that’s always with you? I don’t remember ever seeing him in Kaleika Bay before,” asked Kryndale. 
     “That’s Calisha. He sometimes changes his appearance.” 
     “The Crebellan?” asked Kryndale in shock. 
     “Yes. If we did not leave home…” 
     “What?” asked the Gor Li’ Khan leader. 
     “Never mind. It does not matter.” 
     “You would have taken him?” asked Kryndale, needing to know. 
     “Yes. Father knew this, that’s why I was so upset. He knows a seer always takes her Crebellan as her lover. No one else wanted me. Well, besides you. Everyone treated me differently. I felt like an outsider with my own people.” 
     “Takasha! That’s because they’re a bunch of idiots. I cannot see you as anything but the beautiful woman you are. If only you felt the same…” his voice was husky. She knew he loved her and she felt horrible for hurting him.  
     “Where’s Kyler?” he asked. 
     “He’s with Darian. He’s having a very difficult time right now and he needs Kyler.” 
     “What about you?” he said, moving closer. “What do you need?” 
    “I’m fine, I understand their close relationship. Kyler might be the key to Darian’s sanity. Darian worries for Tynuviel’s safety and is frantic for her return and I feel sorry for him.” 
     “He has a strong personality.” 
     “Yes he does,” she agreed, but her tone gave him pause, she sounded odd. 
     “Darian seems to be a ladies’ man,” Kryndale tried. 
     “Oh yes, he is,” she laughed merrily. 
     “Do you find him attractive?” asked Kryndale worriedly. 
     “Hopelessly so. I feel drawn to him as I’m sure most women do. And then our bond…” she seemed distracted.  
  They stood for a while without saying a word. The moon was bright, giving off plenty of light for their elven eyes to see by. She stayed silent, trying to diffuse the awkwardness growing between them. It seemed for a minute that he was going to try to kiss her. He had moved so close to her that it was almost uncomfortable. 
     She did not look at him, afraid of what she would find hidden in his eyes. She should not feel uncomfortable around Kryndale, they’d been friends for years. The silence dragged on, but did not lessen in intensity. If anything, it made it worse. 
     “Well,” she said. “I think I will go to my room.” She hoped he would get the hint.  
    “I will walk with you,” he said, taking hold of her hand. She did not want to hurt him further so she let him. When they reached her door, he turned her around to look at him.  
     “Nephraete,” he breathed, putting his hands on her shoulders.  
     “Kryndale, I have to go,” she said softly, but then he was moving closer to her. 
     “Nephraete, are you alright?” asked Calisha, materializing in front of them. 
     Kryndale jerked as if slapped. Nothing had ever been able to take him by surprise so completely. He was instantly jealous, Calisha was striking in appearance with short blond hair and green eyes. He was tall and lean and Kryndale could see his muscles rippling beneath his clothes, coiled as if ready to strike.  
     “I’m fine, Cal,” she said affectionately, touching his cheek. “Kryndale was just making sure I got back okay,” she said. 
     Kryndale bid her goodnight and walked away. His temper flared when he saw that she invited Calisha into her room. He let out a breath he did not realize he’d been holding. I’ve got to get over her! He thought. What in the hell was I thinking? I could have been in serious trouble. He couldn’t help it, the more he tried not to think about her, the more he did. 
     Once inside the room, Calisha turned to Nephraete. “Are you alright?” 
     “Yes, I’m so glad you came when you did. I thought he was going to kiss me! He knows I don’t have those feelings for him,” she said, putting her head on his shoulder.  
     “It is hard for him, I think. He still has feelings for you. They will not be easily gotten rid of. As long as you are okay, I will go.” He turned to leave, but she caught his hand. 
     “Please Calisha, don’t go. Kyler is with Darian and I don’t want to be left alone,” she begged. 
     “Why are you in your old room? What will Kyler think when you are not in his bed?” 
     “He may not even return this night. Darian is very upset. I can feel… utter turmoil. I guess I’m just lonely. I’m sorry, Calisha. You can go if you want to. If you’re going to see Khazzuri… I don’t want to keep you.” 
     “I don’t want to go. I want to stay here with you,” he said, kissing her softly, sweetly.  
     They stayed up late talking about all sorts of things. She felt safe and secure with Calisha. Much later, she drifted into Ru Nay’ Sha in his arms. 
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  The Knights made it to Mishkalan without incident. The guards were astonished to see twenty Knights of Shorlan outside their gates. 
     “What is your business here?” asked one guard, a mere formality really. No city or town would dare refuse the Knights of Shorlan admittance.  
     “We are on our way to Kiri A’ Nouell to speak to the elven council. My name is Tansher, leader of the Knights. We are in need of rest and supplies.” 
     “Of course, enter. It is a pleasure to have such worthy guests,” said the guard. 
     “Our thanks,” Tansher said, pressing his knees to his horse’s flanks.  
    They went straight ahead down Pittman street, then went right onto Rock Lane five streets down.  
     They pulled up in front of an inn with the name The Saddle on the wooden sign. A stable boy came and took their mounts and Tansher gave the boy a gold piece, much to the boy’s surprise.  
     “Thank ye sir!” the young boy exclaimed. Tansher smiled as he ruffled the boys head. 
   The Knights went in to acquire rooms for them all. The innkeeper was a middle aged woman with a friendly smile. “May I help you gentlemen?” 
     “Aye, good woman, we are in need of rooms for the night,” replied Tansher. 
     “Knights of Shorlan. Bless my soul,” she said, fanning herself. Tansher paid her and they went up to their rooms to wash off the dirt from the road before returning for dinner.  
     Firehawk and Nayna never came down for supper and some of them made lewd comments about their fellow Knight, but Tansher quickly put a stop to it. 
     “I will not have dissention in my ranks. Why do you have a problem with him? He is a good Knight and can outfight any one of you,” Tansher remarked, staring coldly at the troublemakers.  
     “He never participates with us. He keeps to himself, though in the beginning we tried to befriend him,” said Thane. 
     “You mustn’t have tried too hard,” remarked Rohn snidely. “He is a good Knight, a good elf, and he is our friend. You have a problem with me too?” asked Rohn, storm clouds swarming in his eyes. 
     “We got no trouble with you Rohn, you know that,” replied Thane. 
     “Then you have no problem with Firehawk,” Rohn said threateningly.  
     “Alright Rohn. Sorry. Nothin’ was meant by it,” said Thane. 
     “Tell that to Firehawk,” Rohn said quietly.  
     The rest of the evening went by slowly and the Knights retired early for they would be on the move again before dawn. 
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
     Dawn found Kyler in Darian’s room still. They’d drunk late into the night. He was deep in Ru Nay’ Sha now, resting peacefully. When he woke, it was late morning and Darian was just getting up.  
     “I’m famished,” said the Mage.  
     “Me too,” replied Kyler. They washed up; then got something to eat. 
     “Thanks for being there for me, Kyler. I’m sorry I was in such a black mood.” 
     “You feel better today?” inquired the elf. 
     “Yes.” 
  “Good. I need to check on Nephraete. I never got to tell her where I was last night.  
  She might be worried. See you later?” asked Kyler. 
     “Yeah, I’ve got some things to see to right now anyway,” the Mage replied. 
     “Alright, come by for supper with Nephraete and I.” 
     “Okay.” 
     When Kyler got back to his room, he noticed Nephraete was not there. The bed had not been slept in. He wondered briefly where she could be, but he needed a bath more. Once he was clean and in fresh clothes, he felt more himself.  
     Nephraete returned minutes later. By herself, he was relieved to see. 
     “Kyler, I missed you. How is Darian?” she asked, coming to him at once. He embraced her lovingly, bringing his lips to hers. His lips were soft, warm and enticing. She parted her lips, letting him in as time slipped away from them.  
    He stroked her hair, running his hands down her back, pulling her close. She slipped her hands inside his breeches and he moaned against her mouth. He laid her down, removing his clothes. Her body quivered in excitement. How she wanted him! His lips worked their magic on her breasts as she let out a happy sigh.  
     She gasped in pleasure as Kyler gave her what she begged for. She wanted it to last forever, it felt too damn good. He kissed her tenderly. Kyler was a damn good lover, though she had no one to compare him to, she did not need to. She just knew. 
     He felt her pleasure increase and it excited him. Takasha, she felt so good! He felt the heat inside of her rise to the surface as he pushed her into the realm of ecstasy. He gave her what she needed until her cries grew weak and only then did he give himself up to her passion. 
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
     Darian had to brace himself on the wall as the tidal wave of the seer’s pleasure washed over him, threatening to drown him. Takasha! What was Kyler doing to her? He stumbled over to a chair until the throes of her passion subsided. It lasted for some time. 
     Darian groaned in spite of himself. He couldn’t help it. She felt… good. He sat there for a while getting his body under control once more. He ran a hand through his hair, took a deep breath and called the demon to his side. The swirling grey smoke appeared, announcing the Falahari’s presence. 
     “Whoa! Am I interrupting something?” Sigorna asked. “You look like…” 
     “Don’t say it,” commanded the Mage in a guttural tone. Sigorna only smiled.  
     “Is it a private party or can anyone join?” asked the demon mockingly and the Mage laughed. “When do we leave for the Ancient Mountain?” asked the Falahari demon. 
      “It will take a few days to gather the supplies we’ll need. It is a barren frozen wasteland. Nothing much grows there so we’ll have to carry what we need.” 
     “You okay?” asked Sigorna. “You look like hell. Have you been getting enough rest?” 
     “Are you thinking about testing your bonds? Go ahead. They are as strong as the day we put them there. You know what will happen if you try and fail,” the Mage let the threat hang in the air.  
     Sigorna knew he was not faking, he knew what Darian was capable of. He would never be so stupid to try, unless… If the Mage was weak already, or injured, he might have a chance. He would have to remain alert. 
     “I was merely inquiring about your health.” 
     “As if you give a damn,” Darian said in a cutting tone. 
     “True enough I suppose. Although, you were never harsh with me. It is in my best interest to look out for you, to protect you. You never did anything amoral and I thank you.” 
     “You’re welcome,” replied Darian in a strange tone. 
     “You are different. You do not get off on compliments, you abhor them. You do not brag about your ability and this is something I can respect. Because I have been witness to some of what you can do. Why is that, I wonder? You are not an arrogant man like most of those weakling bastards. They don’t possess half of your power and yet you are content to go unnoticed. 
     “I can’t wait to strip them of their rank and robes! I want to devastate them and make them howl with agony. I want recompense for their atrocities against me.” 
    “Those are a lot of big words. Do you know what they all mean?” asked Darian. In reply, the demon laughed heartily. A sound that, to a normal person, would scrape the skin off bone. The Mage laughed with him. 
     “You know what I like about you Darian?” asked the Falahari. 
     “Oh wait, don’t tell me. Is it my boyish charm?” asked the Mage. 
     “No,” snorted the demon. “You are nothing like any Mage I ever met. And I’ve met a lot in my time. You are quick witted and very funny. You keep others at bay with a wall built between you and the world.” 
     “And you find these qualities endearing, do you?” 
     “See, that’s what I mean,” laughed the demon. “It’s like nothing is serious to you. Nothing too sacred to be joked about.” 
     “That is not true. I’m just a quick-witted sarcastic ass, but there are topics not to be joked about on any level.”  
     “Like?” prompted the demon.  
     “Those topics are not open to discussion,” said the Mage icily. 
     “So what did you call me for?” asked the demon curiously. 
     “I’m lonely, I needed someone to talk to.” Sigorna stood there for a full minute before bursting out laughing. 
     “Tell me, does the woman know you have a sense of humor?” 
     “What woman?” asked Darian, pretending not to know what Sigorna was talking about.  
     “Tynuviel. You know, a woman loves a man that can make her laugh. Do you make her laugh Darian?” 
     “I may never get the chance to again,” a melancholy tone crept into the Mage’s voice and he hated it. 
     “Oh come now, Mage. We’ll save the wench.” 
    “We may save her, but our relationship will very probably be over.”
   “Why do you say that?” 
     “A little birdie told me,” answered Darian, with no hint of humor in his voice. 
     “You really love her, don’t you?” asked the Falahari, completely stupefied. 
     “Yes, I do.” 
     “Well then, what’s the problem?” 
     “Morphindinaetlus…” the Mage trailed off. 
     “I cannot help you if I don’t know all the facts.” 
     “I believe the dragon is torturing her,” said the Mage, barely getting the words out. 
     “How do you know?” asked Sigorna. 
     “I just know. When we get there, I’m afraid she will not want anything to do with me. She’ll probably never want to see me again.” 
     “I doubt it, Darian. You underestimate your charm and good looks. Well, and your big…” 
     “Whoa! I get it,” said the Mage, cutting him off. 
     “What? I was going to say personality. Your big personality. You have a dirty little mind,” said Sigorna, laughing. The Mage couldn’t help it, he laughed too. 
  “Seriously Darian, I don’t think that dame’ll walk away from you. She may need  
  some time to get over what she’s going through, but I’ve seen the way she looks at you. She loves you, man. I’ve never seen a Mage with charisma like you. You have more than your fair share,” the demon said, sitting down by Darian. 
     “Sigorna, we have to find the dragon’s weaknesses. If we don’t, we will not best him.” 
    “We will. I can’t wait to go up against that one. And we will save your elf.” 
     “You actually sound like you mean it,” said the Mage. 
     “You wound me,” said Sigorna. “Of course I mean it. I wouldn’t have said it otherwise. Besides, the quicker this business is finished, the quicker I can be rid of you,” said the demon. He sounded insincere. 
     “Hey, you’re a real cramp in my style too,” said Darian. They talked for some time before the Mage finally released him.  
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿  
    
    
     The Knights approached the forest slowly. Tansher dismounted and walked as close to the border as he dared. He knew he would not be consumed by it, but he had no intention of leaving the others behind. He felt it would be best if they were escorted in.  
     He stepped close to the filmy, shimmering barrier, stroking it like a lover. A humming noise emanated from deep inside and he knew their position had been given away.  
     He stepped back, waiting. They did not wait long before an escort was sent. An ancient elf walked through the barrier to meet them. His penetrating gaze took them all in. 
     “I am Kinistaya and I will escort you to the council room. The Monarch awaits.” His gaze rested on Firehawk. “Firehawk, it has been too long. Welcome home, sons of Shenna.” It was obvious his welcome was aimed at all the elves. The Ni’ Kulana were tolerated at best. He turned and whispered something to the barrier, which parted to let them pass.  
     Everyone was staring at them as they made their way to the palace. The elves talked amongst each other, whispering quietly. When the Knights passed, the elves stopped what they were doing. Curious gazes followed them to the palace.  
  The human Knights could not stop staring either, they admired the elves’ community. Beauty everywhere; faces, plants, buildings. They did not know where to look first. 
     The council room was less than half full. The Monarch wanted to see the Knights’ reasons for coming here in private. The only ones present were the Monarch, Tiriel, Kyler, Darian, Calisha, Nephraete, Kinistaya and the Gor Li’ Khan.  
     When the Knights came walking through the door, all eyes were on them. Rohn kept his helmet on to obscure his features should his sister be present. Sooner or later he would run into her here and he braced himself for it.  
     Tansher Morningstar was in the lead. When he crossed the threshold, he saw the Mage seated close to Kyler and the Monarch and this surprised him. That he should be so highly regarded here. Like the Old Times, he thought briefly. He wondered if it was good or bad. Time will tell. He felt the Mage had much to answer for, but he did not think he would be able to make him talk. No. Not that one. A Mage of The Order was in a league all his own. He was but a Knight of Shorlan. He could not compete with a Mage of The Order, nor did he wish to try. He saw Kyler and nodded his head in greeting and Kyler inclined his head.  
     “Greetings, Knights. You are far from home this day. What business do you have with Kiri A’ Nouell?” asked the Monarch, taking the lead.  
     “We felt compelled in our duty to travel here. We witnessed Morphindinaetlus flying over Al-Dan-Tir with an elf from Kyler’s group in his claws. We did not know if you knew, but she was alive when we saw her. We did not know her name, but Rohn identified her as one of your own.”  
    Curse it, thought  Rohn. Did he have to use my name?  Nephraete’s face was frozen in a mask of shock and denial. 
     “Are you alright?” whispered Kyler, as he felt the seer stiffen next to him. She shook her head in response.  
     “Rohn, please tell us what you saw,” said the Monarch. Rohn stood reluctantly. He removed his helmet, shaking out his silvery-blue hair. Nephraete gasped aloud. 
     “Rohn! You’re alive!” she nearly knocked over her chair to get to him. Most of the council room was dumbfounded.  
     She put her hands to either side of his face. “Rohn, is it really you? I thought you were dead!” She embraced him, holding him close and weeping uncontrollably. 
     He held her tightly. “It’s me, Nephraete. I’m sorry for what I did. I left because I could not continue in Thelarki’s service anymore. The things he made the Gor Li’ Khan do… It was not meant to be! I could not reconcile it. Then mom died and I knew I had to leave. I should have told you, should have taken you with me. I’m sorry for abandoning you. Can you forgive me?” Rohn begged, holding her at arm’s length so he could look into her eyes.  
  They looked so much alike. Kryndale could not believe his eyes. The son of Thelarki lived! So, he was not  
  the only Gor Li’ Khan to flee their homeland. Well, he was glad the Skyblade siblings were reunited. 
      “Of course I forgive you, Rohn, you’re my brother! I left too. Calisha helped me to get to Kiri A’ Nouell. Father became so obsessed with my visions that he locked me in my room and would rarely let me out. I can’t believe you’re really here.” 
     “I am and I’m not going anywhere anymore. I’ll always be here with you.” He kissed the top of her forehead and put his arm around her as he prepared to speak.   
     “I saw the dragon fly low over the city with an elf female in his claws. I recognized her as one that was with Kyler, but did not know her name. We all agreed that we could not let her remain a captive of the dragon. We thought it best to come here to alert you that she lives. We want to help you. We would go with you to the wyrm’s lair and exact punishment for this heinous act,” said Rohn passionately.  
     “We gladly accept your help, Knights. It is deeply appreciated and your kindness shall not be forgotten,” said Galavad.  
     “What is it you would like us to do? Can we help with anything?” asked Tansher and Galavad looked to Darian. This was not lost on any member in the council room.  
     “Darian, it seems, has some ideas. But they might clash with your moral sensibilities,” said Galavad, pulling no punches. Tansher raised an eyebrow. 
     “What do you have in mind, Darian? I am no stranger to your work.” Tansher let the Mage know that he knew about Nereina.  
     “Are you sure you want to know? Because if anyone here is faint of heart, they’d better leave now. Once I begin, if anyone tries to leave I will be forced to kill him,” Darian said seriously. He did not crack a smile nor did his eyes stray from Tansher’s. 
     “I assure you, we can handle it. We’ve seen just about everything there is to see in our time as Knights,” assured Tansher. 
     “I doubt that, Tansher, but I appreciate the sentiment,” replied Darian. Some of the Knights bristled at that, but Tansher never batted an eye. He guessed the Mage was right. 
     Darian put his finger on the black and amber colored stone around his neck. A thick, grey mist boiled over the floor and when it dissipated, a huge winged demon stood at the Mage’s side.  
    The elves whispered fervently, “Shenna protect us!” The Falahari grinned at the attention.  
     “Are you mad? How can this be of any help?” asked Thane with a wild look in his eyes.  
     “I am sick and tired of morons like you asking me if I’m insane!” Darian said, slamming his hand down on the table. “Do you have any better ideas?” he asked with open hostility. Something about this one set his teeth on edge. It was like having another Shaz around. “Would you like to leave then?” asked the Mage, grinning wickedly. Hoping he would.  
     “Of course not! I am not afraid. Can you control it?” 
     “Of course,” said Darian, in a tone that was like saying, you dummy. “But I warn you, the demon will only attack those whom I command. So I suggest you stay on my good side,” commanded Darian. 
     “Ha!” said Thane derisively, slapping the Knight next to him. The other Knight took two steps away from Thane. 
     The Falahari walked up to Thane slowly, sniffing the air. His wings were spread wide and his tail curved up to the middle of his back.  
     “What did you say?” whispered the demon, in a cold, menacing tone.  
  “The demon will be a strong and powerful ally. I respect your power, Mage. The Falahari are hard to control.  
  That you have bound him… That is truly impressive,” said Firehawk.  
     “Only you would think so, Firehawk,” said Thane, with a sneer.                      
     “Firehawk speaks the truth, Thane,” Tansher remarked. “You truly are someone to admire and fear, Darian. I have not seen a Falahari bound so in a very long time.” Darian did not comment, but looked to the demon and nodded. Sigorna returned to the Mage’s side.  
     “Do you think this plan will work?” asked Rohn, his arm still around Nephraete.  
     “It must. I know not what else to do. The dragon is a powerful foe and will not be dispatched easily, as you saw in the square.” 
    “Aye,” replied Rohn and Koryn simultaneously.  
     “How many will fight beside us, Darian?” asked Tansher.  
     “I fear too few, Tansher. We have the legendary Gor Li’ Khan…” 
     “What!” exclaimed Rohn.  
     “Be at ease Rohn, son of Thelarki,” soothed Kryndale as they materialized. “We are here to help. You are among friends and our allegiance is to Kiri A’ Nouell now. Not to Kaleika Bay and Thelarki.” 
     “Kryndale? You left too?” asked Rohn, shocked. 
     “Aye. And I took my best with me. We are only six, but we fight like thrice our number,” Kryndale replied fiercely.  
     “Surely there are more?” asked Tansher.  
     “We have some dwarves, a thief, a bard, a bounty hunter and of course, elves.” 
     “How many all told?” asked Tansher. 
     “Just under fifty, including the Knights,” replied the Mage.  
     “I did not think there would be so many,” responded Tansher. 
     “Nor I, but remember, the larger our party, the more likely it is we’ll be seen in advance. The Gor Li’ Khan can blend in and disappear. The elves and I have cloaks that can make us invisible,” said Darian.  
     “I will have the rest of you fitted for cloaks as well. That should help you get near the dragon without alerting him to your presence,” offered Galavad.  
    “A most gracious offer. Thank you,” said the Mage sincerely. The gift the Monarch had bestowed upon their group was not lost on the elves or Darian.  
     “She is my daughter, I can do no less. I want her returned safely, as I know you do Darian,” said the Monarch. 
     That last comment by the Monarch had Tansher wondering what exactly he meant. Tansher knew a Mage of The Order could not get involved… His mind was hurtled into a state of confusion. Nereina! Why else would the Mage have done what he did if he had not… He looked into Darian’s eyes, but the Mage only shrugged indifference. 
     “Have dinner with us Rohn, please?” begged the seer.  
     “You cannot keep me away,” he replied.  
     She led him over to Kyler. “Kyler, this is my brother, Rohn. Rohn, this is Kyler,” she introduced as they shook hands. 
     “Father would be so upset if he knew,” stated Rohn. 
     “I know, but I don’t care. I’m through letting him manipulate my life.” 
     “I don’t blame you. That’s why I left. I couldn’t stand to live under his roof one more second. How did the Gor Li’ Khan get to be here?” asked Rohn. 
  “They came after me. Father promised my hand against my will to Kryndale. So I fled. I began to have visions  
  about Kyler and Darian and knew I must help. Our lives are intertwined. What we must accomplish must be done together,” she explained.  
     “So, you and the prince of Kiri A’ Nouell. Is he good to you?” asked her brother. 
     “Yes, he is,” she said dreamily. 
  “I’m glad. I know the life that awaited you in Kaleika Bay and it was not encouraging,” said Rohn. “What about Darian?”  
     “What about him?” asked Nephraete.  
     “Can he be trusted? What kind of man is he?” asked her brother.  
     “Yes he can. He is loyal to his friends. You can count on him no matter what.” 
     “This is good news. He is stable, then?” 
     “Of course,” she said, confused at his choice of words. 
     The Monarch had a feast prepared for all the guests. The forest floor was cleared to make room for tables and chairs. There were tables with different kinds of meat, cheese and fruit. Another table held elven desserts. Food was plentiful, luckily for the elves, because the dwarves were a hungry lot. They could out perform any present. 
     “Let us welcome the Knights of Shorlan into our home. They have graciously offered their help in the upcoming journey to Ancient Mountain,” announced the Monarch, and a cheer went up from the elves. “Please, enjoy our hospitality. Find rest and peace here within our walls.” 
     The music began and everyone was talking and laughing. Nayna sat by Firehawk and the rest of the Knights did their best to engage him in conversation. He was actually civil. He talked and joked with the Knights, easing the tension that had grown between them.  
     It seems getting laid makes him loosen up, thought Thane. 
     Tansher was proud of his Knights. He was happy to see them trying to get along. Rohn had a sister! He couldn’t believe it. Rohn was a private elf and did not speak much about his past. Seeing them side by side, the resemblance was obvious. He did not understand why Rohn let her think him dead for so long. He was afraid he would lose him now. He could not afford to lose any Knights, but one of Rohn’s skill… 
    Tryndil asked Tryllia to dance. Kyler and Nephraete were fully absorbed in each other. Darian did not speak to anyone. Rohn decided to engage the Mage to see if he would talk. What had he been thinking? 
     “Your name is Darian, right?” asked Rohn. At first, it looked as if he would not even acknowledge the elf. He turned to him with a steely look in his eyes.  
     “Yes Rohn, that is my name. What is it that you would like to know? For surely that is why you came here, yes?” asked the Mage in a tone bordering on animosity. 
     Rohn did not let his discomfort show. “Who is the one the dragon took?” 
     “Her name is Tynuviel.” The elf grated on Darian’s nerves, he knew not why. 
     “That is Kyler’s sister,” it was more a statement than a question. Darian did not respond, taking a long drink of Nykessa instead.  
     A shudder ran up Rohn’s spine. This Mage seemed so cold and calculating. He is dangerous, Rohn thought. He did not want to get on his bad side. He had not made up his mind yet on whether or not he liked him.  
     “Darian, I am not the enemy, we are on the same side. Just trying to be friendly,” the elf said, sounding a bit exasperated. 
     “I don’t know you nor do you know me.” 
     “I was trying to get to know you,” said the Knight. 
     “Why did you let Nephraete think you were dead?” Darian asked, switching topics. 
     “At the time, I thought it best. When I left… I could not stand the way Thelarki abused us and our abilities. He should not be allowed to rule anymore. Once my mother died I had no reason to stay anymore.  
     “Nephraete, well I thought she would take Calisha and live out her life there. I knew she was not happy. I know I should have done something to help her, but at the time, I was not able to help anyone.” 
     “Except yourself, it would seem,” the Mage said, unrelenting. At least he was talking, so Rohn put up with his nastiness. He did not understand why he was so volatile.  
     “I had to get away to overcome what I’d been through. Only then could I be in any shape to give of myself for another’s sake. I wandered for a while before coming to Al-Dan-Tir. I stayed there and decided I would make it my permanent home. I joined the Knights soon after. I’ve often thought about  her. Shenna moves in our lives every day and she brought us back together,” Rohn said with a smile.  
     “I envy you and your petty troubles! Would you like to switch places with me for a day? I wonder how you would hold up in my shoes, Rohn?” 
     “I say again, I am not the enemy.” 
     “Nor are you friend,” stated the Mage, turning away. 
     “Darian, I would really like to get to know you. Nephraete says you are to be trusted and that says a lot,” tried Rohn. 
     “Why Rohn. Why do you want to know me? I am dangerous to be around. My life, such as it is at the moment, is not my own. I cannot be at peace, cannot rest until the day Tynuviel is returned home.” 
     “You… love her? But I thought…” he trailed off, unable to finish. Unable to find the words. 
     “Yes, I love her. I asked Galavad for her hand and he granted it,” replied the Mage, softening his tone. 
    “But isn’t that going against Order law?” asked Rohn. Darian’s face hardened. 
     “You have no idea of what you speak. Spare yourself further embarrassment,” the Mage finished his Nykessa and poured himself more. Rohn was wary of him and his temper. How could his sister put up with him? He was stable? Right. The Mage was about as stable as a huge boulder balanced on top of a needle. 
     Firehawk saw the display between Rohn and Darian and quickly came over to see if he could diffuse the situation.  
     “Darian, I’m Firehawk and I’m looking forward to traveling with you. I respect your boundaries and your power. You are a great ally.” 
     “More flattery? You’re gonna’ make me blush,” quipped the Mage. The two Knights laughed and Rohn felt a newfound respect for the loner. He came in and quickly put out the fires of the Mage’s ire.  
     “We’re going to be traveling together and I just wanted to let you know that I respect you and your privacy,” said Firehawk. 
     “Thank you,” replied Darian, seemingly at ease with Firehawk. 
     “Rohn here is a good guy. Sometimes he tries too hard, but he means well. There’s no one I’d rather have at my back than him,” said Firehawk. 
     “That’s good to know. Listen Rohn, maybe we got off on the wrong foot. I’m not the friendly sort. And I do not take friendship lightly. As you know already, we Mages do not have friends. Not within our own ranks. How sad, to only make friends outside your race. But that is my existence. Kyler, he is like a brother to me. He befriended me without caring about the consequences. And I do not doubt that he understands them. He does not take me for granted.” 
     Exactly how much did the Mage have to drink already?  Thought Rohn.  
     “Neither do we. I know you will not trust us right away, and that we’ll have to earn it. I wouldn’t have it  
  any other way,” said Firehawk. 
     “Drink with me,” offered the Mage to both Knights. And this was something they could do. 
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  Kelindril led them to a small, human settlement. There must be water here, else they would not be able to survive. They had gold to pay, but not much to barter with.  
     They approached warily, unsure of how they would be received. As they drew near, the people stopped what they were doing to watch the strangers. 
     “We do not want trouble. We were hoping to fill our water skins. We can pay for the water,” Kelindril said in perfect common, as the Gor Li’ Khan got to the small fence surrounding the village.  
     An elderly man walked to the gate. He looked them up and down. Finally, he decided to let them pass. He waved them in, telling a small boy to show the strangers to the water.  
    The boy waved them over, taking them to a deep well. He pulled the bucket up, letting the strangers fill their water skins. Kelindril put several gold coins in the boy’s hands. 
     “Our thanks,” he said, raising his water skin to his lips and taking a deep drink. He filled it again and they took their leave. Once they were outside, the Gor Li’ Khan relaxed. They had not been sure if there would be trouble so they remained alert. 
     Gavil and Whelan brought up the rear and it became increasingly apparent that they were  being followed. Most likely from the small settlement where they refilled their water. 
     Whoever their pursuers were, they were crafty and kept out of sight. No reason to let them know they were on to them. The Gor Li’ Khan pretended not to notice. They spoke in elvish so no one would understand them. 
     “Kel, someone is on our trail. I think it’s someone from the settlement,” advised Whelan. 
     “I thought that was too easy. Good, they think us an easy kill. Let them come and try to steal our gold,” he said with a gleam in his eyes. 
     It was late in the night when the Gor Li’ Khan decided to stop. They rolled themselves in their blankets, quickly giving in to Ru Nay’ Sha. 
  A group of men left the settlement soon after the elves departed. They saw the gold the elves had and were  
  eager to have it all. Life in the Wilderness was hard and it took gold and skill a plenty to keep them fed. They stayed well behind them, for there was no cover other than the tall, dried grasses.  
     The stupid elves did not even realize they were being followed. They would easily overcome them. The Faerie folk were outnumbered two to one. The men were big and brawny, thinking the slender elves to be easy prey. Apparently, they’d never heard of the Gor Li’ Khan, or they never would have entertained such thoughts.  
     They followed them long into the night. Finally, the elves decided to stop. They did not even bother to set a watch. This would be easier than they first thought.  
     They crept into the elves’ campsite, blades already drawn. But they never got to use them. 
     Before they knew what was happening, the blankets exploded upward. The elves were up and battle ready. They went at them with eagerness on their faces.  
     Two men for each elf. One attacked Kelindril from each side. He batted their weapons away easily, toying with them. He did not want to kill them too quickly and spoil the fun. Their weapons never got close to him, though. The men were covered in a sheen of sweat already, their arms beginning to tire. Kelindril was just getting warmed up.  
     “You think you are a match for the legendary Gor Li’ Khan? Fools!” exclaimed Kelindril, plunging his sword deep into one’s chest.  
  The rest were holding their own. Kelindril was not concerned for their safety. He toyed with his next victim. He let the Ni’ Kulana get close a time or two to keep it interesting. In the end, the result was the same. He ripped the man open from groin to chin with a savage grin on his face. 
     A few of the men tried to get away, throwing down their weapons and running back the way they came. The Gor Li’ Khan could have let them go. But they did not. They cut them down one by one until all the attackers were dead. The elves were not even breathing hard. 
  The dried grass eagerly soaked up the blood of the fresh kills, uncaring that it was not water. In this harsh climate, you took what you could get to survive.  
    “Let us keep moving,” commanded Kelindril. Silently, they moved on, following Kelindril, leaving behind a bloody field of death.  
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
     It was late when Darian retired to his room alone. He shut the door, quickly undressed and got into bed. Ru Nay’ Sha took hold of him almost instantly.  
     His dreams were dark. All he saw was Tynuviel going through every unspeakable horror that he could imagine. Alas he could imagine a lot. The Order had seen to that.  
     He’d been witness to many terrible atrocities in his time there. His conscience was not clear either. He was responsible for his own share of horror. But he never inflicted it on women. Only fellow Mages. And they were deserving of it.  
     He did not rest well, tossing and turning all night. He awoke before the sun rose. Bathing and dressing, he left his chambers behind for the comfort and solitude of the forest.  
     Maybe a walk would help soothe his troubled mind. Maybe not, he thought darkly as he saw Mordinian coming toward him. He fervently hoped the thief would keep going. But the gods must have a cruel sense of humor this morning. 
     “Darian,” greeted the thief. Darian kept walking, not even acknowledging him. Mordinian sighed, but kept pace with the tall Mage.  
     “Don’t you have someone to rob or something? Or maybe stab someone in the back? I heard that’s how you lost your last blade,” said the Mage venomously. 
     “Very funny,” replied the thief. 
     “I was being serious.”  
     “Why do you hate me so?” asked Mordinian, slightly offended. 
     “Why do I hate you, hmmm let me think. Do you want them in order? Least to most or most to least?” responded Darian. 
     “Haven’t I proven myself?” 
     “The only thing you’ve proven is that you’re a big pain in my ass!” Darian said, rounding on him. 
     To his credit, the thief did not back down. “Then why are you letting me accompany you to the Ancient Mountain?”  
     “Are you daft? Shaz is coming and so is that idiot Knight, Thane. If they’re coming, why not you? I need as many as possible to ensure a positive outcome,” said the Mage. “I’d put up with almost anyone to get her back safely. But you, you’re a tricky bastard. Don’t think I could ever trust you. You spied on me. Betrayed my location to the Dark Mage. Captured Rohn and Koryn to find out information about me. What’s next? Are you gonna raid my underwear drawer? Why are you so interested in me?” the Mage was growing more irritable the longer he stood next to the thief.  
     “I explained my motives to the council. I knew the Mages lied and I wanted to know why. I was curious about you. The more Mortin spoke, the more I knew he was desperate to find you. But not for the reasons they claimed. Forgive my intrusions. I only wanted to know you, to see for myself. And now I know what they said was wholly untrue. You, though bad tempered, are a good guy. You only want what’s best for The Order. But if we’re not careful, the Dark Mage will take over. And we cannot let that happen,” said the thief seriously.  
     “You would meddle in the affairs of Mages?” asked Darian dourly. 
     “It is not just the Mages’ affairs. It belongs to all of Corillia. If we let a Dark Mage loose, do you honestly think he will be satisfied with only Mogan Dar?”  
    “I do not think. I know he will not. I must stop him. There is nothing any of you can do to help, except offer distraction. Blades will be of no use. He is strong and well versed in Dark Magic.” 
     “I will do whatever I need to. I want to help, Darian.”  
     “Then stay the hell out of my way!” The Mage walked away from the thief. He could not stand it anymore. 
     Mordinian watched him go. He did not understand why Darian hated him so much. He’d been very cooperative. He even tried to help as much as he could. Oh well, he thought. Either he’ll get over it or he won’t.   
     Darian left the thief standing there. He honestly didn’t care if he offended him or not. The day only got worse as he walked on. Killini was in his way and looked like he would not budge. He could open a gate and move past. He was not sure how much more animosity he could stand in one day. 
     “Well, isn’t this delightful?” said the Mage sarcastically. 
     “Darian, do you honestly think the Falahari a good thing? Do you think we’ll be able to save her?” asked Killini in the elven tongue.  
     “You actually sound civil, Killini. What do you want?” asked the Mage in elvish.  
     “I want to know if all those things you said were true. Will the demon be of help or not?” They spoke the elven tongue for the duration of their conversation. 
     “I did not lie, and yes, the demon can help. Morphindinaetlus is a wicked beast, but he is clever and we’ll need all the help we can get. Why are you talking to me? You hate me,” asked Darian sourly. 
     “We have to travel together so we have to get along, right?” said Killini. 
     “Not really. There will be plenty of others to hate besides me,” the Mage retorted. Killini laughed. “Are you feeling alright?” asked Darian unconcernedly.  
     “I’m fine, Mage. I know I have been unkind to you in the past. But it was only because of jealousy. We can move past that.” 
     “Is that an apology?” asked Darian. 
     “In my own way, yes,” replied the elf. “You can speak the tongue of the elves and that is something I can respect. You speak like one of us. Where did you learn?” asked Killini, intrigued. 
     “In Mogan Dar,” the Mage said, without elaborating.  
     “They teach you our speech?” 
     “Nay. I taught myself.” 
     “Really, Darian. How did you learn?” 
     “I taught myself. There were books on elves and your culture in our library. I stayed up late many nights reading these. I was fascinated. I read whatever I could get my hands on. As I rose through the ranks, I sought out more books. I bought as many as I could find. There is not a Mage in Piri-Tuma who can speak the tongue of the elves. Not anymore. They may know words or phrases. But they cannot speak it or write it fluently. But I can.” 
     “Darian, that is truly amazing! That you taught yourself… I have a newfound respect for you. I look forward to fighting side by side with you to bring Tynuviel safely home again,” said the elf. 
     “Even if she is with me?” challenged Darian. 
     “Even if she is with you. It is her happiness I care about and if she wants to settle for Ni’ Kulana that is her choice,” Killini finished, laughing as he spoke. 
    Darian was too stunned to respond. He just watched as Killini walked away, unable to comprehend what just happened. 
     All these years, Killini had hated Darian because the elf loved Tynuviel as well. He was jealous of her affection for the Mage and wasn’t afraid to show it. Killini had once attacked the Mage. That seemed so long ago now. If the volatile elf was serious, he would make a good companion. But Darian was short on trust. He would keep an eye on Killini just in case.                
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
      
    
     A few days later, Darian returned to inflict more damage on her already shattered mind. He had his way with her repeatedly. Day after horrible day slipped by uncounted. She rarely fought anymore. What was the use? She could not get free. The cold chains kept her a prisoner.  
     When he took her, she went deep inside her mind where she knew he could not reach. Most times the dragon would leave them alone. Sometimes, he stayed to watch.  
     In the beginning, it horrified her. It still did deep inside. But there was nothing she could  do. How can  you fight back when you cannot even move? Darian would sometimes use his magic on her. Not for pleasure, though. No. He would make himself invisible sometimes. Too bad she could still smell his rank odor. Sometimes it was so bad she retched from the smell.  
     How could she possibly have loved this… this… monster! His grunts were coming faster now and she knew it would be over soon. When he finally rolled off of her, he was spent. That was the third time today and she hoped the last. She lost count the number of times he… She could not make herself even think the words.  
     When he got up, he took a bucket of cold water and threw it at her to clean her up. At least today he had not hit her. Soon after, he took his leave and Tynuviel lay there and wept. 
  She prayed fervently to Shenna. She must find the strength from deep inside herself. She vowed to live and make the Mage pay. She wished she had the stone to help her communicate over long distances. But Kyler usually kept it.  
     Oh Shenna! She hoped they would come looking for her. Or at least to exact revenge. Then she would be rescued. She wanted to return home. Maybe there she could find the strength and be at peace to fully heal from this. She did not even think she wanted Tireniel anymore. No men for a long time! She’d had her fill of them. In more ways than one.    
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  They left at dawn the following day. They went to the council room where Darian activated the gate. They all were clothed in the cloaks of the elves except for Darian, who wore his Shryvven, its silvery grey color shining in the sunlight. 
    One by one, they stepped through to the dwarven stronghold. Gayla and Nayna were left behind; the upcoming journey was no place for them.  
     “Ah, ‘tis good to be back home,” said Branson. “Too bad you canno’ stay, but alas, you’ve a long way to go yet.” 
     They decided it would be best to continue right away. The more time they wasted, the less Tynuviel had.  
     Thunder Peak was a vast mountain range stretching all the way north and south as far as the eye could see. Farther north there were caves that ran deep into the mountains where the goblins made their home. 
     Darian elected to travel under the pass using the dwarven tunnels. It was warmer, drier and there was no snow down here. Stryker was in the lead now. No one knew these tunnels better than him. The forest elves carried Light Stones to illuminate their path while the dwarves carried torches. The Gor Li’ Khan flickered in and out, unsettling most of those present. Darian, Kyler, Nephraete and Calisha  stayed  together, but Kryndale and Tryndil were never far away.  
     “How long will it take to get through the pass?” asked Kyler. 
     “About three days,” replied the Mage. 
     “What can we expect when we get to the other side?” inquired Kyler. 
     “A barren wasteland where the temperature never gets above freezing. It will take us over a week to get to the lair. When we get through here, I will take the lead,” said Darian. 
     “You’ll get no argument from me,”  said Kyler.  
  “You sure make Nephraete happy, Kyler. You fill her with incredible pleasure. It’s sooo distracting too,” said the Mage, watching as Kyler blushed. “She really needs to learn how to control her emotions. She is an open book to  
  me. I feel what she feels.” 
     “I’m sorry, Darian. I had no idea… Wow, this is embarrassing.” 
     “There is nothing to be ashamed of, elf,” said the Mage, clapping his friend on the back. “If you do not fill her needs, she will look elsewhere. And I know where she would probably turn.”  
     Calisha and Nephraete were still talking and paid them no mind. The way Calisha looked at her, Darian knew how he felt about the seer. He wondered why the Crebellan had pushed Nephraete to come to Kiri A’ Nouell if he loved her. He respected Calisha and he was a good traveling companion. He trusted him with his life and that was something that made the Mage pause. Before, the only one he trusted to that extent was Kyler. Either he had found true friends or he was becoming a damn stupid trusting bastard. 
    
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
     Far away in Mogan Dar, the Dark Mage was locked inside his room at Piri-Tuma. He was deep in concentration, drawing a protective circle. He could not afford any mistakes. He would attempt to call upon a Falahari demon. They were incredibly strong and willful. 
     He’d sent Mortin to find recruits. The time had come to find and train more Dark Mages. He would need them to overthrow The Order. He checked the symbols, making sure they were in the correct placement, then he lit the candles. 
     Standing inside the circle, he called upon the demon. “Sigorna, demon of Oblivion, heed my call and come forth!” he commanded. He waited, becoming perplexed when nothing happened. He tried again more forcefully. Nothing. 
     “What the hell?” he said out loud. He studied his drawings. No errors, he was sure. How can the demon refuse? He thought. Either someone had destroyed it or… No! It could not be! Someone had bound the demon! He was sure of it. He must find out who. 
    He called upon a lesser demon. Seconds later, it appeared from the swirling grey smoke.  
     “What is it, Mage?” it sneered. 
     “I want to know about the Falahari Sigorna. Someone has bound him and I would know who!” 
     “Why do you think I would know this?” it asked. 
     “You will find out. I will give you three hours. If you are not back by then, I will pull you back and kill you so slowly… I will rip the collected souls from you and devour them myself!” shouted the Dark Mage. The creature stared with baleful eyes at the Dark Mage. He studied the circle, but the bastard had made no mistakes. He must obey. The magic compelled him to do so. 
     The shape of the demon dissolved into smoke, leaving the Dark Mage alone for now. He contemplated who could have bound the demon. Who could have the power? Who was strong enough? He paced the floor as he thought. A knock on his door pulled his attention back to the present.  
     “Master, I found a small handful. I’ve brought them,” said Mortin.  
     “Good,” he said, escorting them in.  
     “What has the demon said?” asked Mortin. 
     “Nothing yet. Someone has bound him. I will find out who, but it will take some time.” 
     Two hours later, the lesser demon returned. “What have you found out?” 
     “Nothing. No one knows. I looked for Sigorna, but he was not there.” He stood there brazenly, fearing no punishment. The Dark Mage could do nothing, the demon spoke the truth. He released him back to the pits of fire and blackness.  
     “Now what?” asked Mortin. 
     The Dark Mage despised the inadequate Mortin, but he was in a bind. He needed more Mages. Maybe the useless loser brought him something that he could work with. 
   Looking them over, he held little hope. They were all novices. They had yet to learn  
  to handle real magic let alone the darker arts. What did Mortin think he could do with this bunch? Beggars can’t be choosy, he thought. 
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
     Grey smoke swirled around Darian and anyone close to him gave a shout of surprise. And not a good surprise. The demon appeared in front of the Mage. He’d never done that before. He came of his own free will. Strong indeed, Darian thought. Darian kept his face intentionally blank as he wondered what else the Falahari could do of his own free will.  
     “What is it?” the Mage asked gruffly, careful not to speak his name aloud. 
     “They search for me. The Dark Mage has summoned me. He will undoubtedly want to know who bound me. I thought it a safer course to come to you. He will send other demons to find out who I am chained to. I thought you would like to know.” 
     “Interesting,” mused Darian, stroking his chin with his right index finger. “How did he learn your name?” asked the Mage quietly, as they walked a safe distance from the others. It wasn’t hard anyway as no one wanted to be too close to the demon.  
     “How did you?” The demon’s rejoinder came quick. The Mage’s lips curved in a smile. 
     “How indeed,” was all he said. “You did well in alerting me. You may remain with us for now if you wish,” he offered. The rest of the company eyed them askance, but said nothing. They were wary of the powerful Mage and did not wish to face his explosive anger.  
    “They don’t seem too happy with your decision,” the demon remarked, as he gestured at the company. 
     “They do not have to be. You will prove your worth. Whether they see it or not is of no consequence to me,” the Mage said sharply.  
     “It is a wonder you keep that elf as a friend with that foul temper of yours,” remarked the demon, eyeing him warily. 
     “Who needs him when I have you?” asked Darian sarcastically. The demon laughed, sincerely amused. 
   “Indeed. The Crebellan, he loves the seer,” observed the demon, changing direction  
  and trying to keep the Mage off balance. 
     “I know. I’ve known for some time. What can you tell me of the Knights of Shorlan?” asked the Mage, doing the same. 
       “I know they are men of their word and they take their oath seriously. They will fight beside you and there will be none better to watch your back.” 
     “There is only one I trust to do that,” said Darian. 
  “The elf. I know. How boring. Why does the Dark Mage want you dead?” Darian bristled at the question.  
  Sigorna knew by the Mage’s reaction that he’d hit a nerve. A very painful nerve. Hmmm, he thought.  
     “Does it matter?” 
     “It does to me. I’m the curious type. So what gives, Darian?” 
     “I don’t want to talk about it,” the Mage said rather sharply.  
     “It’ll make you feel better,” the demon coaxed, trying to get under Darian’s skin. 
     “No, it won’t.” Darian gave him an odd look. 
     “Okay maybe not. But it’ll make me feel better.” 
     “Yeah I bet,” laughed the Mage.  
     “So, when we get your girl back are you gonna…” 
     “Let’s not get into that,” Darian cut him off before he could finish the vulgar statement.  
     “You know, for a Mage of The Order, you’re not so bad. Under the gruff exterior is a likeable guy. Why do you try so hard to put people off?” asked the demon.  
     “It’s a sad story really. I’m sure you wouldn’t want to hear it.” 
     “C’mon Darian, tell me,” said the demon, drawn in as much by Darian’s words as the tone in which he spoke them.  
     “My daddy never hugged me. That’s why I’m such an ass,” Darian said. 
     “Are you ever serious?” asked the demon. He should’ve known better! Darian would never give away anything useful.  
     “Sometimes,” he replied. “But only when it counts.” 
     “How does Kyler put up with you?” 
     “We have a unique relationship. He is like a brother to me. Why he befriended me I cannot begin to guess. But I am eternally grateful.” 
     “See, now you are serious,” remarked the demon, noting the obvious change in the Mage. 
     “Indeed,” said the Mage. He ran his fingers over a necklace he’d taken from Tynuviel’s room. He kept it in a pocket inside his Shryvven. It was her favorite necklace; a butterfly with wings painted purple and silver. Takasha! How he missed her.          
     “You’re thinking of her, aren’t you?” asked Sigorna. 
     “That obvious, is it?” he said with a smile. 
    “Your whole countenance changes when you think of her.” The demon reached out with his thought, testing the bonds. They were as strong as ever. Even distracted as he was, Darian was strong and powerful. And more than capable. At least he allied himself with a powerful Mage. There was nothing worse than a weakling. Although, with a weak Mage he would stand a better chance to get free. Once more he hoped he had not made a mistake to bind himself to this one. Would he be a man of his word? When this was all over, would Darian surrender the Demon Stone? He must hope. That is all he had now.  
     Darian had never lied to him before. He’d always been a man of his word. But he’d never been bound to Darian before, either. Despite the fact that he was a Mage of The Order, he was a decent person. All the times Darian had called upon him, the Mage asked the questions he wanted answers to and let him go. He’d never done anything bad to any of the denizens of Oblivion.  
     The Mage had his hand in his Shryvven, touching something in his pocket. He’d bet it was something to do with the female elf . He could see the Mage truly cared for her. That in itself was unthinkable! They were not allowed to love or to marry. The Order provided female companionship for them.  
  He knew Darian was extremely popular with the ladies. And he knew why. The elf female was in for a good  
  time with the Mage. If they were able to rescue her. Darian seemed to think she would want nothing to do with him. But Sigorna didn’t think so. Maybe in the beginning, but she was intelligent. She loved the Mage and would not let him go.  
     “Darian, how is it that you are able to have this girl? I thought The Order forbade this.” 
     “There is much that you do not see. I have nothing.” He clenched his fists in abrupt anger.  
     “Will you go against The Order on this?” the demon asked. 
     “Damn The Order! They’ve taken everything from me! Now I will take back what is mine,” he said ferociously. The others looked in their direction, at the Mage’s heated outburst. He did not mean to call attention to them. Where Tynuviel was concerned, he could not control his emotions. This was not a good thing.  
     “Right,” the demon replied. Careful not to upset the Mage any more than he already was. The closest members of the group cast wary glances at the two, increasing the distance between them.  
     Shaz tried to hear what was said between the demon and the Mage, but he could make nothing out. He bet the damn Mage had constructed a barrier of some sort. How he could be so comfortable around the demon made Shaz’ skin crawl. It takes all kinds, he reminded himself. He wondered anew how Kyler was able to maintain such a close relationship with the Mage.  
     He noticed Calisha look more than once in Darian’s direction. He wondered what that was about. If there was trouble, would Calisha help the Mage? Or would he take Nephraete and flee? Hmm, interesting.  
     Tansher watched the Mage closely. Why had he summoned a demon and bound him? Could the demon be trusted? What a revolting thought. He did not want to be anywhere near the demon. What had the Mage been thinking? The Falahari were extremely dangerous and willful. Tonight was proof as it came unbidden in their midst.  
     Darian was very powerful to be able to bind a Falahari. But was his judgment sound? Could they trust the Mage? He knew nothing of Darian. He doubted anyone did. Even Kyler. He wondered how much Darian confided in the elf prince. Not much, he guessed. At times, Darian appeared to teeter on the brink of insanity, barely pulling himself back before being swallowed by madness. They would all have to wait and see and that did not sit well with the elf. Not at all.  
   
     Stryker did not like the demon in his tunnels. He wondered why the Mage thought his presence necessary. Why didn’t he just send it back whence it came? Kyler trusted the Mage. And Stryker knew Kyler. The young elf had an incredible sense of rightness that was unfathomable. He decided to wait and see. A Mage of The Order would be a strong ally. And one the dwarves would eagerly hold on to. Even one that seemed as cracked as this one.  
    
     Firehawk walked with Rohn and Koryn, who watched the Mage and demon carefully. Firehawk understood that the demon would be a valuable ally if he could be controlled. That was it, wasn’t it? No one knew if the beast could be contained or controlled. Darian seemed sure of himself, but a Mage of The Order had to be. He was obviously strong if he could bind a Falahari. Would the demon be a help or a hindrance? They would all have to wait and see. 
     “What do you think, Firehawk? Do you think it was wise to bind a demon from Oblivion and bring it along?” asked Koryn.  
     “If it can be controlled, yes. It will be a priceless ally. The Mage… he is strong and sure. But that is not what puzzles me most,” replied the battle-hardened elf.  
     “Then what is?” asked Rohn. He held a profound respect for Firehawk. The things he must have seen in his years. And now, he took a human lover. Rohn was glad Firehawk would have a companion to share his life.  
     “His love for this elf we go to rescue. For it is obvious to me that he loves her. Why else would he risk everything to go after her? I thought that it was forbidden by The Order. Does he not worry for the consequences? Her life is forfeit if they ever find out. Why would he risk such a thing if he really loves her?” 
     “I don’t know. But if you ask me that is a stupid rule. Why forbid love? How can they enforce such bullshit?” asked Koryn. 
     “The Order has strict rules that the Mages are forced to obey and are punished severely if caught breaking them.” 
     “How do you know so much? I thought no one knew much about them,” asked Koryn. 
     “I’ve been around for a long time. I knew a Master once long ago. He told me some things about how they are trained. Their rules… Well, I have not seen him in too long a time. I begin to wonder if…” Firehawk trailed off. 
     “What do you wonder?” asked Koryn.  
     “If he is still alive.” 
     “What is his name?” asked Rohn, a sick feeling beginning to grow in his belly and not understanding why.  
     “Raschel Midrin,” answered Firehawk.  
     “Maybe we can ask Darian. He might know him,” offered Rohn.  
     “Maybe,” said Firehawk, not sounding hopeful. To be honest, he did not want to bother the Mage. At times, he could be friendly enough. At others… Not so nice.  
     “C’mon, I’ll go with you,” said Rohn, not waiting for an answer. They walked over to Darian and the demon. The demon eyed them, but said nothing. The Mage turned to see what had attracted the demon’s attention. 
     “Darian,” Firehawk said in greeting.  
     “What is it Firehawk?” asked the Mage. Not friendly, but not hostile either. Was that good or bad?  
     “I once knew a Master and I wondered if you knew him. I have not heard from him in a long time and I just want to know what happened to him.” 
    “What is his name?” asked Darian, his curiosity piqued.  
     “Raschel Midrin.” Darian’s face darkened, his eyes looking inward to a distant past. 
     “He is dead. He was my friend. My only friend in The Order. I… How did you know him?” he asked, his voice tinged with bitterness. 
     “He used to frequent Al-Dan-Tir and we’d have drinks and catch up. But then he stopped coming and I always wondered what happened to him. I’m sorry I brought it up. I did not mean to upset you.” 
     “It’s alright, Firehawk. It was a long time ago. But I blame myself for his death. I guess I have been hard on myself regarding his loss.” 
     “What happened?” asked Firehawk, unable to stop himself.  
     “He died during the Test of Power,” replied Darian, unsure why he discussed this with an elf he barely knew.  
     “How could that possibly be your fault?” asked Firehawk. 
     “I should have tutored him more than what I did. I should have made a better effort. We were too busy drinking and getting laid to worry about it at the time. Maybe if I had… he’d still be here,” he finished softly. Firehawk felt sorry for him. He could feel the guilt radiating off of the Mage even after all this time.  
     “You cannot blame yourself. Guilt is a useless emotion, Darian. It will only eat you alive, consuming you until there is nothing left. You must put the past to rest and live for your future with Tynuviel. I will gladly fight by your side. And should I die, I will finally be at peace. I will go to Shenna’s side as she calls me to my final resting place. Many of us will likely die in that lair. You cannot carry that guilt as well. We all go willingly knowing the risks. You are a good man, Darian Brade. I see the weight on your shoulders, most of which you carry needlessly. Be at peace.” 
     “Who are you, Firehawk?” asked Darian seriously.  
     “I’m just an elf. I came from Kiri A’ Nouell a long time ago and I wound up in Al-Dan-Tir,” the elf said quietly. 
     “Why’d you leave?” asked the Mage. 
     “It’s a long story,” he replied. 
     “We’ve got time,” coaxed the Mage. 
     “I’ve been gone so long now…” 
     “How long?” asked Darian. 
     “A millennium.” Darian hid his surprise. He did not want to offend the elf.  
     “What could be so bad to drive you away for so long?” Darian asked sincerely.  
    
  Rohn and Koryn paid particular attention. They’d always wanted to know the elf’s history. They’d asked plenty of times, but Firehawk would never tell no matter how much they drank. 
     “A long time ago, before I left Kiri A’ Nouell, I was on border guard duty. I was captain of the guard at the time. The Monarch Rowan… I failed him and he was murdered. I couldn’t protect him… And in the end, I failed all of Kiri A’ Nouell. The guilt consumed me and I could not face any of them so I left, never looking back.” 
     “Wait a minute, Firehawk. Are you saying that it was you who fought Morphindinaetlus the last time he invaded Kiri A’ Nouell?” asked Darian, shocked to his core. 
     “Yes, it was me. But I couldn’t kill him. I was nearly killed myself. I found Rowan… part of him had been consumed by the dragon. I became enraged. It was my job to ensure the Monarch’s safety and I’d failed. No one knew how he got past our barrier. It did not matter. The Monarch was dead. My life was forfeit in my eyes. I threw everything I had left at the beast. Most of my injuries I never realized I had until much later.  
    “When I awoke, I knew I had to leave. The forest would never be my home again. I wandered for years, never quite feeling at rest, until I came to Al-Dan-Tir. The Knights of Shorlan took me in eagerly. I felt like I’d found a new home. It took a long time, but I rid myself of the guilt and a sense of peace took hold. I know a lot of the Knights do not like me, but I don’t care. Let them say what they will, it matters not. Shenna knows my heart. I will gladly die fighting that abomination. I failed before. I must redeem myself. For Rowan…” Firehawk trailed off. 
     “Firehawk, I know that you feel responsible for what happened, but you’re not. There was no way you could have known. You did what you could for the Monarch and your people. You shouldn’t feel guilty. You did everything in your power to avenge the Monarch. And you will get another chance. Lini A’ Chua. La Ran’ Ti makhal,” Darian said, laying a hand on the elf’s shoulder.  
     Rohn stopped midstride as he heard the Mage speak his tongue. Where had he learned? “Your speech… It is perfect, Darian. You speak as one of us. Where did you learn?” asked Rohn, unable to help himself. He noticed unshed tears in Firehawk’s eyes. The Mage had deeply touched him. He was glad that someone saw the spirit of Firehawk. It was about time. 
     “That is a long story as well,” said the Mage, not elaborating further.  
     “Thank you Darian, for everything,” said Firehawk. 
     “I want to see you come home with us, my friend. You do not deserve death. You belong in Kiri A’ Nouell with your people. I make you a bargain, free yourself of your guilt and I will free myself of mine. We can be two guilt free men looking for a good time,” offered the Mage.  
     Kyler watched his friend as a smile slowly spread on his handsome face. Darian was indeed as charismatic as they said. He had broken through Firehawk’s tough outer shell. In truth, no elf blamed him for what happened on that dark day. He had fought valiantly. Morphindinaetlus was a wicked beast who could not be defeated by one man or one elf alone. But he understood Firehawk’s pain. He knew that as an elf, he took his duty seriously. How would Asa have felt if he failed to protect their father? He bet Asa would be as guilt-ridden as Firehawk had been. 
     “I’ll drink to that,” said Firehawk, pulling a flask from his belt. He took a deep draw, then passed it to Darian. Darian took his measure, then passed it to Rohn. 
     Yes, it was official. He was becoming a damn stupid trusting bastard. 
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  It was hard to tell what time of day it was when you could not see the sun. Shaz did not understand how the dwarves were able to live here and thrive. He loved the sun and the feel of the breeze on his face. These tunnels were stifling and the thought of thousands of tons of rock overhead made him giddy. He swayed a little as he tried to maintain his control.  
   “You alright?” inquired Kyler and Shaz nodded tightly. 
     “Not a comfortable feeling, is it?” asked Asa. Shaz shook his head. 
     Nephraete grasped the bounty hunter’s hand in reassurance, trying to lend him her calm manner. “I’ve got a better place for your hands to be princess,” remarked Shaz.  
     “Tight around your neck then?” she asked sweetly with a disarming grin.  
     “Looks like she’s on to you bounty hunter,” said Asa, laughing heartily.  
     Calisha was nearby, frowning in disapproval. Shaz cleared his throat, eyeing the Crebellan warily.  
     They stopped for the night at a spot chosen by Stryker where the tunnels were worked smooth, the ceilings high enough so none had to stoop. 
    Tansher watched the way the forest elves guarded Kyler and Darian; they wanted for nothing. Though neither asked for it, they were treated like kings. When the meals were prepared, they were always offered food first and they were given places closer to the fire when they stopped for the night. 
     Darian sat on the ground, writing in a leather tome. He cast a light spell to illuminate the area around him, hoping he could work in relative peace. His script was very elegant and he wrote in his native language because none here could speak or write it, he knew. None but a Mage knew the Shivvendar tongue. It was tied to their magic and would drive any mad who was not a Shivvendar. Only the Falahari demons knew a few words or phrases and that only because of how often the Mages called on them. Because too many elves were present, he could not risk writing in elvish. This way, he did not have to hide what he wrote.  
     The demon sat beside him, watching him quietly. “That your diary?” he said jokingly.  
     “Something like that,” Darian said without looking up. 
     “Would you like some tea Darian?” asked Nephraete, holding a steaming pot. 
     “Yes please,” he remarked, handing her a hand carved wooden cup. “Thank you.” He watched as she walked away, her breeches like a second skin hugging her curves.  
     “Tsk tsk,” the demon chastised. “I don’t think your friend would like you undressing his girl in your mind.” 
     “What he doesn’t know…” Darian trailed off as he went back to writing.  
     Tansher watched the Mage and demon carefully. Darian did not seem to be paying much attention to him at all. He was writing in a leather bound book. He would pay handsomely to see what the Mage wrote. 
     He saw the way he looked at the seer as she walked away. He could not fault him there, he looked too. He wondered if she felt uncomfortable around all these men. She didn’t seem so, even though there was only one other elf female with them. He kept his face blank as the seer approached him. Shenna, she was beautiful! 
     “Would you like some tea, Tansher?” she asked with a smile. 
     “That sounds lovely. Does it include your company for a while?” he asked. 
     “Sure,” she answered, sitting beside the handsome Knight. “What would you like to talk about?” she asked knowingly. 
     “The Mage lets nothing past him, does he?” he began. 
     “I’m sure I do not know. Darian is a complicated man. A very intelligent man. I am but T Ama’ Ro.” 
     “Nephraete, you see much more than you let on, do you not?” he said softly. 
     “I don’t know what you mean.” 
    “Do you see the way others look at you? Do you not feel uncomfortable here with all these men?” 
     “No, should I? I have Kyler, Darian and Calisha to protect me. No harm will come to me.” 
     “Worry not, I mean you no harm. But the Gor Li’ Khan watches you always,” Tansher warned. 
     “I know of his feelings for me. We grew up together. My father promised him my hand without even asking me,” she explained. 
     “Is he loyal to Kiri A’ Nouell?” Tansher asked. 
     “Yes, he is. Why all the questions Tansher?”  
     “Just curious Nephraete. What about the Mage’s stability? Is it wise to bring a demon along on this journey?” 
     “If Darian thinks so, then I trust in him completely. Besides, the dragon will not be easy to kill. He will probably try to kill Tynuviel if we get too close to him. He will likely try distracting us by putting her in danger.” She wrung her hands in frustration. “She is my friend, how could he know about her? I don’t understand.”   
     “I don’t know Nephraete. So you believe that her abduction was not coincidence?” 
     “Oh no. He knew exactly who he was after. I saw it in a vision. I saw your coming as well.” 
     “Oh? Interesting. I’ve never had the pleasure of meeting a real seer before,” he said.  
     “I’m not surprised, we rarely leave Kaleika Bay.” 
     “And yet you have done exactly that,” Tansher prompted. 
     “Good-night Tansher.” Nephraete rose smoothly and returned to Kyler’s side. 
     “She is a rare find indeed,” said Firehawk. 
     “Yes.” Tansher nodded in agreement. “I cannot believe she is Rohn’s sister. All this time and we never knew.” 
    
    
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
     The Gor Li’ Khan approached Kiri A’ Nouell cautiously. They knew their presence was most likely known by now. The elves were not stupid, weak or trusting.  
     They used the magic inherent to them and disappeared, passing through the barrier as one, quickly and silently. Kelindril itched with anticipation, wondering if they knew how many Gor Li’ Khan there were. 
     Kelindril ordered them to enter the barrier at once. He felt sure this would limit the elves knowledge of the Gor Li’ Khan. He believed they were already aware of their approach. The seer would have told them, he was sure. 
     A group of elves appeared out of the trees, casting about for the intruders. Kelindril wanted to laugh aloud. They could not see the Gor Li’ Khan. This would be much easier than he’d previously thought. Their steps were light and went unheard by the forest elves. 
     The Gor Li’ Khan made their way to the center of the forest. Kelindril was sure this was where the palace would be. Passing silently beyond the palace guard, they looked for the best way to get to their goal. Kelindril looked around in silent awe. Their forest kin were amazingly talented builders. There must be a way up somewhere.  
     Then he saw them. The ladders had been pulled up to hinder their approach. It will not stop us for long, Kelindril thought. One by one, they scaled the trees. Once on the upper floor, they stood, quietly admiring their surroundings. Their forest kin spared no expense. The floor was opaque, yet durable and strong. Beautiful, flowing elven script bordered the edges in gold. They had no idea where the Monarch’s chambers lay. They would have to search thoroughly. 
    Guards were everywhere in the palace. It appeared their long lost family were skittish about their reunion. They knew they’d found the right room when they spotted Gor Li’ Khan outside the door. Malchyr and Kralkor. Two of Kryndale’s best. So, they switched allegiance, turned their back on Kaleika Bay. Interesting.  
     Kelindril led them back the way they’d come. The other Gor Li’ Khan would sense them so they had to find another way inside. The walkway was the perfect path. The windows to the Monarch’s chambers stood open and they slipped inside. 
     The Monarch was tall and lean. Imposing, yet not severe. Long blonde hair fell free, interspersed with several intricate plaits. Piercing green eyes seemed to pin them to the wall.  
     “Kelindril, I presume. I am Galavad. Please, let us sit and talk. Only, for my sake, let me see you, else rumors will abound that I talk to myself. And that is not becoming of a leader.” Kelindril smiled to himself. Letting go of his magic, he became visible.  
     “Ah, you have heard of me then?” asked the Gor Li’ Khan leader.  
     “Yes,” remarked Galavad. 
     “Then you know what I am capable of,” he said with a sneer. 
     “I am not your enemy,” said Galavad. 
     “That has yet to be decided Gal,” Kelindril retorted disrespectfully. 
     “Yes, well, care for a drink?” As he poured drinks for the two of them, he carefully touched Kelindril’s mind. He could see the pitiless, ruthless nature of the elf laid bare. 
     “I need to speak to Nephraete. You will tell me where she is,” he responded threateningly. 
     “I will tell you nothing until I know why  you  are  here,”  said  the Monarch. The niceties were past. They did not work on this one. Well, if the assassin thought he was afraid, he was dead wrong. 
     “I will tell you nothing! I would speak to Nephraete. She is here against Thelarki’s will. I have a message for her from her father.” 
     “Please, sit. Have a drink. Do the others wish a drink as well?” inquired Galavad.  
  Kelindril glared in response, then waved angrily at the Gor Li’ Khan. How did the Monarch know? It should  
  not be possible for him to sense them. Galavad was more cunning than they were led to believe. 
     Galavad hid his surprise when he saw how many Gor Li’ Khan had come this time. They could kill him easily. They were fourteen. He was one. But he was not a weak man. Nor was he afraid. If they’d come to kill him, he’d already  be dead. No. There was a reason why they were here and he meant to find out.  
     “Please, sit and be comfortable. You’ve had a long road. Rest a bit and drink with me.” They could ill afford to openly offend the Monarch. So they sat and drank with him.  
     Galavad poured generous amounts of Nykessa for them all. After they finished the first glass, he poured more and got down to business. 
     “So what is the nature of your visit? You ask after Nephraete. What are your intentions then?” 
     “I was ordered to come to her bearing a message from Thelarki. Unless I miss my guess, you are not Nephraete,” he said glibly.  
     “True enough. She is under my personal protection. If you have come to harm her or my people you shall bring down the full wrath of Kiri A’ Nouell. Until I know why you are here I will tell you nothing else,” Galavad said seriously. 
    “Dear king, if we meant you any harm, you’d already be dead. Thelarki worries for his only daughter. He wants to know if she is happy here. He would like for her to send a letter back to him. She is all he has left. If she wishes to return to Kaleika Bay, then I am to escort her safely,” Kelindril replied in a brusque tone. 
     “And if she wants to remain here?” Galavad prompted. 
     “Then I am to stay with her and guard her. I am ordered to let no harm befall her.”  
  This one was as hard as Kryndale believed. He never took his eyes off the Monarch’s. He never flinched. He didn’t even blink. He was sure of himself and his abilities. And why wouldn’t he be?  
     Galavad could see the animosity in their eyes. It lay close to the surface. It would take very little for it to come out. Galavad did not want that to happen. He wanted the Gor Li’ Khan to trust him. He wanted their loyalty. With this bunch, it would not be easy. It would take time.  
     Galavad took a chance. As they sat and talked, he touched Kelindril’s mind. He pushed aside the hatred, anger and bloodlust. He saw that what the elf said was true. He was not here to harm anyone, though the idea did not displease the assassin. Galavad was torn. He didn’t know if he should tell them where she was or make them wait for her return. 
     He reached out to several of the others. They were as bad as Kelindril. They reveled in killing. It didn’t seem to matter who or what they killed. He needed to reign them in and turn them around. If he could have them fighting for Kiri A’ Nouell, they would be a great asset.  
      
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿  
    
    
     Darian lay awake for a long time before finally slipping into Ru Nay’ Sha. When he did, he had vivid dreams. 
    
     Tynuviel brushed her fingers on his cheek. Her soft, cool hands felt good on his bare chest. She pulled him close, brushing her lips on his. His tongue brushed her lips, parting them soft as silk.  
     He ran his hands down her back to her perfect ass. He pulled her close as she gasped at the pressure building between them. He deftly undid her dress, letting it fall off her shoulders. He wound his fingers in her hair, gently tugging down to expose her bare neck. His lips kissed her silky skin and she moaned softly.  
     His hands roamed over her body as his tongue caressed her nipples. His fingers ran up her inner thighs and she quivered in delight as he gently probed her until she cried out at his touch. He would need to be gentle with her. He did not want to hurt her. 
     She put her cool hands on his hot flesh and he groaned. She undid his breeches, stroking him urgently. He knew what she wanted. He had what she needed. Her lips made him forget everything else. Her tongue brought him to a fever pitch. Every muscle in his body tensed in anticipation.  
     She stopped at the critical time, shattering his concentration. It was like getting thrown into a tub of ice water. Backing her to the bed, he laid her down. His lips owned hers as he touched her intimately, his thumb stroking her softly.  
     He put his knee between her legs, putting the tip of his shaft against her lips. She moaned, begging him to make love to her. She wanted him inside her right now damn it!  
     They both had waited so long for this and he wanted to take his time. He penetrated her slowly, gently. Giving her a little at a time. She wrapped her legs around his waist and he nearly lost his control. He could feel her close tightly around him, pulling him deeper. 
    She wasn’t waiting anymore. She thrust her hips against his, driving him deep. She moaned softly as she felt him moving inside her. His thrusts were deep and controlled. Tears fell from her eyes because she couldn’t believe it was finally happening. 
     He kissed her tears away as he filled her need. Time was lost to them. It could have been minutes or hours. Neither knew nor cared. He knew she was close, he could feel it blossoming. When he felt her body begin to stiffen and tense, he increased the speed and depth of his thrusts. She cried out, digging her fingers into his bare back. He could feel his own muscles tightening. He drove himself into her, careful not to hurt her. Each thrust brought him closer to an erotic explosion. He felt himself spinning out of control, losing himself in her sweetness. His muscles tensed as he gave one final thrust, groaning in pleasure.  
    
     He awoke to a raging hard-on. He groaned inwardly to himself. His body was slicked in sweat and he felt feverish and hot. Trying to take control over his body and failing, he sat up, wiping his face with his sleeve. 
     “Is that thing real and do you know how to use it?” asked Tryllia, flirting with him. He smiled at her and her heart fluttered. She felt a warm gush between her thighs. 
     “Must have been some dream, huh?” she asked, sitting next to him. 
     “You have no idea,” he whispered. 
      “I heard from some elves in the forest that you were well endowed, but I had no idea how true… You want some help with that?” she asked, sitting in his lap, stroking him and kissing his neck.  
     He pushed her off as the fabric of his breeches scraped painfully against him. Her offer was truly tempting at this crucial time, but he would not betray Tynuviel. As sweet as the release would be, he would not give in. He’d made a promise to Tynuviel and he intended to keep it. No matter how hard it was. He smiled inwardly at his choice of words. 
     He stood and stripped his shirt off. He cast a minor cantrip to clean himself and dug out a clean shirt from his haversack. 
     Tryllia admired Darian’s body. He was finely chiseled and toned without an ounce of fat to be seen. His arms were strong and she could see the muscles rippling as he moved. She felt drawn to him in a way she never had before.  
     He did not even flinch. He certainly wasn’t embarrassed. Why would he be? Looking like that… Takasha! 
     “Darian, you really should not hide your ass under your cloak. You’ve a very fine ass,” she remarked, cocking her head sideways. 
     He smiled at her and her heart jumped through her ribs. He pulled a grey long-sleeved shirt over his head and ran his long fingers through his hair, fixing it with practiced ease. 
     “Don’t you want to change your breeches?” she asked hopefully and he laughed aloud.  
     “Aren’t you a horny little thing,” he remarked, finally gaining some semblance of control over his body. “I doubt Tryndil would appreciate you coming on to me.” 
     “I know. I’m sorry. This isn’t like me, but I feel the pull so strongly towards you. Being near you arouses me and I want to…” she whispered in his ear and his eyebrows climbed into his hairline.  
     “If I did not love Tynuviel I would take you up on that luscious offer. As it is I am sorely tempted. But I made a promise and I intend to keep it if it kills me. And it probably will.” Before she could say anything more, he began chanting softly and the camp came quickly to life.  
    It was then that she realized he must have cast some sort of spell over them to keep them asleep. She wondered how close he’d been to giving in to her.  
     They ate a hastily prepared breakfast and were on their way again. The demon materialized at Darian’s side soon after.  
     “Why didn’t you take what she offered, Darian?” asked Sigorna. “I know you wanted to. I don’t know how you resisted her charms. But she certainly has a thing for you.” The demon was amused. “You’re one lucky bastard, Mage. Never seen so many women fawning over one man before.” 
     “I’m not interested in any of them but one. At one time I would have taken advantage of them. All of them. Not anymore. I only want her.” 
     “What if you get bored with her after a while? Let’s face it Darian, your track record sucks. I’ve known you for a long time and I’ve never known you to stay with one for too long.” 
     “There’s a  first time for everything. Besides, I’ve never been in love before. I love her and I mean to get her back. So much time wasted and lost. Morphindinaetlus will pay for that,” the Mage said venomously.  
     They walked for a time in silence before Kyler and Nephraete joined them. At once, Sigorna could feel the Mage’s mood change. Nephraete slid her hand into Darian’s. He looked down at her and squeezed her hand reassuringly. She smiled up at him and he smiled back.  
     “You have a great smile when you use it Darian,” the seer commented. 
     “Oh yeah?” he asked, amused. 
     “Yes. With your good looks and a smile like that, you’ll bring women to their knees.” 
     “I already have, but I no longer have the desire for it. I only want Tynuviel.” 
     “Whether you want it or not, you have it. I can feel you trying to pull me in.” At this announcement, Kyler looked worried. He did not want to lose Nephraete. And there was only one man he was afraid of losing her to. 
     “But I’m not doing anything,” the Mage insisted. “I’m not trying to entice anyone.” 
     “You may not realize it, but you are. It’s your charisma. It is strong with you. It is one reason why so many follow you into peril.” 
     “How about my ass?” 
     “Excuse me?” she said, startled. 
     “Do you think I have a nice ass? I’ve been told I have a very fine ass. Just wanted another woman’s opinion is all,” he said with a grin.  
     To his surprise, Nephraete swept aside his cloak, watching him walk. 
     “Oh yes. You should not hide it behind that cloak of yours.” Though they all laughed, Kyler’s was strained with worry. Worry that he would lose Nephraete to the Mage. If Darian wanted her, he could take her with little to no effort, the elf was sure.  
     Darian let go of her hand, sensing his friend’s dismay. He would never betray their trust, Kyler must know this. But with a beauty like Nephraete, he could understand why he worried. Especially with a friend like himself. He’d consistently nailed every pretty girl he could find. And he’d done it for years.  
     Darian had always known he had a way with the ladies. And he took advantage of it every chance he got. Hundreds of women had fallen prey to him. But now there was Tynuviel. He hoped she still loved him. He did not know what he would do if she did not. And there was a very real possibility she would never love again, or even survive this. 
    At this, he became suddenly angry, clenching his fists at his sides. Nephraete stumbled, catching herself on the wall before she fell. She swayed, holding her head. Darian and Kyler were beside her in an instant. 
     “Nephraete, are you alright?” asked Darian concernedly. She nodded, looking deep into his eyes, trying to convey her message. His lips drew into a tight line and he frowned. He really must control himself better. He was not used to be being bonded to someone.  
     He took her small hand in his, supporting her on him. She shivered at his touch. Removing her hand from his, she took Kyler’s instead.     
     Calisha watched her carefully. He tried not to interfere too much. He did not want to anger Kyler or Nephraete. But he would always be close by if she needed him.  
     The Mage’s magnetism was affecting both women deeply. He could feel Nephraete’s desire for him sharpen whenever Darian was nearby. And when he touched her… This was uncustomary for her because she was not like that. He knew she was in love with Kyler and held no love for the Mage. Other than friendship. But his allure was incredibly strong indeed. Calisha felt it as he was sure everyone present could. Whether they understood it or not… Well, that was something else altogether.  
     Kyler held her close, protecting the seer. Calisha could tell Kyler really loved her and that was good. She needed him. To be loved by him.  
     “Is she alright?” asked Tansher, coming up beside the Crebellan.  
     “She is,” replied Calisha. 
     “What happened?” inquired the Knight. 
     “She stumbled is all. She is fine,” Calisha reiterated, with a barely detectable edge to his voice.  
     “That is good. I was just concerned. I meant no offense,” the Knight said, going back to his group. He knew Calisha had not been truthful. Something must have happened that they did not want anyone to know about. Calisha’s eyes followed him all the way back. 
     “That is a weird one,” remarked Tansher when he reached Rohn’s side. 
  “That is her Crebellan. Do not get on his bad side. And never ever hurt or offend  
  Nephraete. He will kill you without a second thought,” Rohn informed.  
     “He is a Crebellan?” asked the Knight, shocked. “I only wanted to know that she was okay.” 
     “He knows. Else you’d be paint on the wall,” Rohn warned.  
     “Yeah…” Tansher drifted off.  
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  They stopped for the night and quickly had a fire going. Shaz had been quiet since they entered the tunnels. He did not like the thought of all that rock above his head. He couldn’t wait to be outside again under an open sky and he missed the feel of the wind on his face.  
     “It gets better,” offered Firehawk, taking a seat next to the bounty hunter. He proffered his flask to Shaz, who took it, drinking deep.  
     “Thanks,” muttered Shaz, handing it back.  
     “You’ve been rather quiet. Something on your mind?” asked the elf. 
     “Nothing you can help me with,” grumbled Shaz.  
    “It’s a lonely life, being a bounty hunter.” 
     “Only since I met up with those two,” Shaz remarked, pointing at Kyler and Darian.  
     “Why are you here then? Why not go your own way if it bothers you so much?” asked Firehawk.  
     “Because I have a vested interest in this. The enemy took me prisoner thinking I was him,” Shaz said angrily, jabbing a thumb in the Mage’s direction.  
     “You do not like him, do you?” It was not quite a question. It was as if he already knew the answer.   
     “Sometimes. We get on each other’s nerves a lot. I say things, he says things. You know how it is.” 
     “Sure. Many of my fellow Knights do not like me either. I am different than they. Most times, I do not wish to be bothered. I like my personal space. They just do not understand me.” 
     “I know how that is,” Shaz replied, as Firehawk offered his flask once more and Shaz took it happily. 
    
     “Looks like Shaz found a new friend,” Kyler observed. 
     “Just when I was beginning to like Firehawk. Shaz will corrupt him, you know,” answered the Mage and the elf laughed. “I don’t see what’s so funny. I’m serious. And I’ll never drink from his flask again. Not with Shaz’s germs. No telling where he’s been.” Kyler only laughed harder.  
     Kyler’s smile lit the fires in Nephraete’s heart. She loved him desperately. She watched the Mage though she tried not to; feeling a strong urge to go over and… Well, it was not going to happen so there was no reason to think on it any longer. 
     The demon looked at her and she shuddered. His eyebrows rose and fell twice as he licked his lips. Suddenly, Calisha was there beside her. The demon’s eyes went wide at the sight of the Crebellan. Calisha took a step toward him and he vanished in a puff of grey smoke.  
     “Calisha, I’m so glad you are here with me. I do not like that beast!” she said, shaking. He held her close, his presence calming her.  
     “I will never let him harm you,” Calisha promised.  
     “I know. Thank you Cal,” said Nephraete, taking his hand in hers. “He looked shocked to see you here, why?” she asked. 
     “I try to stay hidden most of the time. That way, I can keep watch better. Once they know I’m here, our advantage is gone,” he answered quietly. “I witnessed something this morning. It is not important, but you might be interested anyway.” 
     “Cal, what is it? I’m so curious now,” she responded. 
     “When Darian awoke this morning, Tryllia came on to him.” 
     “What?” she hissed. 
     “She sat in his lap trying to seduce him. He pushed her off, though I know it had to be hard to do so.”  
     “I’m glad. He made a promise to Tynuviel and he had better keep it.”  
  With every step they took, the Mage’s allure grew stronger. They all felt it. They could not resist, no matter how hard they tried. Though some among them did not resist at all.  
    
     “Darian, what’s going on?” Kyler asked his friend.  
     “What do you mean?” Darian asked, at a loss for words. He didn’t know what his friend was referring to. 
     “I can feel you getting stronger. Every day that passes, your charm increases. Why?” 
    “Relax Kyler, I’m not gonna kiss you. You’re not my type,” joked the Mage. 
     “I’m serious Darian. What’s happening? It’s affecting every one of us.” 
     “I don’t know. I’m not doing anything differently,” he confessed. 
     “Maybe it’s Delvishan. You need a lot of help for what you plan to do,” the elf reasoned.  
     “Maybe.” 
     “It’s just not fair,” Kyler complained. 
     “What’s not?” inquired the Mage. 
     “You have more than your fair share. Looks, charisma and gods only know what else,” his friend said knowingly.  
     “Hey, I didn’t ask for any of it. No more than you did. But I got it and I used it and used it and used it ‘til I was exhausted. Then I used it some more. I can’t help the ladies love me. Jealous?” asked Darian, grinning lasciviously.  
     “Not a chance.” 
     “Kyler, I need to tell you something. Seriously,” the Mage replied. 
     “What is it, my friend?” 
     “You must know that I would never betray our friendship,” the Mage said, more serious than the elf could ever remember. 
     “What are you talking about?” Kyler deflected. 
     “You know exactly what I mean, Kyler. I would never touch Nephraete. As tempting as it may be sometimes, I would never betray you or Tynuviel. You must know this. You’re like a brother to me. I do not  take that lightly. I would not throw it away for an orgasm. No matter how great it might be.” 
  “When you put it like that… Takasha! Darian you’re impossible sometimes.” The elf laughed. “Thanks my friend.” They sat around the fire talking and drinking late into the night.  
    
     Shaz strode up to the front with the dwarves. He meant to speak to Stryker if he would take the time. 
      “Hey Stryker, can I ask when the hell we’re getting out of these blasted tunnels?” Okay, he’d meant it to come out better than that. But he was tense, irritable and he just blurted it out without thinking.  
     To his surprise, the dwarves laughed heartily. A few clapped him on the back as if a great joke had been told. Only he was bereft of the punch line. 
     “We’ll be at the door to the wastelands late tonight. I suggest we spend the night in here. For it be the last warm one to be sure.” Shaz nodded in thanks. 
     He could not wait to get out of here. His anxiety grew with each step. He’d never been afraid before, but he was now, though he would never admit to it.  
     Swirling grey smoke announced the demon’s presence. He materialized at the Mage’s side. 
     “Hey Mage! Can’t you control your pet? Must you let his stinking, rotting carcass out of its cage every day?” asked Thane spitefully. 
     Shaz smiled. He liked this guy. 
     “He’s a better conversationalist than you,” Darian challenged in an even tone. He didn’t even sound angry. “He knows words with more than one syllable. Do you?”  
     Score one for the Mage. The damn Knight had better come up with something better than that. That was just shameful. He should be embarrassed. Shaz was embarrassed for him.  
     “Conversation, eh?” teased Thane. “That’s not what I heard you Mages liked to do to the demons.” 
    “Really, and how many Mages do you know who would spare you a moment’s notice, Thane?” asked Darian, devoid of emotion. 
     Shaz thought he would rather Darian show some emotion than be absent from it. Somehow, that was far more terrifying. He was totally in control. Thane had no clue who he was dealing with. He thought briefly to warn the Knight. Quickly, he thought better of it. After all, no one had warned him. The quick-witted moron was in danger and didn’t even know it. Heh heh.  
     “Mages don’t have friends. You know that.” 
     “Yes, well… I do. I have very dangerous friends. I suggest you watch your tongue, boy.” 
     “Boy. Boy! How dare you disrespect a Knight of Shorlan!” 
     Now it gets interesting, thought Shaz. He wanted Thane to win, but he also wanted Darian to teach him a lesson. He wasn’t sure which he wanted more.  
     “Fah! A Knight of Shorlan! What is that to one such as I? You are nothing but a mere inconvenience. A bit of mud stuck to the sole of my boot. Ha!” Darian responded.  
     Thane took a step toward the Mage, but the Gor Li’ Khan appeared in front of him. He took a step back, stifling a shout.  
     Where the hell did they come from? thought Thane. “Can’t defend yourself, Mage? You need others to do your dirty work for you?” 
     “Fallekhan midre Alembekhu, drishanit!” The others were all shocked. Unbidden, they all took a step back from the tone of his voice. They’d never heard Darian speak his native tongue before.  
     Kyler had no idea what was said, he had no need to. He knew the Mage’s temper and body language. He was about to violently end the debate. Kyler interceded, unsure why he even bothered. 
     “Thane, shut up. Tread lightly where we are concerned, I warn you. I will not stop him again.” Kyler’s tone was hard. He looked to Tansher, who pulled Thane back in line, reprimanding him harshly.  
     Kyler was not sure if it was for their benefit or if it was genuine. No matter, so long as it’s done, the elf thought.  
     Damn Kyler! Just when it was getting interesting, thought Shaz.  
     The demon raised an eyebrow as Darian began to speak the tongue of Mages. He’d never heard him do it before outside of spellcasting. Interesting, he thought. Hmm, maybe he becomes a bit unhinged? Sigorna tested his bonds again. They were stronger than before, if that was possible. How can that be!  
     So, the Mage knew I would test my bonds continuously and tied off the spell with a strong knot. One that grows tighter the more the bonds are tested. Damn him! He is cunning and intelligent. A worthy master. One who better keep his word. 
     Darian smiled to himself. He could feel Sigorna testing his bonds again. Well, he had a surprise waiting for him this time. He’d added it the last time he felt the demon pulling on his leash. Good luck getting free of me, Darian thought with an evil grin.  
     “Darian, you okay?” asked Kyler, noting the look on his friend’s face. 
     “I’m fine, why do you ask?” 
     “That was Shivvendari you spoke, was it not? The tongue of Mages? I’ve never heard you speak it before.” 
  “So you worry that I’m losing it and that I might become dangerous to the mission,” Darian stated. 
    “No, not at all. I know when you are really upset. And this is not one of those times. The whole thing is really weird. It was like you were detached from it. You weren’t even angry.” 
     “Thane is not a worthy opponent. I will not lose my temper over that buffoon. Trust me Kyler, he’s no better than Shaz. I think they’re twins,” said the Mage. 
     “I do trust you,” the elf responded.  
     “Shaz and Thane should get along famously,” said Darian. “They’re just alike. Do you think maybe they are brothers who were separated at birth?” Darian joked.  
     “Doubtful. I don’t see any sibling of Shaz’ being a Knight. In fact, I find it hard to believe the way some of the Knights behave,” Kyler spoke in low tones.  
     “Yeah, nothing is what it seems anymore. Rohn sure is making up for lost time. He is spending a lot of time with Nephraete,” the Mage observed, tactfully changing the subject. 
     “I’m happy they found each other again. Do you think he’ll stay in Kiri A’ Nouell? Or do you think he’ll return to Al-Dan-Tir?” Kyler needed to know what his friend thought. Darian was highly perceptive. He always knew things before anyone else ever did. 
     “I do not know, my friend. It seems he is torn. He does not want to leave his sister now that they’re together again. But, he took an oath. An oath to serve the Knights of Shorlan. He will not break it easily. He will be forced to choose when this is all over. For now, I think he does not want to dwell on it.” 
     Kyler nodded. He hoped for Nephraete’s sake that Rohn would come back to Kiri A’ Nouell with them. If he returned to Al-Dan-Tir… He knew it would upset her.  
  As if they could read his thoughts, Rohn and Nephraete approached. “May we walk with you two?” he asked  
  Kyler and Darian. 
     “Of course,” Kyler responded, before Darian could say anything. Rohn looked at the demon out of the corner of his eye. Clearly, he was not happy with his presence. 
    
     Darian hated that Sigorna kept appearing of his own free will. But he could not deny the sense it made either. If the Dark Mage found out he had bound the Falahari, he might know what the young Mage planned. He must be careful not to reveal anything with the Falahari near. He could not trust Sigorna. He was a demon from Oblivion. But what choice did he have? He could not do this alone. To try to do so would be foolhardy and reckless. Darian was neither. He was a Mage of The Order.  
     To make the other Masters and Mages understand would be very difficult, nigh impossible. He very likely would die trying to restore The Order to its former glory. So be it. He was a Mage first and foremost and his duty was to Delvishan. The only thing he regretted was the pain he’d caused Tynuviel. He would miss Kyler as well because their friendship had grown over the years. The elf was like the brother he could never have. All he wanted was to be able to stay in Kiri A’ Nouell with the elves. That was becoming less and less likely to happen. This was by far the most dangerous task he’d ever undertaken. Delvishan thought him capable. Could the god of Mages be wrong?  
     Darian was not afraid to die. But he was terrified to think that he may lose Tynuviel. That fear sent him spiraling into a malicious state. He saw the seer look his way, but he ignored her. He had nothing to say to any of them until he could regain control over his emotions. Day by day, his control seemed to slip more often. He did not understand what was happening to him. He dared not confide in Kyler. He did not want to lose his friendship.  
    That is utterly ridiculous! He admonished himself. Why had he even thought such a thing? Kyler would not walk away because he thought his control was slipping. Much worse had happened since they’d known each other and the elf had never left him yet. Maybe he should tell his friend. Kyler could help him. Yes, Kyler could ground him, stabilize him. When they stopped tonight, he would talk to him privately.  
     He forced the errant emotions under his tight control. Only his eyes told anyone who knew him intimately that something was indeed wrong. 
     “Care to talk about it?” Kyler asked quietly. 
     “Tonight, my friend,” responded Darian, relieved. It would feel good to confide in his friend for a change.  
     Kyler felt an overwhelming sense of relief. Darian was finally going to confide in him. Maybe there was hope after all.  
    
     “What’s going on with the Mage?” asked Rohn. “Sometimes he does not seem very stable. I’ve been watching him closely. His facial expressions change rapidly more often of late. Are you sure he’s fine?” 
     “I feel his conflicts. I feel the things he tries so desperately to keep hidden. But I will not betray his trust. We are bonded, Darian and I.” 
  “What? I thought you were only bonded to the Crebellan, Calisha,” Rohn said, taken aback. 
     “I was. But recently I have been bonded to Darian…” 
     “For what possible purpose?” Rohn cut her off, his anger rising. 
     “That does not concern you,” Nephraete replied evenly.  
     “Doesn’t concern me? I’m your brother!” Rohn said heatedly. 
   “A brother who let me think him dead for ten years.” Her repudiation was fierce and cut to the bone. “I trust the Mage, he is a friend and I will not betray that trust. He does not give friendship lightly, I worked hard to attain  
  it. He is fine Rohn,” Nephraete grasped her brother’s hand. 
     “I’m sorry, Nephraete. I know I never should have let you think me dead. I just didn’t know what else to do. Father was abusing our abilities, has been for quite some time. Using the Gor Li’ Khan as contract killers, but not on things that deserved death. No. Rulers who stood to oppose him and his ways. Rulers and people who did not like his politics. He sent us to assassinate them.  
     “My hands are drenched in innocent blood. Blood that will never wash off. I could not do it any longer. So I faked my own death in an effort to escape a world where I was no longer welcome. I hope you can understand.  
     “There are those among us who reveled in it, but it sickened me. It sickens me still. Kryndale did well in turning his back on Kaleika Bay. I took the cowards way out. I’m sorry I left you there Nephraete, I should have taken you with me.” 
     “Other Gor Li’ Khan have been sent to Kiri A’ Nouell. I don’t know why, but he sends a larger force of them this time,” she said, her hands shaking. 
     “Who?” Rohn asked, actually sounding afraid to hear. 
     “Kelindril, Floran, Gibron, Stilhan, Melanor, Nymdal, Whelan and Gavil. He sends  more but those are the only ones I could see,” she whispered quietly.  
     “He sends the worst of the worst. They are bloodthirsty and will stop at nothing to kill anything in their path. I will not leave your side. Nephraete, tell me true, when this is all over, do you wish for me to stay beside you in Kiri A’ Nouell? Or would you rather I return to Al-Dan-Tir?” 
    “You’re kidding right?” she asked, amused. 
     “No, I’m serious. I’ve never been more serious. I need to know.” 
     “I want you to stay with me, but that is selfish, Rohn. What do you want? Do what feels right in your heart. Did you not swear an oath with the Knights?” 
     “Indeed I did. But I would break it if you but ask.” 
  “I cannot ask that of you, though it is what’s in my heart. How could I live with myself, Rohn? It must be your decision. No one can make it for you. Should you choose to return to Al-Dan-Tir, I will not be angry, though I will miss you. You have more waiting for you in Al-Dan-Tir than just the Knights, don’t you?” 
     “Yes, Larai Windfinder. I don’t know if she would make the forest her home.” 
     “I do not want to be the one to break you up. Please, do what you feel is right. Do not do it for me, I don’t want that on my conscience.” 
    
    
     Calisha stayed out of sight as he usually did, carefully watching everything and everyone. Nothing escaped his notice. He overheard the exchange between Rohn and Nephraete. He knew she would not be upset because she kept nothing from him. He was pleased with how easily she put him in his place. He gave up the right to speak on her behalf the day he walked out on her and faked his death. Calisha liked Rohn and knew Nephraete would want him to stay. But indeed she was right, it must be his choice else he might live to despise her for it.  
     He watched the Mage and Kyler for a while. Darian seemed to be upset about something. Calisha saw the transformations his features took on. Worry turned to hatred. Happiness turned to sadness, anger burning bright behind his eyes. That was a dangerous mixture of emotions. He had no idea how the Mage kept it under control. 
     Lately, he could feel Darian’s control slipping. Just a little and not for long. But recently, it happened more and more frequently. That bothered Calisha. It should not be. The Order instilled control in their Mages. They either had it or they did not and the ones that did not never made it to be a Mage of The Order. 
     He smiled to himself as he thought of what Darian had told Thane. Fallekhan midre Alembekhu, drishanit! That was Shivvendari for: Guard your tongue around your betters, stupid child! And Calisha knew Darian meant it. Calisha had been alive for an eternity already and though he did not know enough of the Mage tongue to negatively affect him, he knew a few phrases and words. His was an ancient magic, born from the very beginning of days.  
    
     They stopped for the night about fifty yards from the great stone door to the wastelands. Everyone felt anxious now that they were this close. Darian sat close to Kyler, enacting a sound shield so they could talk freely.  
     “Hey, is that wise? Won’t the dragon sense it?” asked Kyler worriedly. 
  “Unlikely. It is a minor blip on the Magical Weave. I doubt he would even notice. Kyler, I need your help.” He sounded so grave, the elf began to worry. 
     “What is it, Darian? What do you need?” asked Kyler. 
     “Every day I feel my control slip a little. Not much, but it’s happening more frequently. I don’t know what to do. I do not understand what’s happening to me. I don’t know what it is that you can help me with. But I was hoping you could keep me stabilized and grounded. Reign in my temper.” 
     “I can try, Darian. You know I will do anything to help. I’m always here for you. And I’m glad you told me,” he said, gripping his forearm. 
    “Me too. Every step I take, I feel the darkness surround me like a tight shirt. Some days I can banish it easily. Others… not so much. Like today, I feel overwhelmed by it and it begins to drag me down. I don’t understand what I’m feeling. I have no other Mage who I can turn to. I don’t even know if another Mage would be of help or not. I doubt any of them have gone through what I am about to. Or even what I have.  
     “I feel lost, alone, though I know I am not. I’m scared because I do not know what’s happening  to  me.  If I cannot control myself, how will I be able to stop the Dark Mage? Delvishan told me I am the only one who can do it. What if he’s wrong?” 
     Kyler kept his roiling emotions under tight control. His friend did not need to see how he worried. Darian needed him to be strong for them all. And he would be. 
     “Darian, Delvishan would ne’er make such a grievous error. He has chosen you and with good reason. He sees the strength in you as do we all. I will be right by your side, we will overcome it together, you and I. Whatever you need, I’m always here.” Kyler felt their friendship growing stronger. Darian was finally trusting him to confess his fears, leaning on him as he always should have.  
     After all, that’s what friends were for. Share your heartache and happiness, your triumphs and failures. Kyler clapped him on the back and Darian grinned. He knew exactly what the elf was thinking.  
     He let the shield go, the magical energy going back to The Weave. A soft sigh swept through the room as the magic departed. Kyler watched it go. The things his friend was capable of never ceased to amaze the elf.  
     Kyler wondered how it must feel to control such powerful magic. To feel it course through you and work through you. Just being next to Darian when he cast his spells, the elf could sense the power his friend commanded. But to be the medium? To be able to feel such raw power? The elf could not fathom how that must feel.  
     Kyler had seen the look in Darian’s eyes when he was casting; glazed over, somewhere deep inside himself. As if it inspired intense pleasure.  
     The rest of the group gave them a wide berth. Curious gazes followed them. Kyler knew it was killing them not to know what was said. He knew each and every one of them was intent on finding out. 
     Torgyn played his flute, the music washing over them all and calming their spirits. Of course, the spell of Respite mingled with a calming spell seemed to be working. He was sure Darian must know or feel what he was doing, but he never let on. Maybe because the Mage knew he was trying his best to help. Torgyn was not fool enough to believe that Darian was just too distracted to sense his magic.  
     The fire was warm and bright. Because of its close proximity to the great stone door, the heat began to melt the rime that had built up on the stone.  
     Darian, Kyler, Nephraete and Calisha stayed together. And the Gor Li’ Khan watched over them. A shudder ran up Tansher’s spine at the sight of the elven assassins. Their skill was legendary. 
     Their attention never wavered from Kyler and Darian. The forest elves seemed to trust the Gor Li’ Khan, but Tansher was not sure if ever he could. 
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  At last, the Monarch had made his decision. It had not been easy and Kyler would very probably be upset with him. But he had to do what he felt was right. Besides, if the Gor Li’ Khan could get there in time, they might be of help. Shenna knew they could use all the help they could get. Hopefully, they’d be in time to help Tynuviel. His heart clenched at the thought of his only daughter in the clutches of evil. 
     Darian was their biggest chance of success. He’d said he was there before. This made the elf leader pause. Why had he been to the dragon’s lair before? The answer, he was sure, he would not want to know, but it puzzled him nevertheless. 
     “Kelindril, you have a long way to go. They are headed to Ancient Mountain and the lair of Morphindinaetlus.” 
     “What?! Are you An Gla’ Mah? Is this some sort of joke?” Kelindril was angry. He thought Galavad was lying to him. And who wouldn’t? Who in their right mind would actually go to the lair of a dragon?  
     “I tell you true. They go to Ancient Mountain. Morphindinaetlus took my daughter Tynuviel. They go to save her. Shenna be with us!” The shock was evident on Kelindril’s face. He knew the Monarch did not lie.  
     “Why would the dragon take her and how?” 
     “That is a long story. But in short, he has magical bracers that allowed him to penetrate our barrier. He took her as she gathered berries from the Eldoran tree.” 
     “How many are they and why would Nephraete be going there? It is far too dangerous.” 
     “They number around fifty. She insisted on going, there was nothing I could do to keep her here. She said she must go, that Kyler and Darian would need her before it was all through.” 
     “Who are Kyler and Darian?” asked Kelindril. 
     “Kyler is my son and Darian is his friend.” Galavad did not trust them yet to elaborate. He kept the truth of the Mage’s identity from them. Besides, a bit of humility would do them good. When they found out he was a Mage of The Order… Well, wouldn’t they be surprised? 
     “Are they all elves? How will we know when we find them?” asked the assassin. 
     “Oh, you’ll know. Their numbers are mixed. Ni’ Kulana, dwarves and Knights of Shorlan.” 
     “Ni’ Kulana!” Kelindril spat. “Why do you allow them to accompany your son?” He said the word them as if it were a contagious disease.  
     “As I said before, it is a long story. And one that if you are that curious to hear, you can ask that it be told in full when you meet up with them. Now, I think we should begin preparations for your departure.” Galavad said in a tone that brooked no further argument. 
    He sent for his own personal tailor to fit them for cloaks and for the cartographer to draw a detailed map. Kinistaya gathered the rest of the supplies they would need. 
     Kelindril could not believe everything he was doing to help them on their way. How did he know that the Gor Li’ Khan would not try to kill them all when they met? He did not seem the trusting sort. A Monarch could ill afford to be. 
     “Rest for a few days. It will take time for the cloaks and the map to be finished. I will have rooms prepared for you.”  
     Galavad called Dyvana back to duty shortly after the Gor Li’ Khan dismissed him. Even though he knew they were better to guard him right now, Dyvana could still be useful.  
     He was a faithful warrior who did anything Galavad asked without question. The Monarch hated to reduce him to servant-like status, but at least he was close at all times. Galavad trusted him implicitly. When the rooms were ready, Dyvana took them away. 
     “Are you sure that was wise Gal?” asked Tiriel after the Gor Li’ Khan were gone.  
     “What choice do we have? We need all the help we can get to guarantee Tynuviel’s safe return. Besides, I know they speak the truth. They are bloodthirsty killers to the last elf, but they did not come here for a fight.” 
     “I hope they return before I give birth.” 
     “Why? We have the Shak Ta’ Ru who have safely delivered all our children,” Galavad reassured his wife. 
     “I know, but I want Darian here. I want him to deliver the twins.” 
     “Are you sure he will do it? He is a Mage, not a healer Tiriel. Why would you want him to anyway?” The Monarch could not believe his wife wanted Darian to deliver their children. It sounded absurd! He was also suspicious as to her reasoning.  
     “I have a feeling this will be a difficult delivery. I want him close in case…” She drifted off, stifling a sob.  
     “In case what, Tiriel? What aren’t you telling me?” Galavad asked worriedly.  
     “Nothing Gal. I’m fine.” She reassured him. She didn’t want to add to his worry. He had enough to deal with.  
     Tiriel was afraid of dying in childbirth. She could feel the strength of the babies growing inside her. She knew instinctively that she would bear them with great difficulty. She wanted the Mage close by so he could save her life. But she could not tell her husband this. She would just have to wait for Darian’s return and hoped the twins would wait as well.  
    
     Within a week of their arrival, the Gor Li’ Khan departed Kiri A’ Nouell heading west. They refused the offer of horses, saying they would be better served to walk or run as needed. As soon as they were beyond the barrier, they disappeared, blending with their surroundings.  
     “That is always an unsettling sight,” remarked Kinistaya.  
     “Aye,” agreed Galavad. “I hope I did the right thing Kinistaya.” 
     “What choice did you have, Galavad? We must hope that they can be trusted. In time, who knows. Maybe  
  they will call Kiri A’ Nouell home as well. Only Shenna can say.” The ancient elf’s presence was comforting to Galavad. 
     “Kinistaya, my wife worries me lately,” Galavad confided in his friend.  
     “Why, what has happened?” asked the ancient, his voice full of concern. 
  “I don’t know. She won’t tell me. I know she thinks I have too much to deal with now but… Something is wrong, I know it. She told me she wants Darian to deliver the twins.” 
    “Whatever for? Would he even do it? Sometimes that one is a bit odd,” responded Kinistaya. 
     “Yes, though you are being kind. I think she wants him because she suspects there is something wrong. She knows he is capable of healing… And to be honest Kinistaya, the Shak Ta’ Ru have not been much help with this pregnancy. Darian is the only one who offered her real comfort. I love her Kinistaya. I cannot lose her. Darian must return on time. He must!” 
     He sent a message to his son, alerting him to the Gor Li’ Khan on their trail. He could feel his son’s displeasure. But Kyler knew there was nothing else to be done. They could be a valuable asset. He let Kyler know they were not coming to take Nephraete, but said nothing else on the matter.    
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
     Kelindril took  out the map Galavad presented him with. They left the forest behind and had not stopped yet. Weeks of travel still lay before them. Checking the map, he saw they were approaching Mishkalan. With plenty of supplies, they had no need to stop. Yet.  
     Winter had not yet released her grip on the land. And it was cold. The wind blowing down from Thunder Peak was biting. Few trees dotted the land between Kiri A’ Nouell and Mishkalan. The Gor Li’ Khan could find no comfort of shelter.  
     They drew their cloaks tightly around them walking on. Deliberately putting one foot in front of the other. Kelindril wondered if he should have them stop for the night, but quickly decided against it. 
     They walked on without stopping. During the night, the temperature began to drop drastically. The wind picked up and it started to snow. 
     Kelindril cursed their ill luck. He even considered stopping at Mishkalan to wait out the weather. If he chose to do so, he knew it would delay them further. His elves would not complain, he knew. About the weather or anything else.  
     The snow began to fall heavier. Thick flakes fell from the darkening sky. By the time they reached the gates of Mishkalan, two feet of fresh snow lay on the ground. Sadly, they’d be delayed. But Kelindril did not see a way around it.  
     “Halt! State your business!” Boris ordered them. He paled when they came near and he saw that they were elves.  
     “We seek shelter from the storm,” answered Kelindril. 
     “Where is Kyler? Is he with you?” asked the guard. 
     “Nay. We are to meet up with him. But the storm will delay us,” responded Kelindril.  
     The guard did not notice the deadly gleam in the elf’s eyes. He let them pass. When he looked back, they were gone.  
     They found shelter in an inn called The Lone Wolf. The innkeeper was a stout, balding man who had a  
  clean apron and was wiping down the counter when they entered. He raised his head to greet his customers. When he saw who they were, his jaw dropped and he forgot what he was doing.  
     “Greetings, what can I do for you?” he asked politely, trying to hide his shock and failing. Kelindril let it pass. 
     “We are in need of rooms for the night,” replied Kelindril.  
     “Not often do we get elves. I hope your stay will be pleasant. Would you like supper as well? We have roast chicken tonight.”  
     “Yes please.” Kelindril handed the coins to the innkeeper.  
    After locking their supplies in their rooms, they went down to the common room. It was busy, but they were able to find a table near the back. Once seated, it was several minutes before a young serving girl came to take their order. 
     Kelindril knew she had not yet seen twenty winters. She was pretty, with a nice smile and dark brown hair. Her eyes were green and a tiny splash of freckles dashed her cheeks.  
     “What can I get for you tonight?” she asked, smiling sweetly.  
     “Do you have Nykessa?” asked Kelindril. 
     “Oh yes. Will that be all?” 
     “No, meals as well please.” 
     “Alright. I’ll be back in a moment with your drinks.” She winked at them, making her way to the bar. She returned with their wine almost at once. She tucked the coins he gave her into a pocket of her tight breeches.  
     She returned a while later with their meals. She placed plates of roast chicken and vegetables in front of each, smiling as she did so. After refilling their wine, she danced away into the crowd. She was attentive to her customers. And though she was friendly, she did not flirt  
  with any of the patrons.  
     It was getting late and the Gor Li’ Khan were about to retire when Kelindril heard a muffled whimpering from behind the long counter. He did not know why, but he went to inspect. The girl who had served them was being held down against her will. A big beastly looking man had her on her knees.  
     “Please, don’t do this,” she cried, trying to stop him as he pulled his belt off. 
     “Excuse me,” Kelindril grated. “I heard the lady say no.” Kelindril held no interest in the girl, but he hated men who did this to women.  
     “Back off! Mind yer own business afore I hurt ye!” 
     “I don’t think so.”  
     The man pulled his pants up and came around the counter, a big meaty fist pounding the wood. Before he could defend himself, Kelindril drew his sword slashing his arm. The man howled in pain and anger. 
     The Gor Li’ Khan stood back and watched their leader. He circled the Ni’ Kulana, dancing out of his way. He struck with the flat of his blade hitting the brute between the legs. As predicted, he folded like a sack of dirty clothes and went down hard. The elf put the point of his blade to the man’s neck. 
     “Leave her alone. She said no. Do not bother her again. Understand?” Kelindril snarled, putting pressure on his blade until the man nodded carefully. 
     The man got up, making his way for the door. “You can have her you crazy bastard!” 
     She threw herself into Kelindril’s arms crying and burying her face in his chest. He did not know what to do. He did not want her to touch him.  
     “Where is the innkeeper?” he asked, putting her at arm’s length. 
     “He always has me close up alone. He retires right after supper. Thank you for… Thank you. If you didn’t come when you did… He…” Tears streamed down her face. Kelindril sat her down in a chair, poured some water for her, and waited for her to regain her composure. 
     “Where do you stay? I will see you safely home.” 
     “I live here, the innkeeper is my uncle. My room is upstairs.” 
     “You will take me to your uncle first. I will tell him he has no business letting a young girl like you down here by yourself with all these men.” 
   She took him to her uncle’s room where the elf proceeded to do exactly what he said he would. Her uncle was furious about what happened and promised to never leave her alone again. 
     Kelindril walked her to her room afterwards. “Would you like to come in?” she asked hopefully. 
     “Nay. I must get back. I only wanted to make sure you were safe,” he replied and meant it.  
     “Well, thank you. I know you didn’t have to get involved and I appreciate it.” She leaned into him, kissing him softly on the lips. He did not know why he let her. He could tell from her posture what she’d been going to do. He returned to his room locking the door, slipping into Ru Nay’ Sha soon after. 
     It had snowed all night. Dawn showed that it was snowing still. Another foot of fresh white powder lay on the ground. They could not stay another night. The same young girl from the night before served them breakfast.  
     “Morning boys,” she smiled happily. “Care for coffee?” 
     “Nay. Do you have tea instead?” asked Kelindril. 
     “Of course. Breakfast will be served shortly.” She smiled as she walked away. 
     She returned with their tea quickly. When Kelindril attempted to pay her, she gently refused. 
     “This morning’s fare is on the house, for your kindness last night,” she informed. 
     “That is not necessary,” he replied uncomfortably. 
     “I must show my appreciation one way or another. After all, you did not have to step in. And I will be eternally grateful to you.” She walked away without waiting for a response. 
     When she returned with the food, they were pleasantly surprised. Fresh eggs, bacon, and thick slices of toast with freshly churned butter. The elves were hungry and there was no talk as they ate. This would very likely be the last fresh meal they would have in a while. Duty was sometimes a vindictive bitch. 
     When they were finished, they left quietly, leaving Mishkalan behind. Passing through the gates, they were gone before the girl made it back to their table to clear it. 
     She did not know why, but their departure made her sad. She picked up the plates, starting to walk away when something caught her eye. Three gold pieces lay under his plate. She realized she didn’t even know his name. She smiled as she picked the gold up adding it to her pocket. He overpaid. It was little more than one gold piece. She smiled to herself as she made her way back to the kitchen.  
     “Kelindril, that girl seemed to like you. Why’d you save her anyway?” asked  
  Nymdal. 
  “Because, I hate men who force themselves on women. I find it utterly appalling.” 
     “Did you taste her sweetness?” queried Nymdal. 
     “No. She is Ni’ Kulana Nym. I did not touch her,” Kelindril looked uncomfortable with Nym’s line of questioning. “Why are you so interested?” 
     “Dunno. Just curious. Never seen you with anyone before.” 
     “Most times I prefer my own company. Sometimes, I give in. But it’s always been an elf.” 
     “Well, our previous location did not give us much diversity,” Nym responded. 
     “What do you mean? We traveled all the time,” Kelindril replied. 
     “Yeah, but we were always working. I never let myself get distracted on a mission.” 
     “We’re on a mission now Nym,” Kelindril reminded. 
     “Right. What about Kiri A’ Nouell? Do you really plan on staying?” 
    “Of course. We were ordered to protect Nephraete. Would you go against Thelarki?” 
     “Kelindril, what if Nephraete wishes to return to Kaleika Bay?” Nym asked. 
     “Then we will see her safely home,” Kelindril responded automatically. 
     “What if she wants to remain in the forest?” prodded Nym. 
     “Then we will remain as we were told. Do you have something you wish to tell me Nymdal?” asked Kelindril, informality gone. 
     “No.” Nymdal shut down, going quiet once more.  
     “Try not to be too hard on him. I think we all are a little uncomfortable with the idea of being away from home. Maybe even for the rest of our lives. What kind of ruler is Galavad, do you think?” asked Stilhan.  
     “I can tell he cares for his people. He will protect them with his life. And that’s saying something. Thelarki would ne’er do such a thing.” 
     “Of course not. That’s where we come in.” Stilhan hid his contempt well. He could not let Kelindril see his inner turmoil. Else, he would kill him quickly. And not painlessly. He desperately hoped Nephraete did not wish to return to Kaleika Bay. He suspected she did not. Otherwise, she would have already. 
     Stilhan wondered at the course their lives would take now that they were far from their home. As a Gor Li’ Khan, he was used to being away from the Bay for extended periods of time. But he wondered if they never returned, would he be relieved? Or would he yearn to see the ocean  once more?  He was  sure he would not know until they completed their mission. 
  Would Nephraete be happy to see them? Stilhan doubted it. She was probably already aware of their imminent arrival. She was T Ama’ Ro after all. He wondered if she’d left because Thelarki was going to force her to marry Kryndale.  
     T Ama’ Ro always took their Crebellan as their lover. He knew Nephraete would have taken Calisha if given the chance. Thelarki robbed her of that choice, along with her freedom. He’d taken to keeping her locked inside her room, rarely letting her out. The proud Gor Li’ Khan disagreed with Thelarki, but what could they do? They could not risk openly going against him. Besides, not many Gor Li’ Khan would turn away from Thelarki and Kaleika Bay. Or would they?  
     Briefly, Stilhan wondered how many Gor Li’ Khan enjoyed what they did anymore. Yes, he enjoyed killing and being in total control. He reveled in the bloodshed. But he no longer wished to work for Thelarki. Lately, their targets were not exactly challenging or threatening. If Kelindril even thought any of them were weak, he would kill them outright. 
     Stilhan looked forward to remaining in Kiri A’ Nouell. He was anxious to meet up with Kyler and company. He wondered how Kyler would react to them. He hoped they would be accepted without a fight. Although, he knew some of the Gor Li’ Khan hoped otherwise. Only time will tell, he thought.  
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  Kyler awoke sharply from Ru Nay’ Sha. He felt, then heard the communication from his father. It was early, before sunrise. The words spoken by his father disturbed him. He was angry and upset, but there was nothing to be done. Nothing but wake Darian and tell him the wonderful news.  
    “Darian,” Kyler whispered so as not to wake anyone else prematurely.  
     The Mage opened his eyes just before Kyler put his hand on him. “What is it?” he asked, sitting up at once. Kyler motioned to him to enact a shield and Darian did it without taking his eyes off his friend.  
     As soon as the elf felt the shield slide into place, he spoke. The words coming out in a rush. “The Gor Li’ Khan are on their way. Father said there are fourteen of them.” 
     “What else did he say?” asked the Mage, wide awake now.  
     “He said they do not come for Nephraete, but did not say much else. They left this morning. They have supplies and a map.” 
     “You are angry, Kyler. You need to calm down. Obviously, your father felt they were not a threat. Maybe they can be of some help to us. If they get here in time that is,” replied the Mage.  
     “Maybe,” Kyler agreed.  
     “You know Galavad would not tell them a thing unless he felt it was safe to do so. Why do you worry?” asked Darian. 
     “I do not know. These Gor Li’ Khan are different from Kryndale. What if they hold malice in their hearts? Even Kryndale said they were bloodthirsty killers. Will we ever be able to trust them?”  
     “I do not know my friend. These are things we will not have answers to for some time. We will have to wait and see. They are elves. They are your people…”  
     Kyler cut him off, “Our people. You said your, they are our people. You are my brother Darian. Though you did not come from my mother’s womb, I could not be closer to you if you had.” Kyler spoke quietly, knees drawn up to his chest and arms wrapped around them.  
     Darian grinned, “Our people,” he corrected himself. “That’s what I meant to say,” the Mage said quietly. Then a horrified expression crossed the Mage’s face. “This doesn’t mean Tynuviel’s my sister, does it? Please tell me she’s not my sister!” Darian shook Kyler in mock desperation.  
     “Ah no, she’s not,” Kyler replied, grinning. 
     “Thank the gods! Because the things I want to do to her are totally inappropriate if she were.”  
     “Thanks Darian. Now that’s too much information. Please do not put those thoughts in my head,” Kyler said, smiling. 
     “Remember, we have Kryndale to watch our backs. He won’t let anything happen to us,” Darian replied seriously.  
     “I know. They are loyal to Kiri A’ Nouell,” the elf responded. 
     “I will never let them take her away from you. You must know this,” the Mage said direly. 
     “I know, Darian. Thank you.” 
     “For what?” the Mage asked, shrugging his shoulders in confusion. 
     “For everything. Your friendship, our conversations. You know, everything.” 
     “Kyler, I haven’t done anything spectacular since we met. You owe me nothing. In fact, I owe you. You offered a total stranger friendship. And that still blows me away. I know you understood the consequences of your actions. And still you befriended me. Never underestimate how much that means to me. Never.” 
     Kyler had the distinct impression that Darian was quite serious. He was speechless. He didn’t know how to respond to his friend’s admission. He was touched, deeply so. It was one thing to know how your best friend felt. Completely another to hear him speak it aloud.  
    The camp had come alive while the two had been talking. Breakfast was almost ready. The water was boiling for tea. Nephraete looked so beautiful. Her hair was pulled into a ponytail, long silver hair reaching below her perfect bottom.  
     The elf prince smiled as he watched her. He couldn’t help it. He caught her by surprise, wrapping his arms around her slender waist. He turned her to face him, pressing his lips on hers. She did not fight his advances. Leaning into him, she kissed him back. The rest averted their eyes, trying to give them what privacy could be had in such close quarters.  
     “I can’t wait to get back home,” he whispered in her ear. 
     “Me neither,” she said, pulling him into a passionate kiss.  
     After breakfast, Stryker moved to open the door. At first, it would not budge. When he was able to open it, fierce winds and snow blew into the tunnel. They were walking into a terrible snowstorm. Stryker and Kibblewolf somehow managed to shut the door against the cold, wet snow.  
     “I’m sorry, but we ain’t goin’ nowhere’s ‘til the storm’s passed. We canno’ make it. We’ll have to wait it out.” 
     “Damn it!” the Mage hissed, slamming his fist into the stone wall. “She can’t afford any more delays!” Kyler was beside him at once. 
     “Darian, calm down. If we go out there now, we’ll all die. You know that.” 
     “I know. I just…” he trailed off, feeling utterly hopeless.  
     “I know. But we have to believe that she will be alright. That we’ll be in time…” 
     Everyone just stared at the Mage. He teetered on the brink of maniacal rage. It was in his eyes. They all saw it. They all feared it. Kyler gripped Darian’s arm. The Mage looked into the elf’s eyes, letting his anger go. It bled out of him like a cankerous pus.  
     Everyone relaxed then. They felt the Mage’s anger drain away as if it were a palpable force.  
     To his credit, Torgyn began to sing a song, pulling the attention away from Darian. Of course, the Mage did not even acknowledge the bard. Why would he?  
     Torgyn’s pure, strong voice captured their attention. He told stories and sang to pass the time. Mordinian was quiet, eyes missing nothing. The Mage was unraveling after all. He was becoming more and more dangerous as the days passed by. Just when he thought he’d solved the puzzle that was Darian Brade, a whole new layer became visible. 
   Kyler had some kind of impact on the Mage. As soon as the elf touched his arm, the storm clouds disappeared from his eyes. The Knights watched the elf prince and the Mage closely. They held some bizarre interest in them. He wanted to know what it was. Tansher especially. That one was as curious as himself. He watched everyone and everything. 
    
     “Is he okay?” asked Rohn, sitting by his sister. 
     “He’ll be fine. He’s just upset right now. We’ve come so far…” 
    “Nephraete, Kyler… Do you love him?” 
     “Yes, I do.” 
     “Will you marry him?” he asked. 
     “If he but asks, yes. Why are you asking me these questions Rohn?” 
     “I just want to know your heart. I want you to be happy.” 
     “I am. And now I have you back.” She reached out, grasping his hand in hers.  
     “Many of us will likely die in the mountain,” Rohn whispered. 
    “You will not be one of them, Rohn. I didn’t find you again just to lose you forever.” 
     “I just need to know that you’ll be taken care of if…” 
     “Do not speak those words aloud Rohn,” the tiny seer warned, with more steel in her voice than he ever remembered. He smiled at her, for what else could he do? He held her tightly, her head on his chest. They talked long into the night until finally, she drifted into Ru Nay’ Sha in her brother’s arms.  
    
     Shaz listened to the stories and songs, gaining insight into the world of the elves. They were so very different from him. Their beliefs, their moral character… Everything. He could not understand it. He still did not understand why Kyler had been upset with him when they first met. He thought he would remain behind because of C.J.. From some of the songs the elves were singing, they did not take sex seriously either. So why had Kyler been angry?  
     The elves were immortal. They witnessed the birth and death of generation upon generation of humans. He’d heard many of them talking about how many lovers they’d had. So why the attitude from the elf prince?  
     The elves would have many relationships in their lifetimes. He could not imagine being with the same woman for a week let alone a thousand years. The thought was deeply unsettling to him. Almost as unsettling as all this rock over his head. Fah! He could not wait to get out of here. 
  This adventure was turning out to be much more than Shaz had bargained for. He would see it to the end though. He wanted to know everything about Darian. Everything. He wanted to know all his secrets.  
     Lately, the Mage had become more unpredictable than usual. Like tonight, the way he hit the wall… He did not even seem to notice the bloody torn mess his hands had become. Shaz wondered briefly if he could cast magic as well with torn hands as he could when he wasn’t hurt.  
  Hey, it’s a legitimate question, Shaz thought. Why should we all die because he cannot control his sexual  
  impulses? Shaz knew how the Mage felt. It had been too long already. He needed the touch of a woman. There were only two with them and he didn’t think either of them would give him the time of day. Nephraete was too busy mooning over Kyler. Tryllia was with Tryndil. And Shaz would not mix with the Gor Li’ Khan. A shudder ran up his spine at the mere thought of them. 
     He lay down, wrapping himself in his blanket and was soon fast asleep. He was unaware of the figure that watched him from the shadows. Calisha watched the bounty hunter closely. He did not trust him. Nor did he like him. His thoughts were foul. He’d been thinking of Nephraete again. Even with the warning he’d given him. The Ni’ Kulana just could not help himself. He would not let the bounty hunter out of his sight.  
     He watched Rohn and Nephraete talking and laughing. Rohn had returned. Calisha wondered why he hadn’t taken Nephraete with him. If he felt so strongly… How many of the other Gor Li’ Khan felt the same? Kelindril… That one would not be turned so easily. Kelindril was as close to evil as an elf could get. He was good at what he did. And he enjoyed it. 
     Kryndale hated what he’d become, so when he was offered a better life, he took it. A chance at redemption. Calisha was not so sure that Kelindril could be turned. He was the one to concentrate on. If they could get Kelindril, the others would fall quickly into line. He hoped. 
     As the days went by, Darian seemed to come more and more unglued. This was bad. A Mage of The Order did not lose their composure. Ever. He hoped Kyler could keep him in check. If not… They would all end up dead.  
    Nephraete would never leave Kyler no matter the circumstances. And Calisha would not leave her. So if they were to die, he would gladly die with them. He would fulfill his vow.  
     Wait… something… not… right. A growl emitted deep in his throat. The bounty hunter was dreaming… of Nephraete! He rose silently, so silently. His appearance was like smoke from the fire. He drifted over to where Shaz lay, a smile on his sleeping face. Without a second thought, he kicked him hard between the legs.  
     The air whooshed out of the bounty hunter in a rush. He awoke, startled and in pain.  
  “What the hell?” Shaz said in confusion, looking around.  
     In the darkest corner, where the light did not shine, he saw a face emerge. A twisted, horrific face. Was that smoke? Fah! It must be his imagination. But his imagination had not kicked his gift to the ladies. The smoke shifted, changing shape. And became Calisha! So that’s who… But why? He hadn’t done anything… Except dream about Nephraete! But… how would he know that?!  
     “Everything okay bounty hunter?” asked Calisha, emerging from the shadows. 
     “Yeah…” Shaz said about three octaves higher, as he rolled around moaning. He told no one what had happened. For he knew it was futile. There was not an elf here who would believe him or care. 
    
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
     The Dark Mage decided to take matters into his own hands. Mortin was absolutely useless. He needed Mages, full Mages. It was dangerous, but he believed there were others of like mind. He just had to find them. If he spoke to the wrong ones… It would be his downfall. But he knew there were those who craved power and recognition. He knew where to start. 
  When it came time for the meeting, he had twenty full Mages in his chamber. The first thing they saw when  
  they crossed the threshold was a hideous creature. It was wrapped in robes of the Dregian order, but was unrecog- 
  nizable. The creature did not stoop, it was over six feet tall. The head was burned and melted. Marred beyond reason. One eye was melted shut. Most of its hair had been burned away, leaving only thin, unruly tufts. But the hands! They were not malformed. 
     The Mages realized that this creature before them was one of them! How could this be? They did not wish to offend him so they looked around the room becoming familiar with their surroundings. 
   “I’m glad you all made it. We have some very serious matters to discuss tonight. I am in need of your help. The Order has seen its last days. And you will help me to bring about its destruction!” 
     A few of them had a gleam in their eyes at his words. Most of them were aghast. Shock and anger spread across their faces.  
     “What are you saying? This is madness!” cried one, encased in the blood red robes of the Thurke order. Since Darian’s disappearance, the Thurke order had become the most powerful faction within The Order.  
     “This goes against Delvishan!” cried one in the Dregian robes.  
     “Hear me out before you make your final decision. I have been after the rogue Mage, Darian Brade. So far, I have been unable to capture him. I will catch him and rip the Staff of Power from his dead hands. He cannot be allowed to live! What say you? I know none of you were fond of him. Hated him even. Help me to bring down The Order and you will all be well rewarded. You will each be given a high rank in the new Order. Whatever you desire, it will be given.” 
    “You are mad! This cannot be. Delvishan will strike you down. I will not be party to this!” said a Mage in the forest green robes of the Kanuk order. 
     “Darian must be found. The Dregian order needs him. The Order needs him,” replied a Mage in the rich blue robes of the Dregian order.  
     Four of the twenty had heard enough and began to leave. The Dark Mage looked to the strange creature and he blocked their path. Pit Shrykes skittered out of the darkness, circling the four Mages. Two were ripped apart and devoured right in front of the rest. Looks of horror, rage and fear flitted across their features. They did not want to die.  
     The hideous creature restrained the other two as the Dark Mage slammed dark rods of power down their throats, killing them quickly and efficiently. The rest stood, mouths agape. They could not believe this was happening. They had no choice, their lot was cast.  
     “From this moment on, you are Dark Mages. You will go about your daily duties as you always have so as not to raise suspicion. We cannot afford that right now. At night, we will meet here and you will begin your new studies. Do not try my patience. I will not hesitate to kill you if you attempt to betray me. However, I will reward you for your loyalty.” He stared into each Mages’ eyes, conveying his resolve and determination.   
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  The Gor Li’ Khan skimmed across the surface of the snow so balanced were they. To the human eye, they left no tracks. No discernible path to follow.  
     Kelindril drove them night and day. He did not let them rest. They were Gor Li’ Khan and so did not need rest. Yet. They passed Marubiel without a thought for stopping. Galavad had said to pass it by unless absolutely necessary. A town of outlaws and cutthroats was no threat to the legendary Gor Li’ Khan, but they could ill afford to be delayed.  
     The Logan Plains was covered in snow. Snowdrifts several feet deep spread across the ground. Somewhere in the distance, a wolf howled. About twenty yards away from them, an answering call pierced the cold night air. Several more bayed in the distance. Each was a different note. You could hear each one distinctly and they were coming nearer to the Gor Li’ Khan. They were being surrounded.  
     Kelindril did not fear wolves. They must be hungry if they were going to attack. He would wait and see. The alpha male darted out from behind a mound of snow and came trotting up to him, sniffing his hand. 
   The Gor Li’ Khan could not believe their eyes. The big, grey wolf nuzzled Kelindril’s hand. He stroked the animal, talking soothingly to it. He removed some dried meat from his pack and fed it to the wolf. It was gone in one gulp. Kelindril didn’t even think the animal chewed it.  
     “Hungry, aren’t you?” asked Kelindril, giving it more. Then as quickly as they’d come, the wolves disappeared. 
     “Weird,” commented Stilhan.  
     “Yeah, let’s keep moving,” commanded Kelindril.  
     They traveled for more than a week in the same manner. But they never saw the wolves again. Maybe the meat strips had been payment for crossing the Plains. Finally, on one clear, cold morning, they could see smoke rising on the horizon. Their spirits rose at the prospect of a hot meal and a warm fire. They increased their speed, deciding to a man not to spend another night out in the open.  
    It was late afternoon when the town came into view. This must be Limmin, if the map they were given was correct. The next city would be Al-Dan-Tir. They approached the gates warily. 
     “What can I do for you?” asked the gatekeeper. 
     “We are in need of a hot meal and a bed for the night.” Ro’Ark came down to open the gate, finding himself face to face with fourteen elves. 
     “What’s this then? Is Kyler with you?” he asked, admitting them.  
     “Nay, we are on our way to meet up with him. You know him?” Kelindril asked, a bit surprised.  
     “Yes. We are quite fond of him here in Limmin. He frequents the Copper Bottom when he visits. Has something happened? Is he alright?” he asked, concerned.  
     Kyler associated with Ni’ Kulana? Already Kelindril did not like him. The assassin believed that the elves were far superior to any other race. He found hanging around Ni’ Kulana to be demeaning. As prince of Kiri A’ Nouell, Kyler had a reputation to uphold. And it should not include rabble.  
     “He is fine. Which way to the Copper Bottom?” Kelindril asked, without revealing anything to the guard. Ro’Ark pointed them in the right direction. 
     From the looks of things, the town had seen some hard times lately. The smell of smoke and fire hung thick in the air. When they got to the Copper Bottom, they could see  much of it was new. The roof and outer wall were newly built. What happened here? Kelindril thought.  
     When they walked inside, the common room was full. Curious gazes followed them. The innkeeper was busy pouring drinks and did not see his newest customers. 
   When he saw fourteen elves in his establishment, he looked as though he would faint.  
     “Hello! What can I do for you?” he asked, wiping down the bar; though it certainly did not need it. The place was spotless.  
     “We are in need of rooms, food and a bath,” said Kelindril.  
     “Is Kyler with you?” he asked hopefully, scanning the faces of the elves present. 
     “Nay. We are to meet up with him,” Kelindril stated. He was getting irritated with all the questions. It was none of their concern! Why did they need to know?  
     Shermin could tell that this bunch was quite different from Kyler. Not friendly at all. He gave them keys to their rooms and after they stowed their gear, they went to the common room for a meal and drinks.  
     A great stone fireplace separated the common room into two great rooms. They were lucky to find two tables pushed together near the kitchen. The Gor Li’ Khan did not really care where they sat as long as they were warm and dry.  
     After their meal, they went to the newly built bathhouse for a much needed soak. They took advantage of the hot water by washing their clothes too.  
     In the morning, they bought as many supplies as they could, which turned out to be very little. Apparently, they were still recovering from an attack by Morphindinaetlus. Kelindril knew they’d have to stop once they reached Al-Dan-Tir. Their stores would be fast depleting.  
     All they were able to acquire were small bags of mixed fruit, dried fruit, dried meat and some yellow cheese. They took what water they could carry along with a few casks of ale, wine and juice. It would have to last until the bigger city.  
     For what Kelindril had bought, he’d paid an exorbitant amount of gold for it. Under normal circumstances, it would have cost no more than two gold pieces. Now it had cost more than three times as much.  
 The Gor Li’ Khan left as silently as they came. Thankfully, the townsfolk had left them alone. Kelindril did  
  not want to talk to any of them again. He was nothing like Kyler. He did not want to associate with Ni’ Kulana. They were beneath him.  
     The sun was just rising when they left Limmin, heading west. The Gor Li’ Khan did not complain. They’d come so far already only to find they still had many miles to go yet. 
     Thunder Peak would not be easy to navigate. The snow would make it difficult traveling. Nymdal wondered briefly if they’d even be able to get through the pass. What if they couldn’t? Turning back was not an option. 
  Nymdal carefully watched his companions. He knew Kelindril was on edge. They all were, but him even more so than usual. And if he suspected anything was wrong… He would not hesitate to kill any of them.  
     Nymdal was not completely sure why they still listened to Thelarki. Since his wife’s death, he’d not been the same. He’d taken to locking Nephraete in her room, rarely letting her out, becoming convinced she wasn’t telling him the truth of her visions. 
     Then he tried to force her to marry Kryndale. That was just bizarre. A seer always took her Crebellan as her lover. After all, a seer was bonded to a Crebellan at her birth. No elf would want to come between her and a Crebellan. How could you have a relationship with her when he was always around? If not for Calisha, Nymdal would have been interested. She was stunningly beautiful. But he could not get past Calisha. He was a fearsome protector. A predator in his own right, whose eyes were always watching everyone and everything.  
     They traveled late into the night, stopping well past sunset. The temperature steadily dropping with the sun. They dug into the snow, forming a shelter from the wind. They spread well-oiled cloth to protect them from the cold snow and settled down for as much rest as they could get under the circumstances.  
     Dawn came, gracing the Plains and its inhabitants with her golden light and warmth. Kelindril pushed them relentlessly onward to Al-Dan-Tir. They ate their meals on the run and did not stop until nightfall.  
     One week later, they arrived at the gates of Al-Dan-Tir. Despite the Ni’ Kulana, Kelindril liked Al-Dan-Tir. The walls were several feet thick and the gates solid steel. It was coldly calculating, just like himself. A pair of Knights stood outside the gates checking everyone before letting them pass through the gates.  
     There were several people ahead of the Gor Li’ Khan and the line moved slowly because the Knights were thorough, missing nothing. It seemed they were all merchants as their carts were packed tightly with goods to sell.  
     When at last the Gor Li’ Khan stood before the Knights, Kelindril’s patience had worn very thin. They could have disappeared, but he felt this was not wise. He could ill afford to lose his temper either. They were in need of rest and a hot meal. Being hostile would get them neither.  
     “Why do  you want admittance?” asked one Knight, obviously in charge.  
     “We are in need of food and rest. We are on our way to Thunder Peak.” 
     “From Kiri A’ Nouell?” asked the same Knight. 
     “Kaleika Bay,” responded Kelindril, mirth dancing in his eyes as the Knights’ grew pale. “Do you know of a good inn with room to spare?” he asked congenially. 
      “The  city  is crowded, but there might be a few rooms to be had at The Vale inn. Zhanay always reserves the top floor for kin and kind.” 
     “Our thanks,” replied the Gor Li’ Khan leader. Of a sudden, he felt better. The fear on the Knights’ faces lifted his anger, putting him in a good mood.  
    When the Knights looked back, the elves were gone. They looked at each other shrugging it off, for what else could they do? 
     The Gor Li’ Khan blended in with the crowd, using their innate abilities to become invisible. They made it to The Vale inn without incident. It was warm and bright inside and the proprietress was lovely.  
     “Far from home tonight, you are. What can I do for you?” she asked in elvish. Her musical voice blending nicely with their native tongue. 
     “We are in desperate need of rooms and a hot meal,” replied Kelindril in elvish. He always spoke his native tongue, only reverting to common when absolutely necessary. He despised Ni’ Kulana and their barbaric language. 
     “Well, you’re in luck. I happen to have several rooms left. Two to a room, will that be a problem?” 
     “Not at all, kind maiden,” said Kelindril. He was actually charming for once and she blushed. He paid her and she handed over the keys.     
     After stowing their gear, they headed for the baths. Once clean again, their appetites returned. The inn was crowded, so it took their server a few minutes to get to them.  
     “What can I get for you tonight?” she asked with a smile. She was petite with blonde hair and blue eyes. She was pretty for a Ni’ Kulana. If you looked at them that way. Which Kelindril did not.  
     They ordered meals and Nykessa. She was back in less than two minutes with their drinks. Kelindril paid her, watching as she bounced away into the crowd. He could hear snippets of conversation from several surrounding tables.   
     “…wonder if them elves’re with the others. Where’s that tall stranger that came last time? You know, the one what fight the dragon… What happened to Nereina? Ain’t seen her since the dragon attacked… …that elf with the silver hair…” Kelindril felt certain they spoke of Kyler and Nephraete. But who was the tall stranger?  
     So the dragon had attacked here as well. The Knights were a force to be reckoned with. They protected this city with their blood. And Kelindril was sure more blood would be spilled in the days to come.     
     Morphindinaetlus, though not the only dragon, was the only one to wreak such havoc unchecked in a long time. Kelindril knew of a red dragon far to the east over the ocean. He’d heard tell of a gold dragon as well, but had not been able to confirm it. And then, there was the black dragon, Phentilphyremorg.  
     The black dragon had not been seen in at least a millennia. Kelindril hoped they would never see that one again. Sleek and powerful, its heart was blacker than deep night. It was merciless, much like himself. Responsible for thousands of deaths. Much like himself. The comparison did not affect him.        
     His copper eyes missed nothing. He watched everyone and everything. Their server returned with their meal. A roast of some sort with brown gravy, fresh baked bread with sweet cream butter, fruit and cheese.  
     Being on the road made an elf hungry. Dried meat only took you so far. Kelindril pushed them relentlessly and they did not complain. Though none of them wanted to eat road rations any longer than completely necessary.  
     They talked little during the meal. Only after they were through, with fresh drinks, did they talk. 
     “Who do you think that tall stranger is Kel?” asked Nym. “Do you think he’s with Kyler?” 
     “I do not know for certain, but probably so. It stands to reason. They speak of them together, so it’s more than likely.” 
    “What’s on your mind Kel? I can tell you are not here with us,” said Melanor.  
     “It’s nothing,” replied Kelindril. 
     “What do you plan to do once we reach Thunder Peak?” asked Whelan. 
     “Cross it,” Kelindril replied distractedly.  
     “Kelindril, what is it?” asked Whelan.  
     “I said it is nothing!” Kelindril exclaimed.  
     The Gor Li’ Khan jerked as if slapped. Soon after, they all retired except for Kelindril and Stilhan.  
     “You should not speak to us so. We do not deserve it. We have been loyal to you and Kaleika Bay,” Stilhan dared to say.  
     “I tire of all the questions. The road is long and I grow weary of it.” 
     “Aye,” Stilhan agreed. “But I know something bothers you. And I would know what it is.” 
     “My mind wanders. I was thinking of the distant past. And what could happen if the past collides with the present, which I believe will come to happen no matter how we try to stop it,” Kelindril said softly.  
    “About Morphindinaetlus? That is puzzling I agree. Why would he attack such a small town as Limmin? It makes no sense. And that one always does things for a reason.” 
     “That is only a small part of the bigger picture Stilhan,” said Kelindril.  
     “What is the bigger picture then?”  
     “If Morphindinaetlus is awake again, what if the others come forth as well?” 
     “They have not been seen in some time.” 
     “And do you think our luck will hold?” asked Kelindril sarcastically. 
     “No. But if they all come at us at once…” 
     “Exactly,” said Kelindril, as he rose to go to his room. He was sorely tired. He felt as though he could sleep like a stupid Ni’ Kulana. Ru Nay’ Sha took hold of him as soon as his head hit the pillow.  
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  Michar was fast progressing with his studies to be a Dark Mage. The Dark Mage was satisfied with him. Now if only he could get more with his brains, talent and desire for power… It would take time and he was not sure how much of that he had left. Darian Brade would not stay hidden forever. No. That one would not stand by and let all his dreams come true. Darian would utterly destroy them. All of them. 
     He was running out of time. He needed the Staff of Power and he needed it now! With the Staff of Power, no one would be able to stop him. He did not desire to rule all of Corillia. No, that was an idiots dream. All he wanted was control over The Order. The new Order, as he would make it. Delvishan be damned! 
    Now he had no way of knowing where the rogue Mage was. He would have to guess. And he did not like guesses. Guesses were for pathetic morons with no brains. He would have to decipher Darian’s actions. No easy feat that. To get inside that one’s mind… What would that be like? To be Darian Brade, even if it was only for a moment. To know what he knew. His spells, his self-assurance, his confidence. His power… 
     He slammed his hand on a nearby table in anger. He was deeply frustrated. With himself. With Morphindinaetlus. With everything. For a beast who hated Darian almost as much as he did, Morphindinaetlus was unable to accomplish much. And in the end, Darian had made a fool of the powerful wyrm. Not a wise thing to do.  
     Darian Brade and the wyrm had a history. The Dark Mage did not know what that history was. Nor did he particularly care. As long as Darian was brought to his knees. And he would be. Of that the Dark Mage was certain.  
     He wondered if Darian understood how powerful he really was. The magic the rogue commanded was beyond all the Mages in Piri-Tuma. But with The Staff of Power… To have control over that as well as his magic…  
     Darian Brade should rightfully be the next Shangmarrum. Darian’s power surpassed his own. But he knew something Darian did not. Dark Magic. Everything The Order fought so hard to exterminate. The power that filled him when he used it, it could not be described sufficiently. He was reasonably sure that the rogue would never find the book he would need to learn Dark Magic. It was the only way he could be defeated. Darian’s power would not be enough and he knew the young Mage knew it. With Morphindinaetlus and Dark Magic on his side, how could Darian hope to win?  
  He had not been able to find out who bound the Falahari, Sigorna, but it could be none other than Darian Brade. Who else could be strong enough? Who else would be reckless enough?  
     Well, the dragon has Darian’s bitch. Let’s see how sure of himself he is when he finds out. He probably thinks her dead and that would give them the advantage they needed. He won’t be able to concentrate and they should be able to overpower him easily. The Falahari was altogether different. He was bound to Darian and would protect him fiercely. He must figure something out soon. A way to distract the demon as well as the Mage…  
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     In the morning, Stryker opened the door to find the storm was worse. They would be stuck here for a while, it seemed. He shook his head at the Mage and Kyler. But to his surprise, the Mage took it in stride. No violent reaction this time.  
     Stryker honestly liked Darian, but wasn’t at all sure how stable he was anymore. Lately, he’d been headed for the deep side of the lake. And he was taking them all with him.  
  His love for Tynuviel was clouding his judgment and putting them all in danger. The Dark Mage and the dragon would not give them a chance to gather their wits. There would be no second chances. The Mage had better get himself together. They needed him to be focused for this battle. If they lost him, most likely they would all die a horrible, grisly death.  
    
     “Can I sit with you?” asked Torgyn. 
     “Whatever for?” asked Darian abrasively.  
     “I’d like to talk to you, if you don’t mind,” persisted the bard.  
     “Well I do,” said the Mage, looking away. 
     “Darian, I want to talk to you. To get to know you. I want to compose my first song. Traveling with you is most helpful. This adventure has the feeling of those long lost battles of yore. And I want to be a part of it,” said Torgyn, eyes shining. 
    “Oh you want to be part of it do you? Well why didn’t you say so? You want to be one of us then?” 
     Torgyn did not realize the danger he was in. He was too fascinated by the Mage to notice that he was being reeled in for the kill.  
     “What will you do when Morphindinaetlus severs a main artery with his sharp claws? Will you continue playing your lute and sing to us until the light leaves your eyes? Will your dying breath be enough to lend us the strength we need to kill the wicked beast? Or perhaps you will be too busy composing your first song to even notice the killing blow,” Darian said maliciously. 
     “There’s no need for that, is there?” asked Mordinian, glaring at the Mage. But Darian glared back, openly hostile towards the thief.  
     “We’re all on edge Mage, but there’s no reason to be so volatile.” said the thief. Darian jumped up so fast they barely registered the movement, coming face to face with Mordinian. 
     “I don’t recall asking for your opinion, thief!” the Mage was calmly threatening, his voice low so as not to alert anyone. The steel in his voice and his eyes was utterly terrifying.  
     The thief did not back down though. They stood toe to toe staring at each other as if trying to measure the other’s intentions. Amazingly, they had not attracted attention. The thief began to suspect the Mage was responsible for this as well. He did not understand how anyone could be so oblivious to what was happening around them. 
  “You have no cause to be so cruel. We are all companions here. We are traveling together, working toward the same goals,” Mordinian reasoned. 
     “You are  no  companions  of  mine,” retorted the Mage. “Away with you both before I make you disappear.” 
     “Shaz was right, there’s just no talking to you. Arrogant bastard,” said the thief. 
     “As if his opinion matters to me. Keep walking,” warned the Mage. He was in a foul mood. The thief and the bard only made things worse. He did not understand why they continued to bother him. He worked hard to make himself as unapproachable as he could. Were they so stupid? Well yes, some of them were. Grey mist swirled around the Mage, solidifying into the Falahari.  
     “I thought you were gonna kill him,” said Sigorna. 
     “I thought about it,” admitted Darian.  
     “Why didn’t you then? Surely you are not afraid,” goaded the demon. 
     “Of course not. Don’t be stupid. What do I have to fear from any of them?” said Darian contemptuously.  
     “Arrogant bastard,” said Sigorna. 
     “Proficient. Not arrogant. You should know me better than that, Falahari.” Darian was careful not to speak the demon’s name aloud.  
     “Why do you let them bother you so? They are nothing to you. Ignore them.” 
     “That would be no fun at all. I have made it clear that I despise them and yet, they bother me. Thought they’d know me by now. I do not like to be harassed.”  
     “How can anyone know you, Darian Brade? You will not let anyone close to you. You must learn to trust in others. The coming battle with The Order demands it. You will not be able to take them all on by yourself. Even your arrogant ass knows this.” The Mage chuckled. 
     “Be wary Darian,” the demon warned in a soft whisper. “There are those among you who begin to wonder if you can handle this. They fear you have come unglued.” 
    “I have. In part at least,” admitted the Mage. The Falahari laughed because he did not realize the Mage spoke the truth.  
     “Dangerous words Mage, for the wrong ears, even in jest.” 
     “It’s your job to keep me safe. It’s why I chose you. We have a history, you and I. I know you will do whatever it takes to protect me. Because the alternative…” Darian let the warning hang in the air between them.  
     The demon’s eyes danced in mirth. They were kindred spirits, though the Mage would most likely balk at the correlation. This amused the demon no end. Darian tried to be someone other than who he was. The Order was in him, a part of him. A part that could never be separated no matter how hard he tried. It was engrained in him. Deeply engraved on his heart.  
     “It’s true, we do have a history. One I’m sure your current traveling companions would kill to find out about.” The Mage brazenly glared at him and he smiled a genuine smile. “Do not worry Mage, I will not spill the beans. It will be our secret. Consider it a favor for your kindness to me.” 
     “The relief is just flooding me with emotion,” said Darian sarcastically.  
     “You’re such an ass,” said the Falahari, laughing.  
     “It is a prerequisite to be a Mage.” The demon laughed harder. Torgyn began to play his lute and Darian snorted in irritation.  
     “Why do you hate them so?” asked the demon, completely bewildered by the Mage’s behavior. 
     “I do not trust them. At all. Nor do I like them.” 
     “Well that was obvious.” The demon chuckled. “But why don’t you like them? Have they not proven to be an asset?”  
  “The only  thing they’ve proven to be, is a big pain in my ass,” retorted the Mage. “They never mind their own business. Always too busy minding mine. And you know how I detest that.”  
     “I think, at least, the bard means well. The thief, who can say? He has his own agenda I’m sure.” 
     “Yeah, well the bard travels with him of his own accord. Why would he do so? I trust neither of them,” said the Mage. 
     “Trust comes in short supply with you, Darian,” stated Sigorna.  
     “You must earn my trust. And there are very few who are capable of such a feat. I do not trust anyone. Nor do I turn my back on someone I just meet. I did not get to be where I am by being a trusting idiot.” 
     “You are one cynical son of a bitch!” laughed the Falahari.  
     “Call me what you will. I am what I am and I will change for no one,” said Darian. 
     “Not even for Tynuviel?” asked the demon with a smirk. 
     “She would never ask me to change. She fell in love with me for who I am.” 
     “Does she really know who you are?” 
     “She knows what she needs to,” said the Mage.  
     “Will that be enough? A relationship is built on trust my friend. Can she trust you? Can you trust her? Will you be open and honest with her?” 
     “I am not having this conversation with you,” warned Darian. 
     “Who else you gonna have it with?” asked the Falahari. The Mage only glared in response. “How much will you tell her? Will she ever know the real  you? Has anyone? At some point Darian, you have to let someone in. You cannot keep everyone out forever. That is a lonely existence.” 
    “True, but there are things no one can ever know. There are some things that were not meant to be voiced aloud.” 
     “How about written on paper?” asked the demon. The Mage gave a derisive snort.  
     “What do you know of relationships? You sit here giving me advice on life and love. What do you know of it?” asked Darian half-seriously.  
     “You’d be surprised,” Sigorna whispered. The grey smoke swirled around him and soon he was gone again.  
     Darian sat and thought over everything that had been said between them. The demon seemed sincere in his opinions and advice. Darian was almost sorry he’d made the demon go with his abrasive attitude. He knew that sometimes, most in fact, he was extremely hard to take. There were few who could stand to be with him and he’d just driven away one of the few who could put up with him. Before he could think any more of it, the grey smoke boiled across the floor, signaling the demon’s arrival. The Mage smiled, obviously amused.  
     “Gotcha!” said the demon.  
     “And you call me an ass,” remarked Darian.  
     “Because you are. You know you are, why pretend any different?” For some reason, the Mage found this funny and he laughed, the demon joining in.  
     The others just stayed away from them. They were uncomfortable around the demon and Darian was changing every day. He was becoming a totally different man. When one kept company with demon’s, what could one expect?  
     “You are totally disturbed Darian. You laugh at things that were not meant to be funny. I like that in you,” said Sigorna. And he meant it.  
     Darian was changing day by day. Sigorna knew it. He could feel it. He wondered if the Mage was even aware. He looked at the others and they looked away. Except for Kyler, he was the only one with the balls to look him in the eye. Sigorna knew they did not like him nor did they feel comfortable with him here. It did not matter what they liked or disliked. He was here and he wasn’t leaving. He had to protect Darian. He, like the Mage, did not trust any of them. At any moment, they might decide that Darian was too cracked to be of any more use and try to dispose of him. He would be there to guard the Mage’s back. His survival depended on keeping Darian safe. Hey, I’m a demon. I do nothing unselfishly, he thought.  
     Kyler watched  from across the tunnel. He did not like the demon and did not like the influence he appeared to have over his friend. When the demon made eye contact with the others, they looked away. But not him. He stared right back at the demon, defiance in his green eyes. He was not going to lose his best friend to a damn demon from Oblivion. He rose smoothly, making his way over to the Mage. Without waiting for an invitation, he sat beside his friend, offering a flask filled with Nykessa. 
     Darian smiled at the elf, accepting the proffered flask, drinking deep. 
     “My thanks, Kyler. How are you holding up?” asked the Mage. 
     “I worry for you, not for myself,” Kyler replied, glaring at the demon.  
     “What?” said the Falahari.  
     “I believe you know,” the elf replied in a steely tone. The demon merely shrugged unconcernedly. “I do not like the effect you have on my friend.” 
     “Ah and how do you know I am able to influence him at all? I think you give me too much credit. He is a Mage of The Order, I am his servant.” 
    “You are a liar! You are no man’s servant. You serve yourself. You care nothing for any of us. The only reason you look out for Darian is because he bound your sorry ass! Don’t toy with me. I am not stupid nor am I ignorant. I see through you like a piece of paper. You cannot manipulate me like you can Ni’ Kulana! I am no weakling. I am an elf and am not bound by the same rules as a Mage of The Order. Remember that demon scum because I am keeping my eyes on you. You tread dangerous ground. Darian is my friend and I will not allow any harm to come to him.”  
     The demon smirked at the tirade, but the elf’s point was loud and clear. The grey smoke swirled, signaling the demon’s departure.  
     “Kyler, what was that about?” asked Darian.  
     “I cannot stand him or the way he’s changing you day by day.” 
     “What are you talking about?” Darian asked, confused. 
     “You do not even notice, do you? I’m not sure what scares me more. That you are changing or the fact that you do not even realize it. And all the while the demon gloats. The others, they look away, unable to maintain his gaze. But I will not stand by and watch as he tries to take you over. I will kill him first! I hate his foul stench. My very being reeks with the smell of him after he’s been here.” 
     “Kyler, are you alright?” Darian asked, because he was concerned. He’d never seen the elf so uptight before.  
     “No Darian, I’m not alright. I’m losing you. I’m fighting a losing battle. Clawing my way up a sheer rock face, my fingers bloody and broken. I will not lose you Darian. I will never give up on you.” Darian seemed to understand, he gripped the elf’s forearm tightly as if he were a drowning man and this was his lifeline.  
     “For what it’s worth, the Falahari is here to protect me, not to harm me. For if I die, he dies because we are  
  bound. We are one.” 
     “I see him plotting every day. Planning his escape, testing his bonds. Pushing, always pushing. The way he looks at the rest of us, like we’re his last meal before death.” 
     “You’re such a cheery soul tonight, aren’t you?” Darian joked, but the elf wasn’t smiling.  
     “Do you not notice how different you are around me than when he is here with you?” asked Kyler. 
     “The tables turned and you throw my own question back at me. I know that when you are with me, my mood isn’t so black. I feel hope when you are near. I also know the others lose their confidence in me. They fear I am leading us all to a grisly demise. I warned them this would be dangerous. It is unavoidable that some will die. I cannot protect everyone at all times. Though I will try.” 
     “I know you will Darian. I know you. Just remember that I’m here for you. Don’t ever forget it, Mage.” 
     “That flask empty or what?” asked Darian and the elf laughed. He could see the silvery grey of Darian’s eyes once more, the black slowly receding as he kept his friend talking. He handed over his flask and the Mage took a deep draw, handing it back when it was nearly empty. 
     He realized that Kyler was right. The longer the elf sat by his side, the more he felt himself. He was horrified by what he was becoming. Though he did not comprehend what that something even was. He was a Mage of The Order. If he didn’t know, who would? He smiled reassuringly to the elf, but it was apparent that Kyler wasn’t buying it.  
    “Darian, what’s going on with you? What’s happening to you?” 
     “I wish I knew my friend. I wish I knew.” The Mage’s soft admission that something was indeed wrong scared the hell out of the elf, but he couldn’t show it. For the Mage’s sake he couldn’t show it. He needed to be strong for him, to ground him and keep him sane, if such a thing could be done.  
     “Your eyes were black. When I came to sit with you, your eyes were black Darian,” Kyler told him softly. 
  “What? How can that be? My eyes are grey.” 
     “I know. The longer I sit with you, the black recedes and the grey returns. Darian, I know you are upset about the situation. But all our lives depend on you. If you lose yourself and fail, we will all die. You will take us all with you. Please don’t let that happen. You must rescue my sister. Don’t give up. You must fight whatever is happening to you. Don’t let it take you over. Fight it ‘til your last breath. I will be here fighting by your side.”    
     The elf’s words were sobering. Indeed, he was right. If he failed, he would get them all killed. And that was something he would not let happen. He must get Tynuviel to safety. If he did nothing else, he must do this. Even if she ended up hating him forever, he could not let her remain in Morphindinaetlus’ clutches.  
     Nephraete sensed the Mage’s dismay, his inner turmoil quickly swallowing him like a black wave of death. She knew she must do something to help and she believed she could. She had a calming touch, a soothing manner about her. It had always been so. She approached them quickly, seating herself beside Darian. 
     “Kyler, please give us some time alone,” she pleaded quietly, looking directly into Darian’s troubled eyes. She hated to see him like this. He was always so strong and sure of himself. Now, he was just a shell of the once powerful Mage. If she didn’t get him under control soon… 
     “Darian,” she whispered softly. Putting her small hands to either side of his face, she looked deep into his eyes. “Darian, you must come back to us. You cannot allow this thing to devour your spirit. It is not the demon as Kyler suspects. It is something older, blacker, fouler. Tynuviel needs you, I need you. We all need you.” 
     “Nephraete, you are so beautiful and those breeches fit you well darlin’. They hug your curves in a way that would make a devout man sin.” In spite of herself, she blushed.  
     “Darian, do you think you could be serious for a few moments please? I’m trying to help you.”  
     “I am being serious. Kyler is one lucky son of a bitch.” He reached out to stroke her face. She smiled, leaning into his touch. It was far worse than she believed. She must do something, else it would be over very soon. For them all.  
     She hated that Kyler had to see this. She hoped he would forgive her once he understood her reasons and motives. But there was no time to think on it anymore. 
     She climbed into Darian’s lap, encircling her arms around his neck. She could feel his arousal and it excited her. He looked at her and smiled as he put his hands on her slender waist. 
     He brushed his lips on hers and she kissed him back feverishly. His tongue brushed her lips and she let him in. A tingle raced down her spine. He was a damn good kisser and she grew aroused at his touch. She ground her hips into his and he moaned. She held him tightly not letting him go. She kissed him passionately, letting him touch her wherever he may.  
    She wasn’t sure how long it lasted, but she knew many minutes slipped past them. It went by so fast. She kissed him deeply, locking her arms around his neck, her legs around his waist. Against his will, he began fighting for release, but the tiny seer was stronger than she looked.  
    
     Kyler could not believe his eyes. Nephraete climbed into his best friend’s lap and they were kissing! Right in front of him. He moved to break them up, but Calisha intervened.  
     “Kyler, I know how this must look, but it is not what you think. She is helping the Mage. You cannot interrupt them. For the sake of us all, do not stop her. He needs her now, more than you know.” 
     Kyler fought to remain still, he wasn’t sure he would be able to. This was what he’d been afraid of all along. Losing her to the Mage, his best friend. It pained him to watch, but he would not look away. The others stood by in shocked silence, watching the seer and the Mage.  
     Nephraete broke off the kiss abruptly, but the Mage was not yet through with her. He pulled her into another kiss twining his long fingers in her hair. She let him because she needed him to.  
     Abruptly, she broke away from him, standing weakly. Calisha was by her side, helping her to stand. Immediately, she doubled over in severe pain that drove her to her knees. She gently pushed Calisha away, crawling as far away from them all as she could. 
     Her back arched and she screamed in terrible pain, her eyes rolling back in her head. She began to cough, her body shaking from something fighting its way out. Calisha was at her side holding her hair out of the way. 
     She began to retch violently. Thick, black fluid similar to the consistency of tar oozed from between her lips. Once it hit the floor, Calisha got rid of it. He somehow absorbed it into himself then released it into the air as dust that blew away. Once she was finished, Nephraete collapsed into blackness. Calisha held her in his arms, singing to her softly in an ancient elven dialect. 
  Kyler went to the Mage as he was getting to his feet. Kyler could not restrain himself anymore. His right fist connected solidly with the left side of Darian’s face, a punishing blow. The Mage’s head flew back and blood sprayed out of the corner of his mouth. But to the elf’s surprise, he did not fight back. He put his hands up, palms out, forestalling Kyler’s anger. 
     “Damn Kyler, you’ve got a wicked right hook! I know I deserved that, but I didn’t mean for it to happen. Nephraete jumped in my lap and… I don’t really remember what happened afterwards. What happened?” 
     “Come on Darian. Do you think I’ll fall for that?” the elf said acidly.  
     “Kyler, what happened? I honestly don’t remember. After she sat in my lap… my mind is foggy. Where is she?” 
     “You’re serious aren’t you? You really have no idea then?” 
     “No, I don’t. The last thing I remember clearly is… is… asking Galavad for Tynuviel’s hand.” 
     “Darian, that was weeks ago. What the hell are you saying? All this time… Where have you been?” 
     “I don’t know. I… Dark Magic. It must be… When I was held captive, the Dark Mage beat me with rods of Dark Magic. He forced them down my throat trying to choke me with it. My body must have somehow absorbed it. No wonder why I haven’t been feeling myself. I’m not.” 
    
     The others stood by, quietly listening to everything that was said. For once, the elf and the Mage did not try to hide their words behind a shield of silence. Tansher was shocked to his core. The Dark Mage beat Darian with rods of Dark Magic and he survived? What had he endured in his captivity? Wait, he’d been held captive? If the Mage had not been with them fully, then who had been? What did it mean?  
   
     Shaz was aghast at their words. He knew Darian had been beaten, but with rods of Dark Magic? Damn it! He missed it. What he wouldn’t have given to see that. Then, right in front of Kyler, he made out with the seer. And she seemed to be enjoying it. She hadn’t stopped his hands that were all over her body. In fact, she seemed to be egging him on. He had a better angle and had seen everything. Her back had been to Kyler so he doubted the elf had seen what he had. Her hands stroking the Mage urgently and his quick response. Holy crap! Thought Shaz. He saw how she pressed her hot little ass into the swell in Darian’s breeches. Darian nearly took her right in front of them all.  
    
     Tireniel and Kiel talked softly about what had been going on. Soon the other elves joined them.  
     “Kiel, have you ever seen anything like this before?” asked Lorin. 
     “No. I don’t know what that was, but my guess is the Mage knows. At least he suspects. With his vow of secrecy, we might never know. Wait… Dark Magic! He just admitted it was Dark Magic. They speak and do not guard their words. What can this mean?” No elf had an answer for that.  
    
     “Darian, let’s talk.” He handed the Mage his full flask, but he hesitated in taking it.  
     “Kyler… Are we okay? I do not want to ruin our friendship. Please, tell me what happened after…” the Mage was quietly pleading. 
     “She crawled off retching before collapsing into Calisha’s arms.” 
     “What? What did she vomit out?” asked Darian intently. He needed to be sure. 
     “Some thick, black fluid. It was disgusting. She was screaming and arching her back. She was in terrible pain.” 
     “You didn’t even go to her to make sure she was alright. Why?” 
     “I… can’t,” said Kyler. 
     “You two have a good thing going, don’t screw it up. She did what she had to. She saved me Kyler. She wasn’t coming on to me. Though I know that’s how it must have looked. She isn’t like that and you know it. Besides, I told you once before that I would never throw away our friendship. I would never do that to you. She had to get the beast inside of me to believe she wanted me, to distract me so she could pull it out. But she loves you. You and me, are we okay?” 
     “Yeah, of course. I could never find another friend like you, Darian.” 
    “You can never find another girl like her either. Go see her. Comfort her, let her know you’re there for her.”  
  Kyler looked as if he would hesitate. “Go,” said the Mage more forcefully. 
     “How is she?” Kyler asked Calisha, feeling awkward. 
     “She will be fine Kyler. She saved the Mage, but I do not know for how long. He is filled with it and she can only do so much. We will know more once she wakes. I know I don’t need to say it, but I’m going to. She loves you, Kyler. She only did what she had to in order to save Darian. Don’t throw it all away because of your insecurity with the Mage.” 
     “Let me know when she’s awake.” Kyler bristled at the Crebellan’s words. Who was he kidding? He knew Calisha was right, but couldn’t she have touched his arm or something? Did she have to kiss him like that?  
     He returned to the Mage’s side, still feeling uneasy about the whole thing. 
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     When Nephraete awoke, Calisha was there as always. But Kyler was not and this troubled her.  
     “Cal, where is Kyler?” she asked softly.  
     “He came by earlier to see if you were okay. He is bothered by what happened, though he would not admit it to me. He is having trouble reconciling what he saw. I explained to him that you love him and only did what was necessary.” 
     “Thank you, Calisha. I owe you so much.” She leaned into him, holding his hand. 
     “You owe me nothing, Nephraete. I would do anything for you, you know this.” 
     “I know Cal. What will I do if he cannot see past this?” 
     “Then you will have me. I will never leave you. I understand you better than anyone else alive. Though Kyler has known you in ways that I do not, so do I know you in ways that he does not. And if he cannot come to terms with what you had to do, then I pray you take me as I wish you would have so long ago,” he whispered.  
     “Oh Calisha…” she began, but he cut her off. 
    “Shhh, my love. No words are needed between us.” He wanted to kiss her like he had once before, but he held himself in check. That would only make matters worse between her and Kyler. No matter how he felt about her, he would not ruin her relationship with the elf prince.  
    
     “Kyler, I am not the one you should be worried about. I’m telling you, if you do not reconcile with her, you will lose her. Not to me as you fear, but to Calisha. He loves her and will not give you a second chance. He will take her and once he does, there will be no going back for you and her. A Crebellan is a fierce protector to their seer, but once they are lovers they are linked ever deeper. He will never let her go. Go to her and set things right. You cannot tell me you no longer love her.” 
     “Of course I do or I wouldn’t care. It’s just that… When I look at her, I see her kissing you. Why couldn’t she take your hand or touch your arm and do what she did. Why’d she have to kiss you like that?” 
     “Those are questions you’ll have to ask her. I do not know, but I’m guessing it’s because it didn’t work. I’m sure she would have tried before resorting to this. You have to know it’s killing her. She’s terrified she’s lost you. Has she?” asked the Mage. 
     “No. I don’t know. I’m hurt, confused…” 
     “Remember what I said. Calisha will not hesitate. He will step in and if he does, you will have lost her for good. There will be nothing you can do. Now stop being so damn childish and go to her,” Darian said, pushing him away.  
     “May I sit with you?” Kyler asked the seer. She nodded, looking to Calisha and he gave them their privacy.  
    “Kyler, I am so sorry you had to see that. It’s not what I had planned. I’ve tried many times to do it any number of different ways, but to no avail. I tried touching his arm, holding his hand, putting my hand on his forehead. Countless other ways as well, but nothing ever worked. I felt the darkness inside of him growing rapidly and knew we were out of time. I had no time to warn you or explain what I was doing. And I know I hurt you. I love you Kyler. Please believe me, it was the only way. I would never have done it otherwise.”  
     His eyes were unrelenting, empty of any emotion. This frightened her more than anything ever could. She wanted him to say something, anything, even if he was angry. But the silence… it was too much for her. She began to cry, putting her face in her hands. Her shoulders shook from the force of it. Still, he sat there unmoving. He knew he should take her in his arms and comfort her, but he was still too upset. 
   Until he saw Calisha moving in the shadows. He was coming toward Nephraete, a look in his eyes that Kyler had never seen before. All at once, the Mage’s words came back to him and he drew her close, hugging her tight. He stroked her hair, soothing her. He looked up, but the Crebellan was nowhere to be seen. 
     He touched her mind to see if she spoke the truth. He saw the realization in her eyes and knew she felt his deft touch. Yet she was not angry, if anything, he’d say she was relieved. He saw she spoke the truth and all the anger and hurt drained away.   
     “I’m sorry, Nephraete. I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings. I was angry. I didn’t understand what was going on. You should have told me that you tried before. I might have been better prepared for what happened. Please, don’t leave me in the dark anymore.”  
     He tilted her head so he could look into her eyes. His lips found hers in a tender kiss, but she wanted more than that. She climbed into his lap, kissing him with soft, sweet kisses, but they became more urgent. 
     “I thought I’d lost you,” she whispered as he encircled her waist. 
     “Never, my love,” he whispered as he kissed her again. His kisses were honest and filled with emotion.  
     Darian approached them, handing Kyler a small, red stone. “Here, I will send you to my tower. When you are done, hold the stone and call me. I will bring you back.” The elf gripped his friend’s hand in thanks, then they were gone.  
     As soon as Kyler was gone, the Gor Li’ Khan surrounded Darian, not letting anyone close to him.  
     “You okay Darian?” asked Kryndale. “I’m afraid to ask, but what happened to you?” 
     “I’m fine, Kryndale. Nothing to worry about,” Darian replied, not answering him. 
     “But what happened?” the elf persisted. 
     Darian blew an exasperated breath. “It was Dark Magic. I must have absorbed it when I was held prisoner. Nephraete got it out of me.” 
     “But why that way. I mean, why not take your hand or touch your arm or something else… less sensual.” 
     “Jealous?” asked the Mage. 
     “Extremely,” replied the Gor Li’ Khan leader.  
     “My guess is, she’s tried before and was unable to do it. She’s touched me several times with no luck. For I do not believe she just wanted to lay her hands on me.” 
     “You think yourself undesirable?” joked the elf. 
    “Nay, too many women say otherwise,” the Mage said, matter of factly. “She is not like that and I know you already know that else you’d be furious.” 
     “Very perceptive, Mage,” admitted Kryndale.  
     “I am no idiot Kryndale. Stop treating me like one.” 
     “I wasn’t trying to.” 
     “What do you want?” asked Darian. 
     “Nothing. Just guarding you while Kyler’s away.” 
     “You think I need guarding, elf?” asked the Mage, a bit amused. 
     “I do not take chances where you and Kyler are concerned.” 
    “You think me incapable of protecting myself?” 
     “Of course not,” the Gor Li’ Khan responded. 
     “I am not your problem, I’m no elf,” said the Mage. 
     “You are as close to one as any outsider has ever been Darian. I’m surprised you’re even speaking to me to be honest.” 
     “And why would that be Kryndale?” 
     “Just that most times, you’re not very nice. You can be quite uncouth.” 
     “What do you want, an apology?” asked the Mage snidely. 
     “That’s what I’m talking about. You work hard at pushing people away. Why?” 
     “I don’t push everyone away, Kryndale. I’m not pushing you, am I?” 
     “No and I’m quite perplexed as to why. You’re actually being civil. I feel so lucky,” the Gor Li’ Khan replied glibly. 
     “I’m rubbing off on you. I am not--by any means--a people person,” the Mage admitted. 
     “No! Really?” replied Kryndale in as serious a tone as he could manage. 
     “See, sarcasm goes a long way Kryndale.” 
     “I know, it’s your close companion.” For a split second, Kryndale was certain he’d overstepped himself with the Mage. 
     “I’ll drink to that,” said Darian, pulling a flask from a pocket in his Shryvven.  
     He drank deep then handed it to the elf. Kryndale accepted it, drinking deep so as not to offend Darian. The liquid burned its way down his throat and he resisted the urge to cough. He did not want to give the Mage the upper hand. It was not Nykessa as he’d thought, but an expensive brandy.  
     “So Darian, what was it like for you in Piri-Tuma? I’ve heard stories of the female companionship they provide.” 
     “At one time, I was happy there. What man wouldn’t be? I had my choice of hundreds, maybe thousands of girls and I tasted them all before I left.” 
  “All of them Darian? C’mon, how could you? Are you telling me you’ve been with that many women?” 
     “Because of my high rank, I am given what I want when I want it. If I want five girls at once, all I have to do is say so. And believe me, I’ve done it many times. All that and so much more.” 
     “But after a while, doesn’t it get boring?” asked Kryndale, not knowing what to make of the Mage’s honesty. Truth or boast? 
    “If it does, than you’re obviously not doing it right. Every month or so I would choose different girls. And I’m never boastful. I speak the truth.” It took Kryndale a moment to realize Darian had answered a question he had not even asked aloud.      
    “How is it possible for you to be with Tynuviel? Will you be happy with only her?” 
     “It seems I am to be the Shangmarrum and Delvishan grants me her love. Long ago, high-ranking Mages took consorts. It has not been this way in far too long.” 
     “But will you be happy with only her?” pushed Kryndale. 
     “More than you know. Why do you even care?” asked Darian.  
     Damn he felt good! He hadn’t felt this good in a while now. But he knew it wouldn’t last. The Dark Magic would come back with renewed fury. He must learn to control what was within him. To learn to master it. In order to do that…  
     He didn’t want to voice it aloud, but he suspected he would need to learn Dark Magic if he was to defeat the Dark Mage and control what was growing within him. Without it… he held little hope that he would be able to best him with just his Order magic. He might be the most powerful Mage in The Order right now, but the Dark Mage had one huge advantage. Dark Magic.  
     There was another obstacle. Where would he be able to learn Dark Magic? The Order thought they eradicated it. Obviously, they hadn’t or the Dark Mage wouldn’t exist. He wasn’t sure Delvishan would approve of his thoughts lately. But if he were to survive this, he felt certain that Dark Magic was the key. He needed to learn to control the monster within so that it would never swallow him whole as it almost had.  
     Now that he knew what had been wrong, it should have been fairly obvious to him. He was being hard on himself he knew. How could he have known? He’d never been in contact with Dark Magic before he was tortured with it. When they came for him in Mogan Dar… he’d felt a disturbance. A disruption in the Magical Weave that alerted him to the danger… 
     “Darian? Where’d you go just now? You were miles away from here.” 
     “Traveling down memory lane.” 
   Kryndale snorted. “On a few of our excursions, I saw some of the Mages abusing the girls. They hit them, kicked them, you name it. You are not that kind of man I hope. You do not seem that way to me,” observed the Gor Li’ Khan leader.  
     “No. I never hit them, even when they deserved it. I have a tendency to spoil my women, which emboldens them to do things they shouldn’t.” 
     “Like?” Kryndale wanted to know. He couldn’t believe the Mage was being so forthcoming with him. 
     “You want a story, do you?” asked Darian, with a smile. 
     “I’d love one, to tell the truth Darian,” he responded honestly. 
     “Here’s one for you. I had two regular girls that I kept close before Gayla. You see, because of my high rank, I am allowed to choose any of them to attend to only me. And I get first choice on the floor, which has the Mages hating me for it. Clarissa is a fiery redhead and Denay a dark brunette. Some nights I would call for them both. Some nights I preferred one or the other. It depended on my mood.  
     “Over time, I guess they began to lose interest in me. Clarissa was the first. I am not stupid and had noticed her lack of interest. I remember one night, I called them both to me. Clarissa liked to strip in front of me. She eased me down into a chair dancing in front of me as she removed her clothes. Denay was already naked on the bed, watching her.  
  “But Clarissa climbed into bed and they began kissing and touching.” Kryndale cleared his throat. He  
 couldn’t believe what he was hearing! 
     “Well, they were making love right in front of me. I wasn’t about to be left out, but every time I tried to get involved, Clarissa would just push me away. It was clear she wanted nothing more to do with me. Of course, after watching them for half an hour, you know what I must have been feeling. I tried one last time, but she became furious and slapped me. 
     “For this, I could have had her beaten, but that is not my way. So I threw her out of my room. Denay was more than willing to have me, begging for my forgiveness. From then on, I called on them one at a time only.  
     “One night they were both sick.” He emphasized the word sick with finger quotes. “So I called the Summoner requesting another girl be brought to me. That’s when I met Gayla. I released the other two from my service and sent them back to work the floor. I thought it was a much better punishment than beating them.” 
     “What a life you live Darian. I cannot imagine walking in your shoes.” 
    “You’d never make it, Kryndale. Sorry. Not to be cruel, but you’d never survive. 
  The things that I saw, the tests I had to pass… Most never make it past being a journeyman. Most never attain the rank of Master or Mage. Of those that make it to be Masters, very few make it to be a Mage. The tests that we are made to endure are beyond harsh. They are dark and terrible, utterly terrifying and designed to kill.” 
     Kryndale merely nodded, a shiver racing down his spine at the Mage’s tone. For what could he reply to that? He had a brief glimpse into Darian’s world. A part of it was erotic and arousing. The other, dark and mysterious. 
    
     They arrived in Darian’s tower, close to his study. The door was closed and locked. Kyler took Nephraete in his arms, kissing her as he put his hands on her bottom, pulling her near. They made their way to the room he’d given them before. Though they were alone, they closed and locked the door. 
     She felt wild, untamed and she wanted him desperately. She pushed him down, kissing his chest and touching him gently. He moaned softly, trying to get up, but she pushed him back. Her lips were soft, warm, and her tongue caressed him to a fever pitch. She’d never done that before, but he quickly decided he didn’t want her to stop. She aroused him in ways he never thought possible.  
     He sat up, his lips claiming hers as he kissed her deeply. Pushing her down, he quickly took control of the situation. His lips caressed her breasts as he trailed kisses down her body. She cried out when his tongue probed her, gently teasing. He made her feel so good, but she wanted it to last. She grabbed his hair in her hand and raised her aching core to his lips. 
     He braced himself, holding her hands in his own. When he entered her, she moaned softly. They moved together as one. She rolled him over onto his back, taking him deep inside her. She cried out from the pleasure she felt as her hips ground into his.  
     She wasn’t sure how much longer they would be able to hang on. Her hips rose and fell in time with him. He put his hands to either side of her waist, arching his back as they both lost control. It was strong, powerful and addictive. She wanted more. 
     He made love to her again and she let him take control now. This time, her pleasure was so strong she swore her toes curled. Afterwards, they lay exhausted in each other’s arms.  
     “I love you Nephraete.” 
    “I love you too Kyler.” 
     “I think Calisha was going to intervene if I hadn’t done something,” Kyler admitted.  
     “He was. He already told me he would.” 
     “What?” he asked, shocked. “Wasn’t he going to give me more time?” 
     “No. He thought you had more than enough to deal with the situation. He believes that you should trust in me to know that I would never betray you.” 
     “I do. It’s just… to see you kissing Darian like that… it just made me mad. I didn’t understand that you weren’t kissing him just to kiss him, that you were actually pulling something out of him.” 
     “I know and I’m sorry. Believe me, I wouldn’t have done it were it not absolutely necessary.” 
     “That bad huh?” he joked, immediately regretting the words. He really wanted to know who she thought was a better kisser, but was afraid of the answer. He needed to know how he measured up against his best friend. That was just asking for trouble though.  
     She only confirmed his fears when she replied, “No comment.” 
     Dammit! He thought. Does he have to be better than everybody at everything? He felt a surge of jealousy towards Darian. He knew Nephraete was just doing what she needed to do, but could he say the same for Darian? From his perspective, he could see the Mage was enjoying it. This made him angry all over again. He tried to remind himself that Darian hadn’t been himself in weeks. But could he really believe him? Darian had lied to him so many times before. Why not now as well? Especially considering it was Nephraete he’d been kissing. 
     “What’s wrong Kyler?” asked the seer. She could feel the intensity of raw emotion pouring from the elf prince.  
     “Darian’s lied to me before. I know he has. He says he hasn’t been himself in weeks, but I know he wanted to make love to you. He says he would never betray me like that, but I have to wonder if he lies.” 
     “Kyler, I know you’re angry and upset, but he’s your best friend. If you don’t trust him, how can you be friends?” 
     “It’s just the way he’s been acting recently. Like with Nereina. I know he had sex with her. Why? If he loves Tynuviel, how could he hurt her like that? He claims that at the time there was little hope for him and my sister. He thought it best to make a clean break. If he’s not supposed to have sex with human women, then why does he? There are so many things I will never understand about him because he won’t let me. Trust is the foundation of any relationship. He’s like a brother to me and…” 
     “Kyler, he won’t betray you or Tynuviel. I could feel the changes in him as I drew out more of the darkness in him. You must understand what he’s been going through and I know at times it’s hard. He doesn’t help matters by keeping secrets from you. Believe me, his heart is true to you and to Tynuviel. The Dark Magic that I pulled from him was responsible for the changes in him. He has not been himself in a while now. You trust me, don’t you? I would not lie to you Kyler.” 
     In answer, he kissed her, short, sweet kisses that became longer and deeper. His tongue teased hers as he ran his fingers up her thigh. She moaned at his touch, growling in pleasure as he made love to her again. She knew he needed her as much as she needed him. She wrapped her legs around his waist and he groaned as he arched his back. He responded to her needs, giving her what she wanted. Somehow, he just knew what she needed.  
    He turned her onto her belly, gently taking her by the hips and drawing her to him. When he penetrated her, she cried out, biting her lip. He was so strong, but he had surprising control. She could feel her muscles begin to tighten around him with each thrust of his hips. She felt the ecstasy inside her building with the hardness of him. Then she could not contain it anymore. She howled in pleasure, nearly blacking out from the force of it. She could feel the intensity of his pleasure as he let go. He groaned as his movements slowed to a stop. 
     They lay in each other’s arms for a while before he rose to get the bath started. After the bath, he cleaned their clothes so they could get dressed. 
     “Kyler, this was wonderful,” she said, as she kissed his lips. 
     “Careful, that’s how these things get started.” He kissed her back and she giggled. “We should get going.” 
     “Yeah,” she replied wistfully, glancing at the bed one last time. 
    
     “Surely there must have been some happy moments for you back in Mogan Dar,” said Kryndale.  
     “Happy? No. Content? Maybe. I realize now that I was never happy there. At the time, I just didn’t know any better.” 
     “But with all those girls, how could you not be happy?” 
     “Just because my dick got to see the inside of over four hundred women doesn’t make me a happy man. What it makes me is a man who had a lot of sex with great, mind bending orgasms. But I’m afraid it also makes me a twisted individual. That’s how I know I will be happy with Tynuviel. Because I love her. Honestly love her. With her, it won’t be just great sex. I will be making love to her with my whole heart. Sex with emotion and feelings is very powerful, my friend.” 
     “That’s true,” said Kryndale smiling, unable to believe the Mage’s candor.  
  “Did the girls ever get mad at you when you dismissed them from your service?” 
     “Of course. None of them wanted to leave me. I do not hit them, nor do I condone such behavior. A woman will give you your heart’s desire, if you but show her love and respect. There is no need for hitting or abuse.” 
     “I agree. Did you ever take any of them against their will?” the elf pressed. 
     “Only Clarissa because she made me very angry. She had the nerve to slap me knowing I could have had her punished severely. She was there to do whatever I wanted. She has no right to refuse a Mage. None of the girls do. Then to treat me the way she did after I had been so good to her. The next time I called her to me, we fought. She hit me hard so I slapped her across the face. The dress she wore I had bought for her. It was Al-Dan-Tir silk that cost me four gold pieces. I ripped it off of her and threw her down on the bed.  
     “I took from her that which she was required to give. But, I did not force myself on her. No. I made her want me again. I used my magic to get her hot and willing. She begged me to take her and I did. The explosion that ensued left her weak and giddy. When I was done with her, I threw her out and never called on her again.” 
     Kryndale’s ears burned with the pictures Darian’s words created. He was hot and flushed. He could not believe the Mage spent good gold on those women. Four gold pieces on a dress! And then to have her treat him so, he could understand why Darian had done what he did.                
    “I despise men who take a woman against her will. There are so many willing women, why force yourself on one who is not interested?” responded Kryndale. 
     “I despise those bastards too. They never stop to think maybe they have too small of a package to please her. You see, women want the whole package Kryndale. Size really does matter. Girth is what satisfies them, but they won’t tell you. Oh no, you have to figure that out on your own. And if you don’t measure up, then you better hope you know how to use your tongue!”  
     Kryndale was aghast at the Mage’s words. He’d never thought of any of those things before. He couldn’t stop himself from laughing. 
    
     Shaz listened to what the Mage and the Gor Li’ Khan were talking about. The pictures the Mage’s words evoked gave him a hard on. Two women making love right in front of him. Holy crap! He’d love a bit of that action. He wasn’t sure he believed the Mage had sex with all those women. C’mon, over four hundred? How old was he anyway? He looked incredibly young. But so do the elves. 
     Shaz had found that one of the few ways you could get an idea of how old they were was to look at their  
  eyes. The age could sometimes be seen there.  
     He spent four gold pieces on a damn dress for a whore? Was he nuts? She should have felt lucky since Darian didn’t believe in hitting women. Then refusing his advances? If he were Darian, he would have taken her against her will. After all, they were there to service the Mage’s needs. He would have made her do some serious lip service. Shaz was distracted for several moments as his mind wandered. 
     Then he heard them talking about size, but he knew he had no worries there. 
    
     Kyler gripped the red stone in his hand and called the Mage. A dark portal opened before them and they stepped through to the dwarven tunnels.  
     Kryndale looked hot and flushed to Kyler and Shaz appeared lost in thought. What had been going on here while they were gone? Kyler quickly decided that he did not care. The time he spent with Nephraete was far more enjoyable. 
     He held her hand in his as he returned the stone to his friend. “Thank you, Darian.” 
     “You’re most welcome. I trust you found everything you needed?” he queried. 
     “Oh yes,” Kyler replied with a smile. “What’s going on, Darian?” he asked quietly. 
     “Nothing, why?” Darian responded, a little too quickly for Kyler’s taste. 
     “Why is Kryndale flushed and feverish looking? And what’s up with Shaz? You weren’t hostile to them were you?” 
     “Not at all. I did not even speak to Shaz. I only talked to Kryndale. You think he looks hot?” Darian asked, with a smirk. 
     “Not like that you gump!” said Kyler, laughing. “Never mind, I probably don’t want to know.” 
     “Probably not. Although…” Darian let it go. 
     When Kryndale saw Nephraete, his breath caught in his throat. She looked so beautiful. Her silver hair she wore pulled back into a ponytail. The tunic she wore was dark blue, her breeches, a soft beige. They fit her well, hugging her curves and leaving little to the imagination. He sighed to himself, wishing things had turned out differently.  
     Calisha appeared beside Nephraete. “Are you alright?” he asked her. He already knew the elf prince had forgiven her. He knew they made love, but he held no animosity towards the elf prince. He was happy for Nephraete that he’d forgiven her. They belonged together.  
    “I’m fine Calisha,” she replied, touching his cheek.  
     “I am near if you need me,” he reminded her. 
     “I know. Stay with me, please. I think Kyler will stay by Darian’s side for a while and I don’t want to be alone.” The Crebellan merely nodded.  
     “While you were gone, the Mage had the most alarming conversation with Kryndale. That is why he is flushed and fevered looking.” 
     “Did they argue or have a disagreement?” 
     “Hardly. They talked of his time in Piri-Tuma. The Gor Li’ Khan was asking questions and to my surprise, Darian answered them. All of them. Honestly too as far as I could tell.” 
     “Anything interesting?” she pressed. She wanted to know! 
     “I would not repeat it to you my love. If Kryndale’s ears burned, what would it do to you? Besides, you do not speak so to a lady.” 
  “Then why bring it up at all Calisha? Now you have me most curious.” She wanted to know more than ever  
  now. His time at Piri-Tuma was something he almost never spoke of. And he told Kryndale of all people. 
     “Do you really want to know, Nephraete?” he asked. 
     “Of course I do. He rarely speaks of the time he spent in Piri-Tuma. Tell me Cal,” she pleaded. 
     “Alright, but not out loud. Give me your hand,” he said, holding out his hand. She took it without a thought. As soon as their skin touched, he transferred the whole conversation to her.  
     “Wow!” She thought. “What a life he’s known Cal. I wonder how much he’s told Tynuviel?”  
     “Not much, I’m sure. Especially about his exploits.”  He answered.  
     “Do you think he exaggerated anything? I mean, four hundred women?” She asked. 
     “No. He told the truth. He has no reason to embellish his life. But he was in an unusually good mood. These are things he rarely speaks of even to Kyler. Why tell Kryndale?” 
     “I don’t know Calisha. Sometimes, I question his motives and reasoning.” 
     “Me too.” 
    
     “Have you forgiven her fully, Kyler?” asked the Mage. 
     “Oh yeah,” he answered with a smile. 
   “I need for you to understand that I would never come between you and her. I’m in love with Tynuviel and hold no interest in the seer.” 
     “You held no interest in Nereina either, Darian, but that didn’t stop you, did it? You were in love with my sister then too, weren’t you?” Kyler asked, unrelenting. 
     “Yes. I’ve loved Tynuviel since the day I met her. Nereina was a mistake like so many I’ve made in my life. And although those mistakes were pleasurable, I made a promise to your sister and I mean to keep it.” 
     “You’ve tread dangerous ground too many times, Darian.” 
     “I was a different man then. That’s when you would have had to worry. Yes, I could take Nephraete from you with very little effort on my part. But for what purpose? One night of reckless passion is not worth your friendship to me. How many times must I say this to you?” He said, getting angry with the elf. “Your insecurity is none of my concern. I tell you true, I have no interest in Nephraete. You have nothing to fear from me.” 
     “Fine,” said the elf, a bit perturbed with himself for bringing it up. He was also upset with the Mage but he did not know why.  
    “Did you make love to her?” asked Darian with a knowing smile. 
     “Yes, but I suppose you already knew that with your connection to her.” 
     “You sound irritated. For someone who just got lucky you should be in a better mood.” 
     “I’m sorry, Darian. What did you and Kryndale talk about?” He really didn’t expect an answer. Darian was not one to repeat himself.  
     “He wanted a story so I gave him one. I doubt he’ll ask again,” the Mage replied, laughing. 
     Kyler was immediately at ease with Darian. He was more himself now than he’d been in a long time. He seemed relaxed and more peaceful than Kyler could ever remember.  
     “What did you tell him?” Kyler was curious, he wanted to know.  
     So the Mage told his friend the same story he’d told Kryndale. Kyler remained quiet while Darian retold the story. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Well, yes he could. He had to remind himself that Darian was a different person back then. When Darian was finished, Kyler handed him his flask. Darian took a deep draw from it, then handed it back.  
     “Why would you do that to her Darian? That seems a little cruel to me and a bit uncalled for.” 
     “Yes well, as I’ve said, I was different then. I found it to be appropriate. She has no right to refuse a Mage. After all I’d done for her… I was good to all of them because I understood where they came from. I knew not all the Mages were kind to them. But there was nothing I could do. So while I kept them in my service, I treated them good. I bought them gifts, whatever they wanted. I took them shopping in Al-Dan-Tir, mostly. All of them were grateful. Most cried in gratitude. And the lovemaking… Let me tell you something, my friend. When you treat a woman right and you give her gifts, she will do anything for you. Anything! So after a day of shopping, I would take them back to my chambers and they would do anything for me. You wanna’ talk about great sex? I’ve had it. I know what it’s like. 
     “Clarissa, she’s lucky I did not have her beaten, or worse. I could have, it was well within my rights. But I don’t believe in hitting a woman. Yes, I used my magic on her to make her willing. What’s wrong with that? I did not take her against her will. She was willing, believe me. She wanted me and I gave her what she wanted. Then I threw her out. I kept the dress as payment. I did not give it back. I burned it in the fireplace when she was gone. That bitch got what she had coming. I punished her by sending her back to the floor. Screw her and good riddance.” 
     “What about my sister? With everything you’ve done with all those women, how can you assure me that you’ll be happy with her and won’t hurt her Darian? And believe me, you’d better make it good,” Kyler was more serious than he’d ever been. If Darian hurt Tynuviel, especially after what she was currently going through, he would kill him. I’ll at least try. He thought. Whether I’ll be successful or not, who can say?  
     “Kyler, I will never hurt her again. I love her. Those women were there for my pleasure and I gave them pleasure in return. But Tynuviel, I’m in love with her. And when we make love… I will be making love to her, not just having sex or going through the motions. I cared nothing for those women, but Tynuviel… I care deeply for her and love her desperately. I need her Kyler. I’ve never needed anyone in my life. But without her… I know I cannot marry her, but that won’t stop me from being faithful to her and loving her for all my days.” 
    Kyler believed him. He could see the honesty in Darian’s eyes. “I’ll drink to that my friend,” Kyler said, proffering his flask. Darian accepted it, taking a drink before handing it back.  
     “I just wanted to be sure Darian. I take my sister’s heart very seriously. And though you are like a brother to me, I would not hesitate to fight you if you hurt her again.” Darian could tell the elf was serious. His green eyes went dark and hard. Darian nodded in understanding.  
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     A week later, the storm subsided and they were able to leave the warmth of the dwarven tunnels behind. Nephraete wore the fur lined cloak and gloves that Darian had bought for her what seemed a lifetime ago. She missed Tynuviel. She hoped she was alright and that she wasn’t being mistreated. Her vision only showed Morphindinaetlus coming to Kiri A’ Nouell, nothing about what happened after.  
     Darian seemed more himself than he’d been in a long time. She was happy she was able to help. She watched as he walked with Kyler. Darian was smiling. He had a gorgeous smile… Unbidden came the memory of his kisses. Urgent and lustful. His tongue soft as silk on hers. His kisses made her weak in the knees and her panties moist. Not to mention the feel of him, thick and hard, as she pressed herself into him. 
     She banished the thoughts with great difficulty, fighting to maintain her self-control. Calisha walked beside her, aware of the battle she fought within. She could not keep anything from him nor did she try to.  
     He took her hand in his, soothing her the way only he could. All thoughts of the Mage left her. She smiled gratefully up at him and he gripped her hand in his. 
     “Hey Mage!” Thane shouted to be heard above the call of the wind. 
     “What?” Darian asked, turning about to face the Knight. 
     “How long’s it gonna’ take us to get there?” 
     “More than a week and a half in this to be sure,” he responded calmly. The Knight swore and Darian smiled. He thought it was hilarious.  
     The Mage was in the lead now. He was the only one who’d been stupid or crazy enough to have traveled in this frozen deathtrap. 
     “How is it you know your way around here, Mage?” asked Thane, a bit disrespectfully. But to everyone’s surprise, Darian did not get angry. 
     “Well Knight, I’ve been here before. Hmmm I’m getting an overwhelming sense of déjà vu. Didn’t we have this conversation before?”  
     “Why? Why would you come here, Mage?” 
     “Because Knight, I’d never been here before and thought to take in the wondrous landscape,” retorted Darian with a smirk. 
     “You’re a  smartass aren’t you?” pushed Thane. “With your better than everyone attitude. Well, you’re not better than me. Mage!”  he snorted. 
    “Whatever. I don’t have time for this. Knight!”  Darian would not give Thane the last word. He turned his back on the upstart Knight. 
     The Demon Stone around his neck grew warm against his skin. Before Darian could stop him, the grey smoke swirled in a circular pattern, the demon materializing in its midst.  
     “Sonofabitch! It’s freakin’ cold out here,” he yelped as his feet touched the ice.  
     “You’re not telling me nothing I don’t already know.” The Mage replied, casting a minor cantrip to protect the demon from the cold. When Sigorna felt the magic encase him, his eyes grew wide. He couldn’t believe Darian would even bother.  
     “Something’s different about you, Darian. I can’t quite put my finger on it. Yet. Just give me some time. I’ll figure it out,” he said. 
     “Hurry up, I’m just dying to know!” the Mage quipped.  
     “You seem far more relaxed than I ever remember seeing you. Did you have sex recently? No. I don’t smell it on you.” 
     “Keep talking, I’m sure you’ll get it anytime now,” Darian said glibly.  
     The demon noticed how his manner had completely changed. He was relaxed and peaceful. With  no sex? The demon thought. How is this possible?  He knew Darian had blocked him from seeing what happened after he left. With the Demon Stone, the Mage could block his sight for as long as he wanted. He could stop him from coming through at all. Sigorna knew Darian was aware of all this. He was far too clever not to know.  
     Just when he thought he had Darian figured out, the Mage went and did something completely unselfish. Protecting him from the elements was a benevolent act that made him reconsider what he’d been planning on doing when this was all finished.  
     “You are a changed man, Darian Brade. At least for now. How did this come about?” 
     “I found a new calling.” 
     “Yeah right. Abstinence?” Sigorna joked. 
     “Now you’re just being dense. That is an idiot’s journey. And I am no idiot,” the Mage said seriously.  
     “Can’t live without pu…”  
     Darian cut him off, “No, I can’t. And you have a foul mouth.” 
     “You are now, aren’t you? Living without it, I mean,” Sigorna smirked, ignoring the latter comment. He didn’t even bother to disguise his comments like he did before.  
     “It is only a matter of time.” 
     “Yes. But how much, is yet to be determined I’m afraid.” 
     “And you call me an ass,” Darian replied with a smile. 
     “If the shoe fits…” the demon said, smiling back.  
    
     Tansher was relieved to see the change in Darian in such a short amount of time. He did not know the seer was capable of such… What should he call it?  Human services?  
     When she climbed into his lap, everyone held their collective breath, waiting for an outburst from Kyler.  
  When he tried to intervene, Calisha stopped him. No one understood what had been going on. 
     Tansher still wasn’t sure whether he understood or not. Obviously, Nephraete had helped Darian. But why in such a manner? He felt certain there  was little time left else he believed the seer would not have stooped to such tactics.  
     The elves remained quiet and alert through the whole thing. Not one of them averted their eyes. Then Kyler punched Darian in the face and the whole group tensed for the fight. But there hadn’t been one. Nothing was making sense anymore. 
   
  ﴾﴿       ﴾﴿       ﴾﴿ 
    
    
              The  walk  down the mountain was treacherous and steep. They had to take their time, watching every step they took. The wind was frigid, forcing them to rub their hands together to keep the blood warm through their gloves. They began looking for a place to stop an hour or more before sunset. Once darkness fell, it would be increasingly more difficult.  
     Half way down the mountain, Darian found a cave suitable for them to stay the night. Once the fire was going and supper was cooking over the fire, Torgyn began to play his lute. He deftly wove a spell of respite into his music to wash away their weariness. They sat around the fire drinking and talking easily. The elves and dwarves joined in with Torgyn on an old battle song.  
    
  The call to arms has been heard 
  High in the Peaks of Thunder 
  The messenger has brought word 
  Our kingdom’s now asunder 
    
  The Mages commanded fire 
  Lightning raced across the sky 
  They lit the funeral pyre 
  Destroying the darkness nigh 
    
  The goblin king they smote down 
  And burned his corpse at sunset 
  Nary about wore a frown 
  For them ‘twas the most fun yet 
    
  Together they fought as one 
  Allies all since time began 
  Bound by blood the job was done 
  They were true to the last man 
    
     When supper was consumed, Torgyn told a story about an elf and a Mage of The Order who fell in love. Falcose Dordinon was his name and her name was Tymuriel.  
     Darian let the words roll over him as he put his head back on the wall, closing his eyes. He listened intently to the bard who happened to be well informed. The details of the story were all true. He wondered how he learned it. It wasn’t as if the information was inaccessible, just not common knowledge.  
     He must have drifted away. For how long he was unsure. It was quiet. The story must be over. Fah! He could not even remember the last thing he heard. He opened his eyes slowly, checking himself over to make sure he still had his possessions. When he was satisfied, he looked around for Kyler. Everyone was sleeping or in Ru Nay’ Sha. Something did not feel right. He looked for Torgyn Ro who was covered in shadow, still playing his lute. 
     If that twit thought he could overcome a Mage of The Order, he was sadly mistaken. He would find out the hard way. Darian had half a mind to strip the skin from his bones. Tempting,  he thought. 
     When Torgyn saw the Mage was awake he strode confidently over and seated himself next to Darian.  
     “It seems we two are the only ones awake,” said the Bard. 
     “That tends to happen when you put them to sleep, you idiot,” Darian commented derisively. 
     “You have no proof that I did such a thing,” said Torgyn confidently. 
     “I don’t need proof, you half-wit. I am a Mage of The Order. I have an intimate connection with the Magical Weave. The magic tells me what you did. Now you will tell me why,” he commanded. 
     Of a sudden, the bard did not look as confident as he had only moments before. Darian growled in frustration. 
    “I only wanted to talk to you, Darian. One on one, man to man.” 
     “Oh, that’s rich! You want to talk to me man to man. You have to be one first!” Darian exclaimed.   
     “You do not like me, do you?” 
     “What are you, stupid or something? You need me to spell it out for you?” 
     “I am not stupid, Darian,” Torgyn defended himself. 
     “Then stop acting like it. Stop asking questions you already know the answers to.” Torgyn actually looked crestfallen.  
     “Why? Why don’t you like me?” he persisted. 
  “For starters, you’re incredibly annoying. You travel with a thief. You use your parlor tricks to manipulate situations that are clearly beyond your pathetic skills. Hmm did I leave anything out? Did I mention that you are incredibly annoying?” 
     “But I haven’t done anything to harm anyone. I just wanted a chance to talk to you.” 
     Darian actually felt a little sorry for the stupid twit. “Do you realize how hard it is to trust someone when they try to manipulate you? By using your tricks against us, how can we trust you when it counts?” 
     “I use magic. I don’t do tricks. You were uncooperative earlier. You wouldn’t talk to me,” the bard explained. 
     “And you thought this was the answer. Because how could I refuse to talk to you when you pull some shit like this. And you do not use magic. I use magic. Would you like to pit yourself against me and my extensive knowledge?”  
     “No, that’s not…” This was not turning out like he had hoped. He may be young and inexperienced, but he should not be dismissed out of hand. He took a breath and tried again. “Darian, I admire you from afar because you never let anyone close to you. I would like the chance to get to know you. To befriend you.” 
     Darian laughed a cold, mirthless laugh. “You want to get to know me? No one does. This is an impossible feat. Not even Kyler knows everything about me. Yet here you are asking me to allow you in my life. If you want friendship from me there are boundaries and rules bard. And you have broken most of them without even trying.” 
  “Please, I never meant to offend you, Darian. I’m sorry. I know I went about it all wrong. Give me another  
  chance, please? I promise you won’t be sorry,” pleaded the bard. 
     “I already am. You sound like a desperate suitor. I don’t fly that way. I like women. Not boys.” Torgyn turned red with shame and anger. It seemed no matter what he said, the Mage turned it against him. Darian was witty and incredibly intelligent. Darian made everything sound like something else entirely.  
     He nodded, for there was nothing else to say right now. He stood and ran right into Mordinian. When had Darian woke them? They all stood staring at him with disbelief and anger.  
     Darian dusted his hands together. “My work here is done,” he replied, leaving the bard to fend for himself. 
    
     In the morning, they left the comfort of the cave to brave the frozen tundra. The wind was chill; colder than yesterday. The wind blowing fiercely down from the peaks. Kyler walked in the lead with Darian, who looked for all of Corillia like it was summer. The cold did not touch the Mage. And his eyes matched the temperature. 
     The elven cloaks they donned helped them to blend in with their surroundings, making them invisible to the naked eye. Ancient Mountain was a daunting sight; it oozed across the landscape, a dark smudge on the horizon with peaks that rose to incredible heights. 
    Darian pulled the cowl of his Shryvven close, murmuring softly to himself. Kyler stayed close to him at all times and the Gor Li’ Khan were never far away either. Kyler could tell he was using his magic for something. He could hear the unfamiliar words of the Shivvendar tongue. He could feel the pull on the Magical Weave, but it was soft, gentle. He only felt it because he knew Darian was casting. He hoped Morphindinaetlus would not notice. He was not even aware that he held his breath. He trusted the Mage and knew without doubt that he would not put them all in danger. He used his magic because he knew it was safe. And because he had to. He watched the mountain, on high alert just in case. But there was nothing. No movement, no sound. It was as if the land was truly dead.  
     A hawk’s cry pierced the stillness and the elf shaded his eyes, catching a glimpse of the bird. It was dark brown with a soft cream underbelly. Its wingspan was about fifty inches and it looked to be about twenty four inches long. The hawk swooped down, catching something in its talons before flying back over Thunder Peak, disappearing from sight. 
     Kyler had never seen one venture this far west before. There were many that made their homes in Kiri A’ Nouell and the Logan Plains. He’d seen plenty on their journeys, but here? He was puzzled.  
     He was not the only one to take notice of the hawk. Calisha had been watching as well. 
     “What is it Kyler?” asked the Mage. 
     “Just curious is all,” he responded. 
     “Nothing’s ever that easy with you.” 
     The elf laughed. “I know you aren’t talking to me, Mr. Secretive,” he joked. 
     “Ha ha ha,” Darian said. “I meant about the hawk. What’s so interesting about a bird?” 
     “I’ve never seen one this far west before. There are dozens in the forest, as you know and all across the Logan Plains. Why here? As quickly as it came, it left.” 
     “Do you blame it? It’s beyond cold here. I’d leave if I could.” 
     “Maybe you’re right,” Kyler said, unconvincingly.  
     “You think it means something. What?” pressed the Mage. 
     “I don’t know. At least, I’m not sure. Yet.” 
     They walked for a time without saying a word. There were no trees here; the ground was frozen and only sparse vegetation scattered the landscape.   
     “What do you plan to do when we get there?” asked the elf. 
     “When we get there, we’ll first have to find our way through a maze of tunnels that twist and turn back on themselves. When we find the right path, we’ll follow it for many miles, deep into the heart of the mountain. As we get near, the smell of the wyrm will be overwhelming…” Darian trailed off. The Gor Li’ Khan behind them became stiffly alert. 
     “Darian, you do know how to find her. Don’t you?” The elf’s voice held a note of desperation. “You said you’ve been there before. You can find his lair, right?” 
     “Of course. I told you I’ve been there before, don’t you trust me?” 
     “You know I do,” replied the elf prince.  
     “Well then. I know the way and let us leave it at that. My steps shall not falter. Worry not, we will find her,” he reassured his friend.  
     “Dead, or alive, do you think?” asked Kyler, barely above a whisper.  
     “Alive, I hope. We have the element of surprise now that I destroyed the enchanted amulet from Mordinian.” 
    “What do you think of that one? Can he be trusted?” asked Kyler, who heavily depended on the Mage’s advice and opinion. Only an idiot would not. 
     “Absolutely not! Do not turn your back on that one. That’s how he loses his daggers, you know. In people’s backs.” 
     Kyler wanted to laugh, but held it in check. He knew Darian did not like Torgyn Ro or Mordinian. He didn’t like them either, really. Torgyn was okay sometimes, then others he was so weird. Kyler preferred to avoid them both.  
     Calisha stayed close to Nephraete, making sure she was safe and warm. He worried for the tiny seer in this cold. She did not take well to extreme temperatures.  
     Kaleika Bay was warm, yet not oppressive. The breeze off the ocean was cool and moist. It was a direct contrast to where they were now. The air was so dry and cold that it burned your fingers if they were out of your gloves too long. 
     They walked all day without stopping, even taking their meals on the run. The farther they made it each day, the less they had to go the next. They concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other. After a full day of enduring the brutal conditions, they realized it was harder than they’d first believed.  
     A harsh wind picked up, blowing down from the mountain and racing across the empty tundra. Darian shouted a warning, grasping Kyler’s hand. Everyone held on to each other to withstand nature’s fury. When it struck the company, the force of it pushed them back more than ten feet. They staggered, trying to remain upright. Bowing their heads against the sheer strength of the wind, they began to regain the ground that was lost, but it was slow going. Not long after, they were all worn out from fighting the wind. There was no other choice left to them, so they walked. And then walked some more.  
     “It will be getting dark soon. We will need to dig a shelter as small as possible. Probably no more than four to each, for maximum warmth.”  Darian explained and Kyler nodded in agreement.  
     Darian was extremely careful choosing their campsite. When he finally decided on a spot, they began to dig into the snow, forming and packing. They dug deep enough to form a wind break. To give them better protection, Darian suggested that they form a wall of snow to block the wind. He instructed them to poke small holes in the roof to keep it well ventilated.  
     Then they put down well-oiled canvas to keep their bedrolls dry. Once the shelter was taken care of, fires were lit and concealed. There were plenty of large rocks lying about that they used to block the wind for the fire pits and many dead bushes that they used for kindling. Nothing survived here for long, it seemed.  
     Darian warded the camp and banished the chill so they would be able to sleep comfortably. After a hot meal of vegetable stew, everyone became lethargic, completely worn out from the day’s events.  
     Kryndale balked when Nephraete and Calisha joined the Mage and the elf prince.  
     “Do not worry Kryndale,” Kyler soothed. “We’ll be fine. Darian, as you know, is more than capable of protecting us. Besides, what normal being would be out in this?” Kyler joked, but the Gor Li’ Khan did not smile.  
     “I do not like this place nor the feelings it gives me. I feel as if the wyrm were watching us at this very instant.” 
     “Kryndale, that is a most horrifying thought! Darian has warded the camp. We will be safe here. If anything should happen, we will have advanced warning from the wards. Rest well Kryndale,” Kyler dismissed him as gently as possible. He did not want to offend the Gor Li’ Khan. 
    Kryndale made sure that the Gor Li’ Khan were in the shelter closest to Kyler and Darian. The elf prince could reassure him all he wanted, but that did not stop Kryndale from doing his job. 
   Darian contemplated why Sigorna had remained absent. Usually, the demon appeared at the worst possible times. He’d been there almost every day now for weeks. Now nothing. He wondered if the Dark Mage had somehow… No, he thought. The stone is still warm against my skin. I can feel his power, his presence. Why does he remain apart?  Darian wondered if it was because he shielded him from the cold. Maybe Sigorna didn’t like me using magic on him. He felt certain there was far more to it than that. Nothing about the demon could possibly be so simple. Ru Nay’ Sha washed over him even as he was thinking about the Falahari.  
     He saw the Demon Stone glowing faintly in the moonlight; a rich amber color. It glowed brighter the longer he looked at it until it lit up the whole shelter like the morning sun.  
     He could feel the complexity of the stone and knew there were far more uses for it than he’d originally believed.  
     He’d blocked Sigorna from being able to see him. He did not like the demon spying on him unless he specifically requested it. The only time he asked the Falahari to do it was when he needed to know something he felt he could not learn on his own. Which was not often.  
     He felt a vibration deep in the frozen earth, heard the rumble even as he rose to see what it was. Everyone else was still resting. The humans’ and dwarves’ snores echoed loudly in the silence.  
     He emerged into pale moonlight. The absence of stars struck the mage as odd, but he had no time to contemplate the oddity as the moon turned blood red. The orb was swollen, seeming to get larger as if by gorging on any spilled blood this night. 
     He felt white-hot agony race through his body, exploding from his head in a heated rush. He checked to see if his brains had been blown out from some unknown assailant, and he was satisfied he was still intact. The pain did not subside though.  
     Then, to his amazement, the moon exploded, shattering the silence as dark blood rained down, covering the frozen ground. A quiet night had become some sick, macabre fantasy. Bile rose in his throat at the realization that he was not alone in his dreams. The black blood coalesced into dark fingers that reached out to touch him. He tried batting them away, but his fingers just passed through them like smoke. They pierced his chest, massaging his heart. He fought to remain calm while they violated him from the inside out. He could not fight, he was paralyzed.  
     One stroked his forehead, then began boring into his head. He howled in pain as it penetrated his brain; blood oddly absent. The dark fingers held him upright, arms outstretched, legs apart and head back. The fingers stroked his lips, but he clamped his mouth tightly closed. With this way blocked, they held his nose and by reflex his mouth opened. They worked their way down his throat, choking him. 
     Unable to use his magic or defend himself in any way, he held no hope that this would end favorably. He began gagging on the Dark Magic, trying to make himself vomit, but they relaxed his muscles making him swallow it down… 
    
     “Calisha, what’s wrong with him?” asked Kyler worriedly. 
     They awoke to the Mage’s gagging. He seemed to be wide awake, but unable to move. A thick, black substance oozed from the corner of his mouth.  
    “It is the Dark Magic! It looks for a way to reclaim him. I’m sorry Darian, this is going to hurt… a lot,” Calisha said, grasping the thick substance and tugging hard.  
     Darian convulsed, making an unintelligible sound. “Unnnghh.” His eyes were wide, but he was not afraid. The Crebellan could tell the Mage knew exactly what was happening.  
     The Gor Li’ Khan burst through the makeshift door to see Darian on the ground, Calisha over him, pulling at something… 
     “What in Shenna’s name is that!”  Kryndale exclaimed. 
     “The Dark Magic. Calisha is trying to get rid of it so stay out of his way,” Kyler ordered.  
    They stood ready to be of any assistance, but remained out of the way, watching in horror as the Crebellan grasped and pulled at the black ropes. The sight sent shivers up the assassins’ spines. They’d never been witness to such a perverse, evil force.  
     Kryndale observed how Nephraete reacted. She was terrified. Does she have feelings for the Mage as well?  He thought, as he remembered the way they’d kissed.  
     The fingers of Dark Magic fought Calisha’s grasp. Darian was running out of time. He could not breathe this way and certainly could not last much longer.  
     “Kyler, get Lorin. Now!” Calisha commanded. The Gor Li’ Khan bristled at the informal way the Crebellan ordered Kyler around. 
    The elf prince went running to find him. “Lorin! We need you, now!” Darian did not have time for him to discreetly check each shelter for the elven mage.  
     Lorin emerged, alert and seeming to know where he was needed. He followed Kyler wordlessly, a dark menacing feeling beginning to creep over him the closer they got to the ruckus.  
     He wasted no time ducking into the shelter to help in any way he could. His body went numb when he saw the Mage sprawled on the floor turning blue from no oxygen.  
     Immediately, he knelt down, knowing what he must do. Softly, he whispered, stroking the Weave like a lover so as not to alert the wyrm. He put his hands to Darian’s chest as he cast the spell to fill his lungs with precious air.  
     The look that Darian gave him was unmistakable. His grey eyes conveyed the message as clearly as if he’d spoken the words. “Thank you, Lorin…”  Lorin smiled in response. 
     He was fighting against something dark and utterly evil. Calisha had it, tugging hard. He pulled roughly, extracting it until he had over a foot of the stuff in his hands.  
     “Unnghhh,” Darian arched his back from the force of it. 
     “I’m sorry, Darian. I’m sorry. I know it hurts, but there’s no time. If I don’t get it out of you now, you know what will happen.”  
  “If you cannot do it, Calisha, kill me. It will die with me. I do not want to be a danger to anyone. Just… tell Tynuviel that I love her… There is a dagger on my waist. Promise me you will use it… I will not fight you…” Darian  
  sent the thought to the Crebellan, knowing he could hear him.  
     Calisha paused briefly as he heard the Mage’s words in his head. He nodded shortly,  his eyes going hard. He was not about to let that happen.  
     “Tell her yourself,”  Calisha replied with a smile. In the time he’d known Darian, he’d grown to like him; to respect him. He was a friend. And you did not kill your friends. But he would do it if he must. Only if there was no other way. 
    Calisha gave it his all, yanking as hard as he could. Lorin joined in and they began pulling more out. Finally, after what seemed like hours, they got the rest of it. Calisha took it into himself and left the shelter. They did not see what he did with it then. He was gone for over an hour and when he returned, his eyes were hard and emotionless. 
     Darian had waited for the Crebellan to return before succumbing to exhaustion. He sat up weakly, propped on Kyler. He gripped Calisha’s arm tightly. “Thank you Calisha. You saved me and that is something I will never forget,” he said seriously. 
     “That’s what friends are for Darian. Thank Shenna you let some of us in,” Calisha smiled, his eyes warm.  
     “I told you Kyler, you should have let Tryndil and I stay with you,” said Kryndale. Kyler opened his mouth to reply, but the Crebellan cut him off. 
     “It would not have done any good. You are not in a position to help Darian nor to protect him from this.” It was said without malice, but the Gor Li’ Khan flinched as if slapped. “He needs rest now, please, leave us. I will remain awake and alert. If the need arises, I will be here for you Darian.” 
     “Thank you Calisha, Lorin.” He nodded at the forest elf in thanks. 
     Kyler and Calisha helped him to lie back down and blackness enveloped him in a sweet embrace. He did not dream again and for that he was most grateful.    
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     Morning came with a dazzling burst of pink and gold fused together, painting the sky with a talented hand; the sky was nature’s canvas. 
     Darian sat up slowly, gingerly. He felt as though someone had beat his ass, punishing him with killing blows. It was like he was a novice all over again. Those were memories he never wanted to revisit. He pushed those thoughts away and locked them behind doors that lay buried deep inside him. Doors that would never see the light of day.  
     His head felt light and he hurt everywhere. He’d survived countless beatings from the Masters and Mages in Piri-Tuma, but this was different. That thing had violated him in a way The Order never had. Of a sudden, his stomach lurched and he made a mad dash for the doorway. He barely made it outside before spewing his guts up. He heaved until his ribs were sore from the effort.  
     “Shit,” he muttered to himself before his stomach clenched again. He doubled over, emptying his belly once more. He did not realize there was anything left. He’d barely eaten anything in days. His loss of appetite loosened the breeches that used to fit him so well, hugging his hips in the most delicious way. His tall, lean frame could not afford to lose much more and remain looking healthy.   
     Those who were out and about stopped and stared at him in shock and fear. Hadn’t they ever seen anyone vomit before? What the hell was so interesting anyhow? He dragged the back of his hand across his mouth as he shuddered. 
    “Darian, are you alright?” asked Kyler, as he approached with Calisha in tow. 
     The Mage was unable to respond, as his stomach cramped up. The force of his retching was deep and painful. He began to wonder if he would choke on his own puke. And that thought only doubled him over spilling whatever was left. What was left?   
  He was wracked with a deep shudder and it felt like his innards were on their way out. He gritted his teeth as his insides bucked. Kyler became concerned after about half an hour. He wanted to ask if he was alright, but that  
  was a stupid question. Of course he was not okay.  
     “Shit, shit, shit!” Darian said, as he wiped his mouth. He banished the mess with a simple cantrip before… Well, he did not want to think on it. He cleaned himself in the same manner, brushing his teeth vigorously. 
     “Hey Darian, you should really lay off the Nykessa if you can’t handle your liquor like the big boys,” said Shaz, laughing.  
     Darian did not feel like getting into a battle of wits right now. As shitty as he felt, Shaz was no match for him. He turned his back on the bounty hunter without saying a word.  
     Somehow this was worse than actually besting him in words. Shaz felt dismissed.  Not worth the effort. He became angry and walked toward the Mage, but Calisha stepped in his path.  
     “Can I help you, Shaz?” asked Calisha ingratiatingly.  
     Shaz wasn’t falling for it though. He knew what the Crebellan was capable of and did not want to cross paths with that one. He shook his head and walked away, deflated.  
     “Darian, are you okay?” asked Kyler worriedly. “What’s wrong?” 
     “I don’t know. I don’t even want to talk about it. The memory might make me…” He clenched his jaw. 
     “What about last night? What happened?” he asked instead.  
     “I don’t know. I dreamed some weird shit. Like I took a hit of bad pipe weed. The Demon Stone was glowing brightly until it lit up the whole shelter like daylight. 
     “Then, I felt a vibration deep in the ground. I stepped out to see what it was and saw a dark sky with no stars. The moon was huge, red, and swollen. It seemed to grow in size as I watched. Then to my utter astonishment, it exploded and dark blood rained down on the ground. 
     “I felt pain destroy my body. I was paralyzed, unable to fend off the attacks or to defend myself. Then the black fingers began their torture. I was held immobile in an upright position; arms outstretched, legs apart, head held back. 
     “They penetrated me, trying to get inside and I could not stop them. I could feel it down my throat and I began to choke. I couldn’t breathe…” He shuddered involuntarily at the memory.  
     “It’s okay, Darian,” Kyler reassured. “I knew something was wrong. You were making weird noises, yet your eyes were open. But it was like you didn’t see anything.  
     “Calisha was there immediately, trying to calm you down. He seemed to know what was going on, so I let him do what needed to be done. I don’t want to think about what would have happened if he weren’t there…” Kyler trailed off. 
     “Ack, don’t worry about it. He was there and I’m fine now.” 
     “Darian, I’m concerned about you. You shouldn’t have been sick like that. How are you feeling now? Do you know why it happened?” asked Calisha.  
    “I don’t want to talk about it now,” said the Mage shortly.  
    “Too bad. You need to tell me the truth,” replied Calisha.  
     Darian glared at Calisha. He was not in the mood right now. He still did not feel well and just thinking about it made his stomach lurch. 
     Without warning, he doubled over retching violently. “I don’t remember eating that.” He tried to make light of it, but Calisha was obviously worried. 
     He was on his hands and knees, trembling. He tried to take deep breaths to settle himself, but it didn’t work. He retched again. Bright red blood spilling from his mouth, splashing the snow before him.  
     “Takasha! Dri Han’ Ni Oba Den’ Nul!” Kyler shouted in his native tongue.  
     The elves had never seen Kyler so rattled that he reverted to the elven tongue. The looks on their faces spoke volumes. They were utterly terrified the Mage would die.  
     Without being asked, Lorin approached to see if he could be of assistance. The elven mage put a hand on Darian’s shoulder to let him know he was there. He felt his forehead. 
     “He’s burning up! Kryndale, get his bedroll, we need to lay him down.” The Gor Li’ Khan hurried to do as asked.  
     They laid him down gently, covering him with a blanket. Lorin took a cloth from his pack, putting a small piece of ice in it and laid it on the Mage’s forehead. 
  “Darian, may I use the Orb of Healing? I need to have a look at you. I need to see what’s going on before I can help you. Do you have any ideas?” asked Lorin softly. The Mage lifted his hand weakly to grasp Lorin’s, dropping it on a pouch tied to his waist.  
     “Thank you,” whispered the elf.  
     He took the item, warming it in his hands and began to sing to it in an ancient, elven tongue. The company had gathered around them to watch the display.  
     The Knights of Shorlan wore masks of worry as did the dwarves. Shaz remained indifferent. The elves hid their despair well. They knew it did not look good for the Mage. What had caused such a reaction?  
     The Gor Li’ Khan let no one near, protecting the Mage as one of their own, eyes hard as steel. 
     “Kiel, what could be wrong with him? Do you have any ideas?”  asked Tireniel. 
     “Nay. I have never witnessed such a thing before. Do you think it has something to do with Dark Magic?”  responded Kiel. 
     “I don’t know. It’s quite possible, I suppose. Do you think he’ll live?”  asked Tireniel. 
     “I don’t know. I hope so. For all our sakes. He is a friend, he is one of us. What will Tynuviel do if he dies?”  asked Kiel. 
     “I fear for her every day she is with that beast. Maybe all that keeps her alive is knowing Darian loves her and is waiting for her,”  said Tireniel. 
     “I’m sorry. I know you love her,”  Kiel said. 
     “It’s alright. It was a good thing while it lasted. I’ve known as we all have that it’s always been the Mage. As much as I love her, I cannot keep her from him nor come between them. I just want her to be happy, Kiel,”  Tireniel said sadly.  
     “You’re a good elf, Tireniel, and a good friend. I hope you find happiness,”  replied Kiel. Tireniel nodded at the Elflord. 
    The Orb of Healing burned with white light in Lorin’s capable hands. He threw himself into its depths, feeling the power coursing through him.  
     The elf mage passed his hands over Darian’s body as he continued to sing, building the power within the Orb. As he passed it over Darian’s torso, the Orb glowed red. Lorin focused his attention there, delving deep inside the Mage. 
     There, he found his stomach had ruptured causing the pain and blood loss. Lorin quickly fixed the problem but he was not sure why it had happened in the first place. He wondered if they nicked something last night when removing the vile substance from the Mage. 
   The elf mage was thorough and he missed nothing. He healed Darian’s throat, which was sore from vomiting. He delved deep inside to see what else was going on inside the Mage. He felt, rather than saw, thick, black cords of Dark Magic tightening around Darian’s heart, worming their way in wherever they could. Perhaps Cali- 
  sha’s removal of the Dark Magic had caused the tear? Alarmingly, he saw they were multiplying faster than he could register. All the work that Calisha had done was reversed. 
     Lorin was alarmed at the sight. He immediately tried to rid the Mage of the Dark Magic, but it was no use. He simply wasn’t strong enough. Dark Magic was beyond his elven skill. They would need a Mage of The Order powerful and knowledgeable enough to help.  
     There was only one problem with that course of action, Darian was in hiding. He did not trust any of them and to be honest, neither did Lorin. He knew Darian and trusted him completely. He was certain the things The Order said about Darian Brade were falsified and wholly untrue. There would be no help there. Where then? Something must be done or they would lose him for sure. Sooner or later, he would lose the battle to the Dark Magic. It would consume him, leaving nothing of the old Darian behind. They all had seen signs of it already. How much time was left to the Mage? 
     “Lorin, how is he? What’s wrong with him?” asked Kyler worriedly. 
     “He’ll be fine for now. Kyler, we need to talk, privately.” The seriousness of Lorin’s tone told him he wasn’t going to like this conversation.  
     The elf mage set a simple ward to keep their words between them. “Kyler, I found thick cords of Dark Magic inside him. They are wrapping around his heart and trying to worm their way through wherever they can find purchase. He doesn’t have long unless we can find a way to get it out of him. I tried, but I am not strong enough. 
     “We need a Mage of The Order who is strong and knowledgeable. Even then they may not be able to help. Dark Magic has been mostly eliminated and not been in practice for several millennia. The odds are definitely against us here. I don’t know what else to do. I’m sorry.” 
     Kyler did not take the news well. He sat down heavily, bereft of hope. “What was wrong with him? Were you able to help him at all?” The elf prince asked quietly.  
     “Yes. He is resting peacefully now. His stomach was ruptured, but I do not know the cause. I’d be speculating if I said I thought it was the Dark Magic. He needs rest. We need to get him back inside and keep him warm.” 
     As they turned their attention to Darian, he was already getting up and preparing to leave. 
     “Whoa. Where do you think you’re going?” asked Kyler. 
     “I’m going on. She doesn’t have much time Kyler. And neither do I,” he whispered. 
     “Darian, what in Shenna’s name is going on? What’s wrong with you? We have to find a way to help you. I refuse to lose you, Mage,” Kyler said, desperation swallowing him. 
    Darian had enacted a sound shield so they could talk freely. “The Dark Magic is slowly consuming me, my friend. I can feel it growing within me. It has already replaced what Nephraete and Calisha have stripped away. I don’t know what to do. The only one that could possibly be of any help would never help me. He awaits my death with bated breath.” 
     “The Dark Mage,” Kyler said in disbelief. “Son of a bitch!” He exclaimed, then let loose a string of curses in his native tongue; a few of which made the Mage raise his eyebrows. “He did this to you. I will never give up! We must find a way around this. What about the demon? Do you think he may know something?”  
     “You must truly be desperate to ask for his help, Kyler,” mused Darian. 
     “Yeah, well… You’re my best friend and I do not plan on losing you. I would go to Oblivion and back for the cure if there was such a thing. For you… I would do anything, you know that.”  
  “I know,” he said softly. “It means a lot to me Kyler. I’m just glad you’re here with me right now. At least I won’t have to die alone.” 
  “Stop it! You’re not going to die. That, my friend, is unacceptable. We will find the answer together, like we  
  always do. Besides, you need to live for Tynuviel. What will she do if you die?” He could see his words had the desired effect. 
     “We need to get moving.” 
     “Are you sure you’ll be alright to travel?” 
     “No, but I have no choice. Without me, it would be next to impossible for you to find his lair.” Kyler nodded in defeat. He knew the Mage was right. As always. How frustrating.  
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     The morning was crisp and cold as the Gor Li’ Khan walked the streets of the market in search of supplies for the last leg of their journey. 
     Kelindril would push them harder now that they were so close. They would endure many sleepless nights until they caught up with the others.  
     Nymdal wondered how they would be received. Would they attack without giving them a chance to explain? What would Kelindril do? Nymdal wanted to know what Kyler was really like.  
     Thelarki had spoken of the elf prince before; said he was blessed by the goddess. If that were true, why then, did he associate with Ni’ Kulana? Didn’t he think he was above that? In their travels, Nymdal had never met a Ni’ Kulana that he liked or that he would ever trust.  
     Galavad was strong and capable; a good ruler. And one that Nymdal did not think would choose a weak successor. He had been unsure of his feelings on the matter for a while now. As they got closer, those feelings only deepened into anxiety.  
     Kelindril would not hesitate to kill them if he sensed weakness. But would Kyler and company step in on their behalf or would they let Kelindril bathe in Gor Li’ Khan blood?  
     Nymdal decided in that instant that he never wanted to return to Kaleika Bay. He no longer wanted to serve Thelarki. Vengeful bastard!  Thought Nymdal. I hate him. He was glad Nephraete got away. He knew deep down that she did not want to return. Otherwise, she’d have done so already.  
     They stopped at a food booth and Kelindril began piling up food stuffs and drinks for them. Most times, he treated them like subordinates. Nymdal was getting tired of it. He couldn’t wait to meet up with Kyler, to get to know him. He longed to work for someone who had a unique appreciation for the Gor Li’ Khan.  
    Briefly, he wondered about Kryndale; if he made it to Kiri A’ Nouell and how he was received. Did he find Nephraete? Had she taken the Crebellan as her lover? Nymdal was quite sure that by now she would have. Why wait? She was finally free of her father.  
     They left the safety of Al-Dan-Tir not long after. This time they used their innate abilities and passed by the Knights who remained unaware that they’d left.  
     Kelindril pushed them relentlessly onward, driving them through the night and well into the next day before he called a halt. He allowed them no more than an hour’s rest before heading out once more. 
   He drove them hard for the next three days before allowing them to rest the night. Because he was so harsh, they reached Thunder Peak in a week and a half. The snow here was deep and fresh. It had fallen recently, less than a week ago.  
  Their hopes soared, thinking that perhaps Kyler got caught by the storm. They must now take precautions  
  by slowing their pace; which none of them was happy about; each for different reasons.  
     It took them four days to navigate over the pass. Once on the other side, the temperature dropped considerably. Kelindril dug in the packs passing out the warmer cloaks and gloves he’d picked up. They put them on over what they wore already. In this cold, they needed layers. 
     They found a cave that had seen recent use. There was firewood stacked neatly against  one wall and a fire pit made out of rocks. Kyler had obviously stayed here. They were not far behind them now.  
     He did not even consider forcing them to go any further this night. They were all exhausted he knew, himself included. A good night’s rest would do them all some good.  
     Once the fire was going, they concentrated on a hot meal for a change. After a meal of meat stew and hot tea, they retired early. Ru Nay’ Sha claimed them, dragging them down in her sweet embrace.  
     A piercing cry woke them in the morning. A bird of prey circled high in the sky intent on something far below on the other side of the mountain. It dipped from sight and they dismissed it from their minds. They had much to do this day. After a hasty breakfast, they resumed their trek through this horrendous country.  
     Kelindril did not like it here. He knew none of them did. It was bitter cold, a cold they were not used to. Kaleika Bay was warm and moist. Here, it was dry and the cold burned the exposed skin. He made sure they covered up to avoid frostbite. 
     Kelindril had witnessed firsthand men whose limbs had succumbed to frostbite. It was not pretty. One man had three fingers on his right hand that were blackened and dead. When he was able to reach a town, they had to amputate them. Another had lost his left foot. He was not about to let that happen to his elves. He watched out for them. He was responsible for them and their safety. What kind of a leader would he be if he did not?  
     A day and a half later, they came upon the snow shelters. It was an ideal place to stop. They would be stupid not to. Out here, you could ill afford to pass up a good resting spot. Kyler and company had done all the hard work for them. They may as well take advantage of it. The fire pits were still intact as well. 
  Kelindril looked around, sensing something… evil. He took Whelan, Nymdal and Gibron with him for a thorough search of the area. After an hour they’d found nothing, but the uneasiness did not dissipate. It raised the hair on the backs of their necks.  
     They came to understand something must have happened here. It was a dark, forbidding feeling. Ominous. All encompassing. A shudder threatened to consume Kelindril, but he denied it. He was not an insipid Ni’ Kulana after all. He was an elf. A Gor Li’ Khan leader. He could not show any weakness even if he had any. Which he did not.  
    They returned to the fire and a hot meal. It occurred to Kelindril that Kyler must know they were following him. That must be why he left the shelters and fire pits intact. Why then, did they not wait for the Gor Li’ Khan? This territory was dangerous. It made sense to stay together.  
     Kyler was not happy about them coming after him. That’s why he wouldn’t wait. He wondered how far behind Kyler they were. We must be close, he thought. No more than a couple of days. Here in this wasteland, he would not be able to push them as hard as he had before. They would need more rest and when they came upon a good place, they must stop. There would be no telling how far the next one was. They would follow in Kyler’s footsteps.  
     “What’s on your mind Kel?” asked Whelan. 
     “I believe they’re onto us. I think they’ve left us a trail to follow.” 
     “Then why not wait? Wouldn’t we stand a better chance if we were all together?” asked Whelan. 
  “Yes, but apparently they are not happy that we are here. We will need more rest now, Whelan. I cannot  
  push as hard now I’m afraid. We’ll keep watch for the next rest stop. I’m confident they will leave it for us to find like they did the others.” 
     “We made some hot tea. Come have some, Kel.” Kelindril sat beside his elves, warming his hands on the hot mug of tea Stilhan handed him.  
     “How will we find the wyrm’s lair when we get inside? I gather it won’t be easy. I doubt he hung a sign to welcome visitors,” remarked Nymdal.  
     “His scent will likely get stronger the nearer we get to him. Takasha! I do not relish this part of the mission,” Kelindril admitted. “We must remember our training. We will need all the lessons we learned to pass this test. Morphindinaetlus is a wily beast; he’s been around a long time. There is nothing he likes more than the sound of his own voice.” 
     Soon after, they retired to find what rest they could.       
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     Kyler remained close to Darian who was still weak from his ordeal. To look at the Mage, you would never know how sick he’d been just a few hours ago. Of course, that’s how Darian wanted it. He despised weakness. He had The Order to thank for that.  
     He had The Order to thank for a lot of things. The Order taught him how to hate. The Masters and Mages taught him how to kill. His teachers taught him how to survive when the odds were against him. They taught him how to control his power. They made him the most powerful Mage The Order had ever seen. But the most important lesson in life The Order discarded.  
     Love. The Order despised it. The Mages were forbidden to have it. If found out, the offending girl would be put to death in a most horrible fashion. The offending Mage’s punishment would be dependent on The Order’s mood that particular day.  
    Beaten. Scalded. Stabbed. Whipped. Female companionship denied. You name it, Darian had suffered it at one time or another. Though not for falling in love. At the time, he knew no such thing. If The Order was one thing, it was a ruthless master.  
     Darian was surprised he could love at all. When he first came to Kiri A’ Nouell, he’d done it for purely selfish reasons. The Order had tried to penetrate the elves’ magical barrier. So far, they’d been unable to. Because he knew they searched for him, it was the only logical place to go; the one place they would never find him.  
     The first time he saw Tynuviel, his heart was hers for the taking. He knew he was forbidden to get involved with her. Though it had not stopped him in the past, she was different. He knew it, felt it, and tried to deny it. He cared nothing for the other women he’d taken to his bed, of which there were many. But this girl… She was captivating, beautiful and sensuous. He wanted her in a way he’d never wanted anything in his life before. He did not understand it because The Order had not prepared him for this. At first, he didn’t comprehend what he was feeling. When he realized what it was, he immediately tried to deny it. He became frightened by the idea. He fought with himself for so long it had become commonplace. 
  Looking back now, he thought himself the biggest fool that ever lived. He should have taken her to his bed. At least they both would have known happiness for a short while. 
     Now, there would be happiness for no one. He was dying, the Dark Magic was slowly consuming him and there was nothing he could do to stop it.  
     Calisha and Nephraete only delayed the outcome. They could not change it.  He had not the heart to tell them. And Kyler… His passing would affect the elf more than any one of them, Tynuviel included.  
     He and Kyler had been traveling together for over three years. They were like brothers. He and Tynuviel’s relationship had only just begun. In time, she would heal and forget. Kyler never would, he knew.  
     He felt helpless and hopeless. He tried to maintain a positive outlook for the elf, but he understood Kyler knew better. He could see the pain in his friend’s eyes. At least he’d been honest this time. He had not kept anything from him. Like it matters anymore.  He thought.  
     He slid deep into a dejected state of mind that was most unlike him. Normally, he had supreme control over his thoughts and feelings. Since his heart had chosen Tynuviel, he was a changed man in many ways.  
     He remembered their stolen kisses. How she sat in his lap where she fit so perfectly. The feel of her breasts on his chest as he held her close. The smell of her hair like lilacs and sunshine. He ached inside. He ached for her in a way that made him wild.  
     He felt something he’d never felt in his life. Loss. A hot, stinging pain began behind his eyes. Mystified, he realized it was tears that stung his eyes. He felt the hot liquid slide down his cheeks and did not try to stop it. 
     He kept his  cowl  pulled  close.  He needed privacy right now. Kyler seemed to understand for he left him alone though he walked right beside him.  
     Darian had never cried before. It was foreign to him. He hated it because it made him weak. He deserved to die. To his way of thinking, a man should not cry. That was showing weakness. If he was weak now, how would he be able to do what needed to be done in the near future?  
     How would Tynuviel be able to look him in the eye, knowing he let himself be vulnerable? She needed him to be strong. She deserved a better man than he was. The pain that he felt at her loss was far worse than any pain The Order had ever inflicted on him. Physical pain healed. The pain he felt knowing he most likely would die and never know her love was far more than he could handle. It spread through his body, squeezing his heart ‘til he was short of breath.  
    He felt hollow and dead inside like someone had taken all his organs, leaving only his skin and bones.     
       He must snap out of this. This was just a stupid waste of time and energy! She needed him to be strong and he would be. He clenched his fists at his sides, angry with himself.  
     Taking control over his emotions once more, he banished the sadness and replaced it with anger and vengeance. He would make the Dark Mage pay for what had been done to Tynuviel. He had to live for her. He could not succumb to the Dark Magic. That was the best revenge. To live and fulfill everything Delvishan demanded of him.  
     Yes. That’s what he would do. He would live and destroy the Dark Mage. Then he would take Tynuviel and make love to her for days. He did not let himself think on any negatives. He must remain faithful and strong.  
     Kyler sensed the change in his friend and a slow smile spread across his face. Darian’s mood had been dark since that morning. The Mage’s talk of death made Kyler deeply troubled. He’d never seen the Mage so sad. He honestly didn’t think Darian was capable of feeling it. He’d been wrong.  
     He remained by his side through it all, refusing to leave him when he needed him most. Nephraete understood and stayed with Calisha.  
  “Darian? Are you alright?” asked Kyler, almost afraid of the answer. Though he felt his friend’s mood shift,  
  he was not altogether sure how he would respond.  
     “No.” 
  At this admission, Kyler felt a chasm open inside him. Everything began to slide into it. He’d been with Darian for a long time now. If anything happened to the Mage, Kyler would be devastated. 
     He  felt  lost  and  frustrated  because  there  was  nothing  he could do to help. Darian needed to be trained in the Dark Arts. There was only one that they felt was equal to the task. Only one problem, he wanted Darian dead. The Dark Mage would never help Darian. He hated him; only wanted him for the Staff of Power. Once he had it, he would turn Darian over to Morphindinaetlus.  
     The wyrm would stop at nothing to devour Darian and his magic. He wanted the Mage to suffer. And he was.  
     “But I will be,” the Mage finished and Kyler felt a surge of hope. “With your help of course.” 
     “I will do whatever you need me to. I was worried about you, you know.” 
     “Yeah, me too,” the Mage said softly.  
     Of a sudden, grey smoke boiled across the snow, signaling the demon’s manifestation. Though Darian did not show it, he was relieved. He began to wonder what had become of Sigorna. At once, Darian cast a spell of protection around the demon, shielding him from the cold.  
     Once more, Sigorna was surprised the Mage would defend him. He’d stayed away for a while because he was struggling with what he was thinking and feeling. He needed time to think and process all that was happening. And to do that, he needed distance from Darian.  
     Darian had shown him kindness. He didn’t have to shield the demon from the cold, even though Sigorna knew Darian was aware the harm it would cause him. He was having trouble reconciling his conflicting emotions.  
     The more he got to know Darian, the more he liked him. He was honest. Sometimes brutally so. But Sigorna liked that. He preferred brutal honesty over a liar any day of the week.  
     Then Darian began opening up to him for some unbeknownst reason. Why the Mage chose not to open up to Kyler was a whole other conversation. The Falahari gained some insight into the powerful Mage and why he was the way he was. He truly felt sorry for Darian and everything he’d been made to go through.  
    The longer Sigorna remained bound to Darian, the more he came to really know Darian. Something the Falahari was sure no one else did. It still puzzled him. Why does Darian confide in me? He thought. The Mage made it perfectly clear that he did not trust the demon, and yet… 
  They had a tenuous friendship that went against everything the demon was used to. He wasn’t sure how he felt about it still. So he took some time away from the Mage to clear his head. Darian mustn’t have needed him, because he hadn’t called for him.  
     The moment he stepped onto the tundra, he felt it. Something was not right. He glanced around at the others, saw the hooded fear in their eyes. Something must have happened recently. He was angry with himself for keeping his distance. Now he may never know what occurred. 
     “I thought you abandoned me,” said Darian. 
     “I did. But I missed your ready smile,” the demon retorted. 
    The Mage laughed and the demon joined in. “Where have you been?” asked Darian. 
    “Oh you know, girls, girls, girls,” the demon grinned. “I was gonna invite you, but I didn’t.” 
     “Thank Delvishan for small favors,” Darian commented.  
     “You still going with that whole abstinence thing?” asked Sigorna.  
  “Do you see anyone doable here? I see two girls. Sexy as hell yes, but they are both with someone. And  
  although I’m not close to Tryndil, Kyler’s my friend and I will not betray him.” 
     “Blah, blah, blah,” retorted the demon in mock annoyance. “Stop it or you’ll make me puke.”  
     “You seem to be in a fine mood,” remarked the Mage. “What’s the occasion?” 
     “I missed you… And I’m just so happy to be back,” said the demon, pretending to be overwhelmed with emotion.  
    “R-i-g-h-t,” the Mage drawled. 
     “No, really.” They both laughed.  
     “I thought you were angry with me for shielding you,” Darian admitted. 
     “Why would I be angry? You protected me, Darian.” 
     “When you didn’t show up, I thought you were upset. I thought maybe I offended you.” 
     “Offended me? I’m a demon Mage. I cannot be offended. And thanks, for… you know.” He really wasn’t good at this sort of thing. He’d better learn because he would be bound to Darian for a while yet. It wouldn’t be easy to kill the Dark Mage. 
     “Can I ask you something Falahari?” asked Darian quietly. His tone led Sigorna to believe he did not want anyone else to overhear them.  
     “What?” asked Sigorna in a guarded tone. 
     “Do you know where I can learn Dark Magic? Besides, of course, the Dark Mage.” 
     “Why would you want to learn that? Didn’t The Order banish its use? Isn’t it extremely dangerous and unstable?” 
     “Yes, but so am I,” replied Darian. 
     “I’m serious, Darian.” 
     “So am I.” The Mage’s admission rocked Sigorna to his core.  
     “Darian, there’s something you haven’t told me. Isn’t there? What’s happened since my last departure?”  
     Darian told the demon everything. He didn’t know why exactly, but he felt he could trust Sigorna. The demon was silent for a long time.  
     “Why is this happening? Why is Dark Magic trying to consume you?” 
    “When I was held captive, the Dark Mage tortured me with it,” the Mage admitted. 
     “What?! Darian, why have you not told me this before?” 
     “Well, let’s be honest Falahari, we have a tenuous relationship. I didn’t want to give you any ammunition.” 
     “Ouch,” remarked the demon. “How did it get inside of you?” he asked, unable to look disinterested.  
     “He rammed it down my throat trying to choke me with it. I guess my body absorbed it. I don’t know to be honest.” 
     “And why do you think you need to learn the Dark arts?” 
     “Because, it’s the only way to learn to control it and stop its advance on me. And I need it to defeat the Dark Mage.” He said the last as if he were embarrassed to admit it.  
     “I know of a book… I’m not sure I should tell you Darian. I don’t like this idea. Have you talked it over with Kyler?” 
     “No. I do not discuss all my affairs with him.” 
     “Who do you discuss them with?” asked the demon, eyebrows bouncing up and down.  
     “Not those affairs,” said Darian in mock exasperation.  
    “Oh damn! How I love a good story.” 
     “Are you going to help me or not?” 
    “Alright, alright. Don’t get your breeches in a bunch. I know of a book. It has been lost for thousands of years. I do not know how the Dark Mage learned, but I dare say this book might be just what you need.” 
     A surge of hope ripped through Darian. He gripped the demon’s arm in thanks. “Please Falahari. I wouldn’t ask if I had any other options.” 
  “The book is called Morgonnate. You taught yourself elvish right? Of course you did. You’re a smart one aren’t you? However, I do not know the location of the Morgonnate. It has been lost. Maybe never to be found again.” 
     “This is important to me! I need this thing,” Darian said softly. 
     “I’m telling you the truth. That is all I know.” 
     “Do you have any idea where it might be? Any thoughts you have on the matter would be appreciated. I’m running out of time.” 
     “What are you saying, Darian?” asked Sigorna, more than slightly alarmed.  
     “I’m dying. Slowly, painfully. Every day I lose a little more of myself.” 
     “How much time do you have Darian? Does the elf know?” Sigorna hid how shocked he was at the Mage’s confession. 
     “Kyler knows of course, but I don’t know how long I have because there is no one who can help me with this. None of the Mages who used Dark Magic are still alive. They were destroyed during the Niv Dol’ Meh. And let’s face it, the Dark Mage would see me dead. He will never help me. He wants my staff.” 
     “What for? I thought a Mage’s staff was his own to command.” 
     “It is, but that won’t stop another Mage from using it. If he took possession of my staff, he’d be able to use it. Only if he had the command word of course.” 
     “Command word?” Prompted Sigorna.  
     “My staff has a command word. Without it, the staff is useless.” 
     “Are all Mages’ staffs like this?” asked the demon. 
    “Of course not. I’m more clever than they.” 
     “Does the Dark Mage know this? Does he know yours is not like the others?” 
     “I don’t think so. Why, you gonna’ tell him?” queried the Mage, not quite kidding. 
     The demon had the nerve to actually look injured. “No, why would I? Sometimes Darian. Sometimes…” he let it hang in the air between them.  
     “I know, I’m an ass. That’s getting old. You need to find a new line.” 
     “I wanted to tell you, I appreciate your discretion in not voicing my name aloud,” said the demon, ignoring the Mage’s comment.  
     “I can’t have someone trying to steal you from me, now can I? Our job is not complete.” Though he sounded sincere, Sigorna could see the laughter in his eyes.  
     “You know Mage, all demons are not bad. That is a label put on us by the Shivvendar and the elves. Not all of us are bloodthirsty killers.” 
     “Really? Why banish you then?” Countered the Mage. 
     “The Shivvendar fear what they cannot control. The elves… they despise anything that is not a thing of Faerie.” 
     “That’s not true. Not all elves are like that. And the Shivvendar do not fear anything.” 
     “Really?  Why are they trying to contain you then?” responded the demon slyly. 
     “Um right. I see your point.” 
     “Gasp! The mighty Mage admitted he does not really know everything.”  
     “Vazaalhen Drykel vindenot,” Darian responded in Shivvendar. 
     “Potty mouth,” said Sigorna.  
     “Yeah, like I haven’t heard that before,” said Darian glibly. 
     “What was your favorite thing about Mogan Dar, Darian?” asked the demon. 
     “My favorite thing? Hmmm there’s just so much to choose from. Give me a moment.” His words dripped with heavy sarcasm. “Oh wait, I got it! When I was a novice, we learned how to create healing potions. I knocked the beaker off the table and it crashed to the floor. The Master backhanded me across the face then sent me to be beaten.  
     “The Masters pummeled me until I think I forgot my name. When they threw me back in my room, I wasn’t even conscious. I don’t even remember how I got there.  
     “Of course, there was the time when I was a journeyman and we were learning how to call lightening and control it. I mispronounced a word and my gesture was a little off. The lightning struck the Master in the ass blowing him across the room. His clothes were smoking, and his hair was standing straight up.” Darian actually smiled at the memory. 
     “What happened?” asked Sigorna, sincerely interested.  
     “That time, they stripped me naked and whipped me fifty times.” 
     “Fifty times? What the hell is wrong with them? Isn’t that a little harsh?” 
     “Yes, but they didn’t like me. I wouldn’t cry out. I never made a sound and it pissed them off so they whipped me more. The only thing that stopped them from killing me was the head of my order coming to get me. When he saw what they had done, he was furious. You see, I was always his favorite.” 
     “Shit, Darian. I’m sorry. I had no idea.” 
     “C’mon, you know what they are like.” 
    “Not really. We cannot see inside Piri-Tuma. Not really. The magic is too powerful in that place. It is protected.” 
     “Maybe not, but you endured them as I did. You’ve told me many times that you were thankful that I did not do what they did to you. You told me the things they did to you should not be allowed. You know what they are capable of.”  
     “I should not have brought it up. I apologize,” said the demon. 
     “Ack, forget it,” replied the Mage.  
     “You must have some pretty nasty scars.” 
     “Not a one,” replied Darian. 
     “How is that possible?” queried the demon. 
     “I know healing magic,” whispered Darian, like it was a treasured secret. 
     “So what are you planning to do then?” asked Sigorna, getting back to the problem at hand. 
     “Dunno,” responded the Mage. “When we get there, I will have to navigate through the tunnels. They twist and turn back on themselves. The wyrm is a paranoid creature who guards his treasure by any means necessary.” 
     “I will be there to help you Mage. I wouldn’t miss this opportunity for anything.” 
     “When we enter the mountain, I will call you. Do not fail me. I will need you close. Morphindinaetlus will probably try to distract me with Tynuviel’s well-being. He will try to kill her before I can save her.” 
     “I will not fail you Mage. I will save your bonny lass,” replied the demon lightly, but Darian was having none of it.  
     “If you hurt her, my vengeance will be swift and sure Falahari,” Darian warned, his tone ominous. 
     “I have no intention of hurting either of you, you dummy. I’m trying to help. I will protect her until you can free her, if I cannot. If her bonds are magical, that’s your department you scapegrace bastard.” Sigorna’s tone was hard. The Mage had hit a nerve and the demon didn’t like it.  
     Darian stared at him for long moments as if trying to measure his sincerity. His grey eyes were intense, but the demon did not back down. Sigorna needed him to believe that he wouldn’t harm them.  
     Even if he wanted to, it was a bad idea. He was bound to Darian and if he did anything the Mage did not like, Darian could punish him. Kill him even. No, that’s not what Sigorna had in mind. Not at all.  
     “I’m sorry, but where she is concerned I take no chances. I had to make sure you understood. Do I make myself clear?” 
     “Inescapably,” the demon retorted, glaring at the Mage. Sigorna thought they were beginning to understand one another. Apparently, he’d been wrong. The Mage never let anyone close. He pushed everyone away. Fine, he thought. 
     “I’m sorry Falahari. I didn’t mean for it to come out like that. I miss her… I just want to get her back… I’m sorry,” Darian said quietly. 
     “Aw shucks. Don’t go getting all weepy on me now Mage. It’s alright. I know what the girl means to you. Seriously, I will do what I have to in order to keep her safe.” 
     “I wouldn’t have it any other way,” replied the Mage. 
     Late afternoon sunshine blinded them as they continued to walk west. The demon returned to his domain just before they found a place to rest. Once more, they dug shelters in the snow, forming and packing to block the wind.  
    Darian collapsed into his bedroll, quickly slipping into Ru Nay’ Sha. He was exhausted from the events of the past two days. He skipped supper, his appetite had been completely obliterated; especially after that morning. The thought of food only made him nauseous. 
     He forced those thoughts away letting his mind go blank. He needed space and distance to recover. He felt Kyler beside him as the elf checked on him. He felt his friend’s hand on his forehead checking his temperature.  
     He knew the elf was deeply troubled by what was happening to him. Downright scared even. He hated that he couldn’t make it better. He couldn’t comfort him. Kyler would know he was lying anyway. The elf could see it in his eyes; feel it radiating from the Mage.  
     Together they must find a way to do what needed to be done. He had to live to save Tynuviel. His last thoughts were of her before he sank into a deep darkness and knew no more.  
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     In the morning, they made hot tea to help fight the encroaching cold. Darian was really the only one who seemed not to be affected by the weather conditions.  
     When he awoke, Kyler pressed a cup of tea into his hands. “Here, drink this. It will help to settle your stomach and keep you warm,” he said, smiling. But the humor did not touch his eyes, it was only for show.  
     Darian inhaled the aroma of the tea. “Mmm, mint,” he said as he took a sip. The warmth spread through his body and he could feel his stomach begin to settle. He smiled gratefully at Kyler and this time, the smile the elf returned was genuine. His eyes sparkling with affection.  
     “You should eat something, Darian. I brought some plain bread and an apple,” the elf offered the food to his friend. Darian had lost weight since Tynuviel’s abduction and the elf was concerned about him. The Mage was not heavy, he was all muscle and could ill afford to lose the body mass. 
     Darian took it hesitantly, not wanting a repeat performance. He took a small bite of the bread, chewing slowly, almost afraid to swallow. He waited a few minutes to see how he would feel.  
     In the meantime, he finished the tea so Kyler went to make him more. When the elf returned, the bread was gone and he was working on the apple.  
     “Thank you,” he said, when the elf handed him his second cup.  
     “You’re welcome,” Kyler said with a smile. “How are you feeling?” 
     “Okay I guess. We’ll see if I can keep this down.” 
     “Darian, what did the demon have to say? Does he know anything of use?” 
     “He told me he knows of a book called Morgonnate. The only problem being that he has no idea where it is. He says it’s been missing for thousands of years. I don’t know where else to turn. I could go see Aganor, but there’s no way to know for sure if he knows anything about it.” 
     “Do you believe the demon? Do you think he speaks the truth?” asked Kyler.  
    “I do,” replied the Mage.  
     “Okay. A book called Morgonnate might help, but we don’t know where to find it. What is in this book Darian?” 
     “I was wondering how long it would take you to ask that,” Darian said humorlessly. “Apparently, it is a book about Dark Magic. If I am to have any chance of surviving this, I must find this book.” 
     “Will it teach you Dark Magic, Darian?” 
     “I don’t really know. From what he told me, I would have to teach myself. He brought up the fact that I taught myself your native tongue which leads me to believe I would have to do the same with this.” 
     “But you do not know for sure,” coaxed Kyler. 
     “No, but it’s the best we’ve got,” said the Mage, standing. 
     “Does he have any idea where to look?” asked the elf, feeling frustrated by the lack of knowledge.  
     “Not yet. I asked him to look into it for me. We’ll see when he comes today.” 
     “Where’s he been anyway?” asked Kyler curiously. 
     “I don’t know. When I asked him about it he brushed me off making jokes.” 
     “This is no laughing matter Darian.” 
     “You’re telling me,” quipped the Mage. 
     “I’m sorry. I just… I can’t stand not being able to do anything.” 
     “I know my friend. I sense a change in the Falahari,” admitted Darian. 
     “What change?” asked the elf warily. 
    “I’m not sure. It’s almost like he’s sincere. Like he really wants to help. I think I offended him yesterday. I don’t know, it’s probably nothing. I need a drink,” he said, stretching. 
     “That’s the last thing you need. It’s also the last thing you’re going to get right now,” said Kyler sternly.   
    
     The next few days passed them by quickly. Darian grew stronger day by day thanks to the attentiveness of his friend. There had been no more incidents. He was looking healthy and strong once more, albeit lighter than he was when the journey began. He’d experienced no more rude outbursts from his body and his color began to return. As did his charisma.  
     Kyler noticed Tryllia watching Darian whenever Tryndil was preoccupied. He smiled to himself. He was just glad to have his friend back. He understood the look she gave the Mage; the lust in her eyes that she did not try to hide.  
     “You have an admirer, it would seem,” Kyler said quietly. 
     “Tryllia, I can feel her watching me,” he responded. 
     “Oh, she’s doing way more than watching you my friend. She is fantasizing about you right now. She wants you Mage. She’s undressing you with her eyes,” said Kyler with a smile.  
     “Did I tell you she came on to me before?” he asked the elf who looked dumbstruck. 
     “What? When?”  
     “Back in the tunnels, when we were caught by the storm. She actually sat in my lap kissing me and well…” he cleared his throat. “Anyway, I pushed her off. She told me at that time what she wanted to do to me.” 
     “Were you tempted?” asked Kyler, not believing his ears. 
     “Of course! But I did nothing. I only think of Ty now.” 
     “If Tynuviel was not in the picture, would you have taken her up on her offer?” 
    “In a heartbeat,” he responded truthfully. Kyler felt a pang of anger and did not understand why. “Kyler, why are you upset?” 
     “It’s that obvious huh?”  
     “Um yeah. What did I say?” 
     “I’m sorry, Darian. We grew up in two different worlds. I just don’t understand why you would do that when she’s already involved with someone. That just seems cruel to me, that’s all.” 
     “Haven’t you ever taken a girl to your bed when you knew you shouldn’t have? And if you tell me no, I’ll know you’re lying.” 
     “Yes, I have.” 
     “And you don’t think you were cruel?”  
     “I see your point. I really meant for her significant other. Not for the girl of course.” 
     “Right. C’mon Kyler, lighten up. For such a young elf you have a stick up your ass sometimes.” 
     “Excuse me?” he asked laughing. 
     “It’s just that you act so much older sometimes. Especially when sex is involved. Remember Shaz? You got so upset when he told you he banged C.J. every time he came through Marubiel. Why did it bother you so much? 
     “You forget I understand your culture. I am not a normal Ni’ Kulana. Elves do not take sex seriously. I’ve seen some that have a different partner every week. So what gives?” Pressed the Mage. It had been bugging him for a while and now he wanted an answer.  
     “I guess I’m just not like that. I see things differently. I can’t be with a different girl every day. I need stability. I want to be in love before I make love to her. You know?” he asked, unsure if he explained it properly.  
    “So, were you in love with Khazzuri? That torrid affair lasted less than a month.” 
     “Damn. How’d you know about her?” Kyler was surprised and shocked.  
     “Hey, at least I’m honest with myself. I love women and I love sex. There’s nothing wrong with that Kyler. You’re a male elf. You’re young and strikingly handsome. And you know it. So that crap you fling around and that doe eyed look you give don’t work on me. If the girl is willing, then there is no harm done. It’s only if you take her against her will that it becomes a crime. So fess up. How many besides Nephraete and Destiny?” 
     “Darian I really don’t see how this…” But the Mage cut him off. 
     “Uh-uh. You’re going to tell me elf. How many?” he pressed. 
     “Six including Khazzuri,” Kyler said softly.  
     “See. Now was that so hard?” asked the Mage with a smile. 
     “Yes. I feel tainted.” 
     “So would you take Tryllia if you didn’t love Nephraete?”  
     “I don’t know Darian. I just don’t think like you do.” 
     “But your little guy does. You just have to come to terms with it is all.” 
     “You’re disgusting,” the elf laughed.  
  “No. He’s brutally honest,” said Sigorna, who appeared while they were talking. “Honestly elf, you’ve got a lot of catching up to do. Six girls total? Are you lying? Cuz that’s nothing to brag about. I had six last night.” He smiled showing his fangs. It was a terrifying sight.  
     “Too much information. I think I’m going to be sick,” said Kyler. 
     “You’re a wuss, elf. You’d better grow a set before we reach the mountain or Morphindinaetlus will wipe the cavern with you.” 
    “He can try,” said Kyler, with more steel and backbone in his voice than Darian ever remembered.  
     “Whoa, you have a set already. Well damn it elf, you have no excuses then. Go nail every girl you see. They’ll surely spread ‘em for you. Unless Darian gets there first. Then you’re shit out of luck.” 
     “You’re a vile beast,” retorted the elf, but the demon only laughed.  
     “I think I’m beginning to like you Kyler,” said Sigorna.  
     “Takasha! Don’t say that. Please,” said Kyler seriously.  
     “Oh come now. I’m likable enough. Aren’t I?”  
     “You’re about as likable as a sword up my ass,” responded Kyler.  
     “Hey, I can arrange that popsicle boy,” said the demon laughing. Kyler shuddered and it only made him laugh harder.  
     “Just because Darian puts up with your smut doesn’t mean I will,” Kyler said heatedly.  
     “Oh right, I forgot. You’re an elf and you’re better than me. Faerie. Or is it fairy? I always get those two confused. Hmmm,” said the demon. 
     Shaz snorted, laughing at the exchange. He was amused the way the demon trapped Kyler in a corner. The elf shot him an angry glare, but he didn’t care. He was having fun.  
     Thane came up beside him and clapped the bounty hunter on the back, laughing right along with him. Maybe having a demon along for the ride wouldn’t turn out to be such a bad thing after all. He certainly had a sense of humor. Which most of this group was sorely lacking.  
     “Alright you two. That’s quite enough,” Darian said. 
     “Aw dad,” whined Sigorna.  
     Thane and Shaz snickered. They found it to be hilarious. This was the most fun they’d seen since they started this stupid quest. The quest of a horny madman, thought Shaz. Speaking of horny… he thought. It’d been a long time already and from the looks of it, it would be longer still before he would get to a decent brothel.  
     Damn it! Before I met these guys I had sex every day. Now, I’m as pathetic as Darian, he thought.  
     “Shaz, how do you think we’ll get inside those tunnels?” asked Thane. 
  It was good to have someone to talk to. Most of the company avoided the bounty hunter. Not Thane though and Shaz liked him. They were of two like minds and neither seemed to like the Mage much.  
     “I don’t know. Apparently, the only one who does isn’t saying much, the bastard.” 
     “You mean Darian, don’t you?” asked the Knight. 
     “Who else?”  
     “You don’t like him either huh?” asked Thane. 
     “No. Arrogant ass. He walks around thinking he’s better than everyone. What I wouldn’t give to put him in his place just once,” said the bounty hunter. 
     “Yeah, me too. Everyone reveres him it seems, but I have no idea why. They act like he’s some kind of god or something. He’s just a smartass who likes to embarrass people.” 
     “Why do you think he’s like that?” asked Shaz. He knew the Knights had been around a long time and maybe knew more about the Shivvendari than he did.  
     “I don’t know. The Order does not allow any visitors inside Piri-Tuma or so I heard. They like their secrets. I wonder how they train those Mages, don’t you?” 
    “I never really thought about it before I met that asshole. I haven’t met too many Mages, have you?” 
     “No. They rarely leave Mogan Dar now,” answered Thane. 
     “So why’d he leave?” asked Shaz. 
     “Good question, Shaz. But I get the feeling we’ll never know the answer. He don’t talk much and when he does, it’s usually to Kyler or the demon. Hey, you see the way that hot little elf keeps looking at Darian when Tryndil ain’t paying attention?” 
     “Yeah, I noticed. I wonder what’s going on with them, if anything.” 
     “He never looks her way. Never acknowledges her at all,” responded Thane.  
     “He never acknowledges anyone but himself.” 
     “I bet the chicks dig him. I wonder about his time in The Order.” 
     “I don’t. I don’t care,” said Shaz. 
     “Aren’t you even curious?” asked Thane. 
     “Nope. All I’m thinking about is how long this will take. I need a woman’s attentions.” 
     “Good point.” 
    
     It took them exactly eleven days to reach the mountain. Everyone was on edge. The elves’ senses were heightened, scanning the sky for any sign that Morphindinaetlus knew they were there. 
     Every one of them felt their luck was running out. It was utterly nerve wracking. They slowed their pace to a crawl. Darian was in the lead with Kyler. The Mage extracted a leather tome from inside his Shryvven, paging through it until he found what he sought. 
     He  directed  them  around  the  side  of the mountain to a concealed entrance. He put his hand on the rock, speaking softly. A soft, white light emanated, spreading from his hand to the rock wall. Right in front of their eyes, a door appeared.  
     He pushed gently and it opened silently. Stale air hit them and those in front wrinkled their noses in distaste. The Mage took out a stone from a pocket inside his Shryvven, speaking softly to it until a soft white light glowed. It was bright enough for them to see in the dark tunnels.  
     The smell of the wyrm was faint. Obviously, they were not close enough yet. The only one that had any idea how close they were was Darian. Yet the Mage had not even bothered to tell them anything. He kept the elves and dwarves up in front with him, pushing the Knights of Shorlan to the back.  
     Thane thought he was making a big mistake. Certainly, Knights would be better suited in the front. The dwarves should be in the back. At least Shaz was with them. 
     They walked for hours as the tunnels stretched before them. Darian had been right, without him, they never would have found their way. The tunnels were confusing. Some of them appeared to dead end only to find when you came up to it, it would cut sharply left or right going deeper into the mountain. How the Mage found his way, they would never know.  
     Kyler saw the book Darian held in his hands. He’d never seen him with it before. It was unmarked, the cover black leather. It was a costly treasure, the elf knew. The binding was exquisite, the edges of the pages were painted in gold. As Darian paged through it, looking for the map to the tunnels, Kyler noticed it never grew in size. It must be a magical tome! Darian obviously did not want anyone to see it; even Kyler, but he had no choice. 
     He called the demon and the grey smoke billowed across the tunnel floor. When the smoke cleared, Sigorna stood tall with a fearsome gleam in his eyes.  
    “I am ready Darian,” he growled.  
     “Good, I will need you before this is all over.” 
     “Will he be safe?” asked Kyler. 
     “Aw, you do care!” said Sigorna.  
     “He will be fine. He cannot be killed except by my hand as long as we’re bound.” 
  A look of alarm crossed the Falahari’s face before he quickly hid it. The Mage was far more clever than he’d given him credit for. How had he found that out? He should have known better, they had a history. He’d known  
    
  Darian for many years now and he still did not know how Darian had learned his name. No matter how many times he asked, the Mage never spoke about it and always changed the subject when the topic came up.  
     He was lucky to be bound to such a powerful and intelligent Mage. In the past, he’d been bound to many a Mage who had not the wits of one such as Darian Brade. Each time, he’d been sent on a fool’s mission. A mission not becoming a powerful Falahari demon. A task that could have been performed by the Mage himself. Except that it was a Mage of The Order. They liked to stroke their own foolish pride. The tasks assigned to the demon were beneath a Mage of The Order.  
     Darian understood the power of a Falahari and never let Sigorna down. The young Mage had many powerful enemies and had promised that Sigorna would enjoy himself before this was all through. He wondered how long this quest would last. Sniffing the air, he caught the scent of the dragon. Growling deep in his throat, he looked Darian in the eye and nodded. 
    Darian could see the sincerity in Sigorna’s gaze and it made him falter for a millisecond. When he looked again, all he saw was fearsome hatred. His leathery wings were outstretched, his tail curling up to reach the middle of his back. Maybe he’d imagined it? 
     They followed the tunnel for more than three miles before the stench of the dragon became overwhelming. Before long, they could hear voices and muffled whimpering. Tynuviel! Kyler grabbed Darian’s arm, keeping him from running in blind. So far, it appeared the wyrm had no idea they were here.  
     The dragon’s booming voice was heard giving orders to some unseen foe. The stench of goblin’s filled their nostrils. The demon closed his eyes, leaning back, aroused by a battle that was so close to fulfillment. It was a terrifying sight.  
     The Mage made eye contact with Sigorna, making sure he understood what he was to do. The demon nodded his understanding, flexing his muscles and clenching his fists.  
     Walking the last mile or so was almost too much for the Mage to bear. The sound filtering to them was distorted. Sound carried in the tunnels, but it was hard to follow and discern one voice from another.  
     When at last they were upon the lair, Tynuviel could be heard whimpering and crying freely. There was another voice that none present recognized. Morphindinaetlus chuckled lewdly and the goblins snuffled.  
     The companions burst into the room and the huge chamber exploded into chaos.  
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     Kelindril and his Gor Li’ Khan continued to follow in Kyler’s footsteps. The forest kin hid their passage well, but they were Gor Li’ Khan. The assassins had no trouble reading the signs and following them.  
     They must have an elven mage with them who used his magic to hide the shelters from sight. But the elves were sensitive to the Weave and felt it as soon as they drew near. It was but a small ripple. Morphindinaetlus would pay it no mind. To catch his attention, it must be powerful.  
    There were many magical creatures in Corillia. If the wyrm were to search out every tug on the Weave, he would be exhausted, frustrated and angry. No, he would think nothing of this because he was too arrogant to believe anyone would dare come to his domain to attack him. Though surely he must realize the elves would launch an attack for the abduction of the princess of Kiri A’ Nouell.  
     The dragon had to know they would never let her remain in his custody. Dead or alive. The elves and Morphindinaetlus were mortal enemies whose hatred went back before the Niv Dol’ Meh. The war of all Faerie creatures that battled against the Dark Mages and demons until the Dark Mages were destroyed and the demons banished. Whenever their paths crossed, the Magical Weave vibrated with raw power, clashing in a terrible, frenzied burst.  
     When in service to Mogan Dar, Kelindril had been given the opportunity to peruse the library. Of course under strict observation. He was only allowed to read the volumes on history, nothing of the magical arts. He didn’t mind. He wasn’t interested in magic anyway. He read everything he could find on the free peoples of Corillia. He became fascinated by the thought of the elves being one. At first, the very idea was objectionable to him. But the more he read, the more intrigued he became.  
     Though he had no desire to live there, the fact that they were one people… Kelindril tried to imagine living in the forests of Kiri A’ Nouell. He understood and accepted that the elves at one time had been one people. Most elves could not remember their long ago union. He knew of many Gor Li’ Khan in Kaleika Bay who did not believe the elves ever lived together under the forest canopy. In fact, most of Kaleika Bay dismissed it as no more than a fairy tale. A lie dreamt up by the oldest living elves to try and unite their peoples.  
     For thousands of years, the Lira Tu’ Malay, in common it meant people who change, had lived in Kaleika Bay, separated from their forest kin. Kelindril always wondered the real reason behind the Niri Ku’ Yamma, or the Great Split as it was referred to in common. None of the volumes in the libraries in Mogan Dar spoke of the reasons. He’d asked several Mages, but they did not know either. For some reason, Kelindril had to know why. 
     Though the elves were immortal, their memories faded over time. The past fading into distant memory, becoming legend, then myth. So long ago now, only the oldest elves even remembered anymore, half the elves left the forest, making the long and treacherous journey through Blavven Krill to make Kaleika Bay their home. The rest remained in Kiri A’ Nouell. Until very recently, with the departure of Nephraete, their people remained apart. Neither had contact with the other.  
     Kelindril did not believe in coincidence. There must be a reason why all of this was happening. Fate was a cruel bitch indeed. All of their lives were about to be changed irrevocably, he could feel it, sense it. The Gor Li’ Khan leader was not sure if he was pleased with the prospect of change or not. He guessed it would depend on what changes were made. He knew in his heart that he would have his answers when he met up with Kyler and Nephraete. He felt something big was going to happen. 
        He hoped Nephraete would want to return home. He thought about dragging her by her hair if she refused, but the memory of her Crebellan scrapped that idea quickly. Calisha would never let him close if he knew Kelindril meant any harm.  
     He wondered if she’d claimed Calisha as her lover yet. He was sure that’s why they left. Thelarki was forcing her to marry Kryndale; the brave bastard. Kelindril would never take her to his bed with the Crebellan lurking in the background. He’d seen Calisha nearly break an elf in two for a comment directed at the seer that he thought was too vulgar. What would he do to an elf if he knew he took her to his bed? He knew this was why the elves kept their distance from the tiny seer. Otherwise, she’d have had too many suitors to count.  
    Kelindril thought back to when he worked with Kryndale. In the beginning, they complimented each other. Even made a good team. But over the course of a five year span, they both began to change. Where once they depended on the other, now they despised each other. 
     It  became  clear  they  would  no longer be able to work together. The communication had stopped, each had shut down, turning inward; only relying on themselves to get the job done.  
     As a result, the rest of their detachment had been killed. Both of their hands were stained with Gor Li’ Khan blood that would never wash off. Kelindril had been directly under Kryndale. He was second in command. The others didn’t deserve the fate that was dealt them. He was partly responsible for each and every one of their deaths.  
     When they returned to Kaleika Bay angry and defeated, they both got reassigned to another unit. Kelindril was finally given command of his own taskforce. They had become the most feared of the Gor Li’ Khan. Their success rate was over two hundred percent. They acted above and beyond the call of duty to ensure their orders were carried out.  
    Every mission they were sent on, their bloodlust grew insurmountably until they became something more than mere Gor Li’ Khan. Thelarki began to use them more and more, especially on the most secretive and reckless jobs. The Gor Li’ Khan flourished under Kelindril’s leadership and they became Thelarki’s most prized possession.  
     Their fatal skill was legendary. Their bloodlust feared. When Kelindril was sent on a mission, the recipient knew there was no way out. There would be no bargaining with this one. You could see it in his copper colored eyes. They would die a horrible, agonizing death.  
     Some tried to run, which only amused the assassin. His tracking skills were impeccable. He let them get a small head start, toying with their resolve. Sooner or later, they’d make a mistake and they both knew it.  
     “Kel, it’s getting dark. We should stop and rest the night,” said Gavil. “We found another one of their camps. We should make use of it.” 
     Kelindril only nodded his agreement. He was still too deep in thought. He wondered how they would find a way in without being seen or felt. The mountain loomed in the distance. They should be able to reach it within a day or two.  
     They found the shelters easily enough. Though hidden, it seemed they were meant to find them. Hidden only from the creatures who called this desolate place home. The fire was built quickly and supper was warming on the fire when Nymdal pressed a cup of hot tea into Kelindril’s hand. 
  “I thought you might like something hot,” he said, beginning to walk away. Most times, Kelindril did not speak to them, preferring his own company.  
     “Nymdal,” Kelindril called. 
     “Yes?” he asked, a bit surprised. 
     “Thank you.” It was said simply, but Nymdal knew Kelindril enough to know he meant it.  
     The comment took him by surprise. Though Kelindril took care of them, he was not friendly with them. Since his separation from Kryndale, he’d been friends with no one. Things had obviously not went well for them. Kelindril kept his past tightly closed to any and all. If you got too close, you got your nose chopped off.  
     “You’re welcome,” Nymdal replied, walking back to the others. 
     Kelindril surprised them all when he rose to join them. They made room for him at once, passing the night talking, telling stories and enjoying each other’s company.   
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     They reached the base of the mountain just before dawn two days later. Their keen elven eyes searched for any conceivable signs of an entrance. Kelindril did not have a mage with him. He never felt it was necessary before. Now, he wished he would have chosen at least one. Maybe a mage could find a way into this abysmal place. 
     Nym came trotting back to Kelindril, flushed with excitement. “I found a way in. There is a doorway concealed by magic. Kyler must have left it propped open for us.” 
     Once inside, they made sure the door closed soundly behind them. Utter blackness engulfed them. The air was stale, musty and close. The silence, all encompassing.  
     Whelan held a stone that glowed softly in his hand, helping him to follow the footsteps in the dusty tunnel. The elves with Kyler barely left any discernible trail, but the Ni’ Kulana, that was altogether different.  
     Whelan bent low to the ground to inspect a print. Dwarves! Kyler traveled with dwarves, so this must be the way he’d come. It was slow going, the tunnels twisted and turned back on themselves. 
  They’d begun to doubt following this trail any further. That is, until finding dwarf boot prints in the dust. This tunnel had seen no use until very recently. They walked for two hours before beginning to hear reverberations of sound. 
     They continued to follow the trail as quickly as they could. It was evident a great battle was being fought the closer they got.  
     Abruptly, the tunnel straightened out. This must be the heart of his lair. The clash of steel on steel created an eerie song that was difficult to dance to. Unless you were a Gor Li’ Khan. 
     Light spilled out into the passageway. They were right on top of them. A soft whining from someone or something… A scream.  
     Running the rest of the way, the Gor Li’ Khan burst through the huge, unhewn doorway. It was like flinging themselves into an angry abyss filled with fire and lightning. Although quite truthfully, that may have been preferable.  
     A quick look around showed an elf female naked, bloodied and chained to the wall. A dirty, disgusting goblin stood over her, fondling himself as he watched her cringe.  
     She tried without success to free herself, but her bonds were far too strong. The goblin tired of the game and drew a long dagger, meaning to filet the elf. From out of nowhere, a Falahari demon appeared, slicing the goblin in two with its hard black nails.  
     Kelindril’s mouth fell open at the sight of the demon. Whose side was it on anyway? Should they attack it? The more he watched, the more he understood that the demon was protecting the elf. What?  He thought. 
     The chamber was filled to bursting with goblins. The dragon was in the adjacent chamber, expelling flames at the company. And then the Gor Li’ Khan got the biggest shock of all. In the midst of the battle, stood two identical Mages of The Order, battling each other.  
     Simultaneously, as the Mage battled an image of himself, he also called upon his staff, blocking the flames with a wall of ice. Kelindril knew this Mage was powerful, he could feel the magic’s potency radiating from him. Briefly, he wondered if this was the rogue The Order searched for. Now was not the time to dwell on it.   
    Kelindril ordered his elves to attack only goblins for now, until they knew for sure what in Shenna’s name was going on. Blending in with the rough-hewn walls, they flowed through the ranks of goblins, killing them by the score. Foul smelling black blood spilled to the floor, leaving it slick and dangerous. 
     Kelindril grasped his long dagger and plunged it into the thigh of a goblin passing by. The goblins could not see them and had no defense. When it turned to face its enemy, howling in pain, Kelindril’s keen blade sliced its belly open, spilling its entrails into a steaming pile on the floor. He spotted Kyler, he was unmistakable. The resemblance to Galavad was obvious, but the young elf got an extra helping of good looks. Make that two.  
     Then he spotted Nephraete. In the heat of the battle he could not make it to her side. Then he saw Calisha materialize by her side. The Crebellan looked straight at Kelindril, his eyes conveying a silent message. Do not interfere!  The Gor Li’ Khan nodded faintly, acknowledging he would not. How had Calisha known he was there?  
     The Crebellan was not the only one to take notice of the newcomers. Kryndale and the other Gor Li’ Khan sensed them as well. Could literally pinpoint their location. 
     The Knights went straight for Morphindinaetlus, slashing and hacking in a fury. Most of the attacks went unheard by the dragon’s thick scaly hide. A few made it through, but were only superficial.  
     Sigorna stayed by Tynuviel’s side. Every time he tried to free her, more goblins came pouring through the doorway. Does he have an endless supply of these garbage suckers?  Thought the demon. Little slimy bastards! He wanted to free her, but even if he did he could not leave Darian. She would never survive Oblivion. Not in the broken, damaged state she was in. He knew the Mage was fully aware of her condition. He just wasn’t letting himself acknowledge it. Yet. That would be dangerous later when he went to heal her. He might lose his temper, probably lose his control or his composure or very likely, all three. Sigorna would keep an eye on him. Watch him to see how he would handle the situation. It would determine much for their future.  
    
     Morphindinaetlus was furious. Knights of Shorlan! How dare they come here of all places. Why were they even working with the damned Mage? How could they possibly know what was going on? He swiped savagely at them with his long, curved claws. He could not penetrate their heavy armor, but he left dents wherever he struck.  
     Tansher went down hard landing on his back, his head bouncing off the floor with a bone jarring thud.  
     “Tansher! Takasha are you alright?” Firehawk scrambled over to check on his captain. Blood oozed from the corner of his mouth. 
     “Firehawk look out!” cried Thane. 
  Firehawk looked up just in time to see the wyrm’s clawed appendage come crashing down. He blocked Tansher from the blow accepting the full force of the attack. He flew backward to crash into the wall, lying very still. 
    The dragon growled in pleasure. The captain of the Knights lay unprotected and within easy reach. He drew in air preparing to roast the elf in his armor. He would eat him later when they were all dead.  
     He let loose his flames, but damn Darian protected the downed Knight, encasing him in a protective shield. He roared in anger and despite the fact that they were all seasoned warriors, they all cringed to the last man. The sound was utterly terrifying. 
     Two Knights rushed forward to grasp Tansher and pull him from the battle. The rest of them attacked furiously, covering for the retreating Knights.  
    Darian appeared to be battling himself. The Mage before him was cloaked in a powerful illusion. Upon their entrance to the vast chamber, he’d been standing over Tynuviel pulling up his pants with a wicked leer on his face.  
     Rage boiled up from inside Darian. Uncontrollable fury leading the way. To fear that they would probably engage in rape and torture was altogether different from actually witnessing it being done. And to know that they’d used his image! He lost whatever semblance of control he’d maintained these past weeks.  
     Letting the rage take him, he slammed the butt of the Staff of Power on the floor. The first wave of goblins was utterly consumed by his fury. The Staff of Power flared to life, quickly devouring their life force. He smote them down as if they were mere insects.  
     When the next wave came, he was fully prepared to deal with them. He quickly cast a spell, waggling his fingers as he released the powerful magic. The air crackled with pure energy. The elves felt a strong pull against the Magical Weave, swaying from the force of it whenever Darian cast his spells.  
     The fingers of death crept toward their goal hungrily, blue fingers of energy that pierced the goblins in the chest feeding off their souls. He’d cast the spell SoulStealer.  
     The Mage’s battle ring flared to life with bright purple light. His head flew back as he absorbed the dead goblins’ life force, his body thrumming with energy and power. A wicked smile spread on his face. Those of the company who saw, stayed clear of Darian. They weren’t sure if he was steady anymore. The only way they could tell which Mage was Darian was by the staff. There was just no duplicating that.  
     He banished the illusion, wanting to see who was responsible. The illusion dissolved into a twisted, bent and hideously marred creature. He looked to be badly burned, part of his face melted beyond recognition. One eye was gone, completely destroyed; the flesh merging with his cheeks. Almost like it was oozing down his face. Darian slammed the creature in the face with the Staff of Power, driving the pathetic worm to the floor. 
     Screaming in unbridled rage as he did, he sent the next wave of raw power at the dragon. He was filled with righteous fury and his enemies trembled before him. The magic hit the dragon, making him howl in agony. Despite the pain, Morphindinaetlus actually smiled because he thought the Mage had been caught unawares. His anger and dismay fueled the dragon. 
     Asa stayed close to Kyler making sure the prince of Kiri A’ Nouell was safe. Witnessing Darian’s first attacks, they fell back in astonishment. They could feel the raw power that he commanded as he coaxed the magic from the Weave.  
     The goblins rushed past the Mage, trying to get to the others. Their numbers were just too many to contain. Darian could not do it all himself. 
  Kyler met the first onslaught with his sword. He felled two in rapid succession before battling a third with  
  more wits. It was taller than most, standing almost five feet tall. Its skin was olive green and oily in appearance. Its ears were pointy and about eight inches long jutting straight up the sides of its head; a gold hoop was in the left ear near the tip. The stench rolling off of it was enough to make Kyler’s eyes water. He kept his sword between them, batting away its first attacks.  
     Gradually, it became more confident with the elf’s battle style. It lunged low, turning right at the last second. Spinning about, it came back with a downward chop, which the elf blocked effortlessly. Kyler blocked strike after strike, but the creature did not leave much room to go on the offensive.  
     Alongside his brother, Asa fought two goblins at once. He fought with determination, both hands working independently. He blocked the attack from the one on the right while slashing at the one on the left.  
    A third goblin crept up behind Asa to deliver the killing blow, but Krayven sent a fire arrow into the back of its head, exploding it in a fiery shower of gore.  
     Asa acknowledged his thanks by nodding in his direction as he cut down the goblin on the right. Now the goblin on the left did not last long with both of Asa’s blades directed at him. 
     Shaz spun in and out of groups of goblins slashing and stabbing. He really is good with that blade, thought Darian with a brief smile. There was a pile of dead around Shaz feet and still he did not tire. He consistently looked for the next target.  
     Torgyn Ro stood off in the corner, playing his lute to bolster his companions and hinder their enemies. He played with a confidence he did not feel, looking at the battle before him. 
  Firehawk knelt beside Tansher Morningstar, checking him carefully for serious injury. He withdrew a healing potion from his belt, broke the wax seal and propped Tansher up so he could slowly pour it down his throat. Moments later, the elf opened his amber eyes and Firehawk smiled in relief. Helping him up, they both rejoined the fight.  
    
     The dwarves entered the fray with a hearty shout, chopping with hammer and axe, splitting goblin skulls with glee. They sang along with Torgyn Ro as he played. The dwarves were a sturdy folk and could not be knocked down that easily. The goblins attacking them found that out to their dismay as they bounced back, landing hard on the ground.  
     Stryker and Kibblewolf quickly hacked them to pieces, still singing. Wicket called upon Thundergarde The Stout to aid him in battle. The god blessed the loyal cleric’s attack as he summoned a stone golem into the chamber.  
     The ground around Wicket began to rumble and shake, but the dwarf maintained his chant. Rising from the stone floor came a towering giant, gathering loose stone and dirt into itself, forming as it grew. When the chant was completed, a ten foot ally stood in the chamber ready for blood. It surveyed the area, quickly deciding on a course of action.  
     The floor trembled at its approach and its enemies’ eyes grew wide at the sight of this monster. Huge, stone fists pummeled twenty goblins at a time smashing them to death between its fists and the floor. The goblin’s attacks did little good against such a beast. Their blades and spears bounced off the hardened stone. Spotting the dragon, it lumbered off to help the Knights.  
     Upon seeing the golem’s approach, the Knights fell back, not wanting to get crushed in the midst of battle. The golem delivered a roundhouse punch to the side of the dragon’s head. Morphindinaetlus roared in fury and pain, but the golem had him off balance. Strong, thick legs inflicted powerful kicks to the wyrm’s sides. 
     Morphindinaetlus had enough. He blew a gout of flame at the golem; the fire so hot the stone creature began to crumble and fall apart.  
     The summoned creature wasn’t finished yet though. It scored a power punch to the wyrm right between the eyes, sending the dragon tumbling backward before it dissolved into the ground from whence it came. 
  After what seemed an eternity, the goblins were all slain, the companions slick with the blood of the dead. Just when they thought they could take a collective breath to heal any injuries, the room exploded into mayhem as a host of orcs burst into the room from where the dragon had battled the golem.  
     “Fazsecha Un Datte Kimboro entis al,” Darian chanted. Every elf in the place felt the surge of power that was drawn to the Mage as he held it in his hands. The magic came to him so easily; the Weave giving in to his will like a lover spreading her legs.  
    He released it into the throng of orcs, disintegrating them on contact. As many as he killed, more spilled into the room to take their place. They were bigger than goblins and far more cunning. They had dusky skin, black eyes and a muscular build.  
     Charging into the room with reckless abandon, they howled in glee. The two groups met with bruising force that sounded like a loud thunderclap. The orcs snarled in hatred, showing their fangs.  
     Calisha absorbed Nephraete into himself, much like he had on their way over Blavven Krill. Anyone who was lucky enough to witness it, saw Calisha shimmer and become sheer in appearance. Then he pulled the seer into himself. When the transformation was complete, the two elves had disappeared, reforming into a  wall  of  mist that swept through the throng. Wherever he passed, orcs lay dead, grimaces of terror and pain carved on their ugly faces.  
     Kyler stood awestruck at the sight, almost getting skewered for his trouble, but Killini was there, slicing the throat of the orc. Foul smelling blood spurt from the wound to splatter Kyler’s clothes and face. Before he could acknowledge Killini, the elf was gone, dancing through the ranks of orcs, cutting them down one by one.  
     The Knights fought valiantly, but their numbers were decreasing. Several lay dead; elf and human alike. At the elves’ passing, a soft mourning sound swept through the chamber touching them all deeply. Shenna had come to gather her people in a final loving embrace.  
     Darian felt a sense of loss at their deaths that he could not explain. Most of them he did not even know by name. He’d kept his distance, yet they still came to lend what aid they could. And now, five lay dead; three elves and two humans.  
     He looked quickly for Rohn, Tansher and Koryn. A wild rush of excitement ripped through him when he saw they were still very much alive.  
     This force of orcs would be far more difficult to kill. They were at least two feet taller than the goblins, were bigger in build and were far more intelligent. They held a hatred for the elves that was unsurpassed by any other creature except Morphindinaetlus. 
   Kiel and Tireniel fought back to back, keeping the monsters at bay. Ten lay dead at their feet and four more circled them. From the corner of the chamber, emerged one of the largest orcs Kiel had ever seen. Its chest was broad, muscular, and it stood over six feet tall. The eyes held an intelligence more akin to a Faerie than a monster. For long moments, it just stood there, surveying the battle. Growling deep in its throat, the wicked orc brandished a bow taking aim.  
     “Watch the big orc in the corner! He has a bow. We must take him out or he will pick us off one at a time.”  Warned the Elflord as he sent his thoughts to the forest elves and Darian.  
     Before anyone could react, the first arrow took Corag through the skull, the point protruding from his forehead. He never knew what happened as he fell over dead. Stryker howled in rage, but the host of orcs was thick about him and he could not get clear.  
     The orcs herded the companions away from the one with the bow, their numbers swelling and pushing with crushing force.  
     Darian struck the twisted creature in the temple with the butt of his blade. He went down hard, eyes glassy. Darian shielded and bound him so he could not get free and left the demon to watch over him and Ty.  
     The Mage blew an exasperated breath. That had taken entirely too much time. The chamber was filled to bursting with orcs. His companions needed him, but he would have to be careful in these close quarters.  
    He drew his long dagger in his left hand and held his staff in his right. He courted disaster, putting himself in harm’s way consistently. The Mage noticed Kyler was in danger of being overrun by three big orcs. Asa was similarly engaged and could not break away to help.  
     The orcs did not notice Darian until it was too late. He had no time for finesse, Kyler could ill afford him to be a showoff right now. He plunged his dagger into the back of the orc’s neck, nearly severing the head completely. 
     The Gor Li’ Khan flowed through the orc ranks, killing them by the score. The more  they killed the more spilled into the room to take their place. Kelindril wondered where they were all coming from.  
     Now this was a battle he enjoyed! There was so much death and blood around him he was heady with the smell of it. He danced his way closer to the orc with the bow, but a new group emerged right in his path. 
     Darian watched the bowman carefully, if he knew the target, then he could protect them. The orc aimed and fired at Killini. Darian uttered a cantrip and the arrow flew wide of the intended mark, right into another orc killing it instantly.   
     The bowman saw the Mage and smiled wickedly. Nocking another arrow, he let fly at Darian’s head. The arrow bounced off the shield, blue and white sparks flying. The ugly beast growled angrily, aiming again.  
     Before Darian could see who the target was, three orcs stormed him, battling for his attention. He blocked with the Staff of Power and sliced at them with his dagger. He mumbled the words to a spell and watched as confusion fell over them.  
     Suddenly, their feet and hands had switched places, putting them in an awkward position. He cut them down easily, but not before he witnessed an arrow take Plistin through the throat.  
     “No!” he screamed. “Plistin!” He felt Shenna’s presence in the room once more as she came to collect her child. He felt a soft touch on his cheek; heard a soft voice in his head. 
     “Darian, worry not for Plistin. He comes home to me and will feel no more pain.” 
     “Shenna, tell him I’m sorry. I… I’m so sorry.” 
     “He knows. You must concentrate on the battle before you. Tynuviel needs you. Do not let her down.” 
     Then she was gone. The Mage fought to regain his composure. The goddess had spoken to him! Why? He was deeply touched that she’d reach out to him. He pushed aside his sorrow. Now was not the time. They would properly mourn when this was over. Now the orcs would die! 
     Darian commanded the staff and it came to life, sweeping before him, felling orcs by the dozen. The Mage ring flared to life as he absorbed their life force, feeding him the strength he needed to see this through.  
     Through the Demon Stone, Darian commanded Sigorna to bring allies through the Death Portal to fight for them. The demon glared with open hostility at the Mage. He knew!  Sigorna shouldn’t be surprised, but he was, dammit.   
     Sigorna did as he was told. He must obey. He commanded the demons to come forth and fight for them. He called on them all, Falahari, Glundorn’s, Pit Shrykes and Chibbles to name a few of the many.  
  The Dark Portal opened at Sigorna’s behest. Demons of all shapes and sizes spilled out, claws and teeth gnashing. But their hateful glee turned to fury when they stepped into the chamber to find themselves bound to a  
  Mage of The Order! 
     “Kill for me, demons of Oblivion! Shed blood in my name and devour my enemies. Make them pay for your ill-gotten freedom,” he commanded them and they obeyed. 
  The elves gaped in shock at the newest development. He could command other demons through the Demon Stone? Takasha!  
     The demons tried to break the binding, but of course they could not. The Mage had incredible strength. They felt the binding grow tighter around them and they howled in fury; the Mage only smiled.  
     The orc bowman nocked another arrow and Darian commanded the demons to kill him painfully. He was aiming at Kyler who was preoccupied with three orcs in front of him. He never saw the arrow coming.  
     “Kyler! Look out! Kyler!” Darian screamed frantically.  
     Darian watched in horror as the arrow flew true to its mark. From out of nowhere, Killini launched himself in front of the elf prince. The force of the hit sent him flying back a few feet where he lay very still.  
     Darian turned his vengeance on those before him and they fell painfully. The next arrow took Kyler in the leg and he went down hard. Asa was right beside him keeping the orcs at bay.  
     Tireniel saw Killini jump in front of Kyler and sighed in relief. He did not want to see Killini hurt, but Kyler was the prince of Kiri A’ Nouell. They were to protect him with their lives and they would. He was proud of Killini and would miss him. He was a good fighter, ferocious and loyal to his death.  
     Then he saw Kyler get hit, but there was nothing he could do. He was hard pressed and could not break away. Asa stood guard over his younger brother. He would die before he let anything happen to Kyler. All of them would. And it may yet come to that, Asa thought, looking over the enemy force that was gathered.  
     He turned abruptly to meet the attack of two new foes, when he felt the arrow graze his forehead, slicing deep. He ignored the pain, facing his enemy with everything he had left.  
     Darian was in the midst of casting when he heard a whistling noise from behind him. He reached out and plucked the arrow from the air, snapped it in two and cast it aside.  
     Tulani fought hard by Chamlen’s side. They made a good team and the orcs felt their anger. A pile of dead lay at their feet, but still they were surrounded by more.  
     The demons killed the orcs, hungrily devouring them. The orc numbers slowly began to thin out now and renewed hope fed the elves’ energy. They killed dozens more before an arrow flew through the air to bury itself in Tulani. 
  Chamlen stared in shock as he witnessed the missile hit Tulani in the back and come out of his chest. He looked confused, his motor skills slowing down as his heart stopped beating. The light left Tulani’s eyes as Chamlen kneeled beside him, gripping his hand.  
     The demons killed the remaining orcs, making their way to the bowman who they left for last. They tore him apart, ripping his limbs free of his body as he howled in sheer agony. As he lay there defenseless, they devoured him, slowly gorging on his flesh.  
     Morphindinaetlus could not believe the prowess of the group before him. He’d thought the goblins and orcs would have been enough to kill them all. He’d felt victory at hand. Now he saw it all slipping away. The Dark Mage would be irate, but the wyrm had not lived this long by being stupid. He fled his lair, demons at his heels, snarling and snapping.  
     Their wicked claws cut deep, drawing blood that drove them insane. They jumped on top of the dragon, raking his back, oblivious to his huge tail swooping in for the kill. 
  He swept them violently from his back, smashing them into the stone wall. To his amazement, they did not  
 die. He had no time to ponder what this meant. He must get out now or they would very likely kill him.  
     Cold air caressed his face and he knew he was close to the exit. Launching himself into the air, he flew off for the Valley of Rah to heal and to plan his next moves. Darian Brade had outsmarted him once again.  
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     When the battle was finally over, the companions took stock of who was left. Horror washed over them as they saw the amount of their dead. It was a bloody victory that they paid an unfathomable price for.  
     Darian commanded his staff to obliterate the goblin and orc dead so he could readily see what he was doing. He could not believe the heavy losses they’d suffered. Only four Knights of Shorlan remained standing. He saw Tansher, Rohn, Koryn and Firehawk. The others lay scattered about the chamber, twisted in death.  
     He looked for the forest elves and saw Kyler on the ground surrounded by the Gor Li’ Khan and Asa. 
     “Kyler! What happened?” he ran to his friend, grimacing when he saw the large arrow protruding from his thigh. “Hold him down, this will hurt. Kyler, stay with me. I’m gonna heal you, elf,” he gritted out. He knew it was not a killing blow, but it was painful. He could see the tight lines on his friend’s face as he tried to make light of it.  
     “You’re not gonna’ get rid of me that easy, Mage,” Kyler responded with a grimace. 
    “Funny, that’s what your mother told me before I left her bed,” Darian said with a wicked grin and quickly received the desired result.  
     Kyler snarled a reply that died in his throat as Darian snapped the arrow and pulled it out the back of his leg. He then pulled out the Orb of Healing and began to sing to it. It warmed in his hands, as soft white light lit up the chamber. He passed it over Kyler’s leg, healing him completely in seconds.  
     “Over here!” called Lorin. 
     At the sound of Lorin’s voice, the Mage turned and his heart fell. Killini lay sprawled at an odd angle, an arrow jutting from his chest. His breathing was shallow, but he was alive! If he was alive, then the Mage could heal him.  
     Darian laid his hands gently on Killini’s chest. The elf raised his hand weakly to touch the Mage’s arm.  
  “Leave me Mage… I go to… Shenna’s side… It’s alright… It was good… to fight… by your side… You are… a good man… Take care of… Tynu…viel…” Killini wheezed, choking the words out as blood gushed down  
  his chin.  
     “Damn you, Killini! Don’t you die on me. I will heal you, stay with me now.”  
    Urgently, Darian sang to the Orb and it glowed a deep red. Killini was near death and he would need much of his strength if he was to save him. He threw himself deep into the Orb, feeling it warm in his hands. He passed it over the elf’s chest as he sang, strong and sure.  
     Killini coughed up more blood and Lorin looked on worriedly. Darian could not go on for much longer. He must be exhausted, though he knew the Mage would never admit to it. How he was even still standing was a mystery to the elven mage.  
     Slowly, before their eyes, the arrow began to withdraw from Killini’s chest, moving of its own accord. Darian drew it out carefully so as not to harm the elf and throw him into shock. When the arrow was completely free, Darian concentrated on healing the flesh.  
     It took more than thirty minutes, but when Darian was done, the flesh was whole and new. No blemishes or scars could be seen. Darian stayed on his knees for several more minutes before standing. Lorin was there for him, supporting his weight.  
     The Mage went from body to body, checking them all thoroughly. He found Thane in a crumpled mess, his armor dented and his breastplate caved in. Lorin helped to remove it so Darian could work unencumbered. He worked over the Knight’s body for several long minutes. When he was done, Thane slept peacefully, slipping into unconsciousness where his body would recover. 
    Darian stayed down on the floor letting his body recoup. It would not do to lookweak now. Not with the Gor Li’ Khan here from Kaleika Bay. Kelindril and his boys were here somewhere. 
    
     Kelindril saw how the Mage wielded the magic so easily; felt the strength radiating from him as he pulled it from the Weave. It seemed effortless. This Mage was strong! Once more, he cursed Galavad for not telling him that a Mage of The Order accompanied Kyler and Nephraete.  
     The Gor Li’ Khan had been witness to much in their time with Thelarki. But the Mage’s power scared them. Nothing scared the Gor Li’ Khan, but this terrified them. A Mage of The Order here with Kyler. Why hadn’t Galavad mentioned that? It was on purpose, Kelindril knew. The rapport between the elf and the Mage told Kelindril they’d known each other for some time. It also appeared that they were friends. However unlikely, it was right before his eyes. Especially that bold remark about the queen that made Kyler angry so he wouldn’t concentrate on the pain as the arrow was removed.  
     He healed one Ni’ Kulana and two elves, one of which was near death. Pulling him back into the world of the living and giving much of himself in the process. He must be exhausted now. He appeared to be resting on his knees. Perhaps afraid to stand and show his weakness. Another elf stood by his side helping him when needed. The respect the elf had for the Mage was evident on his face. He did not try to hide his reverence.  
     This struck Kelindril as odd. The Mages rarely left Mogan Dar anymore. Usually only in times of war now. To find one that traveled was a rarity. Could this then, be Darian Brade? The one The Order avidly searched for? The Order had asked Thelarki to send out the Gor Li’ Khan to find him, but he’d refused, not wanting to get involved in the affairs of Mages. A wise decision.  
     Kelindril wondered why Darian left and why The Order wanted him back so badly. Bad enough to request the services of the Gor Li’ Khan. Which should be considered a last resort.  
  Most of Corillia was happy to pretend the Gor Li’ Khan did not exist. If they ignored it, maybe it would go away. Once the Gor Li’ Khan were called in, there was no going back. The elven assassins were a death sentence to  
 be carried out quickly and efficiently. And the cost was high. Few could afford such a price.   
     A thick mist floated in the air, becoming more solid, turning into… Nephraete and her Crebellan! Takasha! She rushed to Kyler’s side, hugging him close, much to Kryndale’s dismay Kelindril saw. 
     When Darian felt stronger, he stood and went straight for the Mage he’d encased in a protective shield. He banished the spell, yanked him up by the front of his robes and began punching him in the face. He called on the Staff of Power, bringing its magic to bear on the twisted, bent creature.  
     Nephraete jumped up at once, running to Darian’s side. “No! Darian, you cannot! I know how much you want to make him pay, but you mustn’t. You must save him as only you can. Only you can release him from his hellish prison,” she said softly as she touched his arm.  
     “Nephraete, you ask much of me! How can I not condemn him to death like he did Destiny? Seeing him before me now, I know it was he. I can feel the evil in him and I long to put an end to him. Please, do not ask this of me. I have not the strength to let him live. Not after everything he’s responsible for. Destiny… Tynuviel… and gods only know who else. No, I cannot.”  
     He dismissed her, raising his staff, but she leapt in front of him. Darian barely stopped himself in time. 
     “Are you An Gla’ Mah? I could have killed you!” 
     “Better me than him, Darian. Though you will not admit it now, nor even acknowledge it, you need him alive. Trust me,” she said, gripping his hand in hers. “You must save him from his past. This tortured creature before you is not all he seems. Nor is he aware of the years that have passed him by or what he has become. He needs you and you need him.”  
  The seer seemed so sure, but he struggled with his emotions. The seer’s touch seeped into the Mage, calming him so that he could concentrate on her words. She would never have stepped in unless she was absolutely sure. Finally, Darian nodded his acquiescence, letting go of his hatred and anger.  
     So it was he! Nephraete confirmed Kelindril’s beliefs. The Mage bound the creature once more so he could not get away.  
     “Stryker, are you okay?” asked Darian, walking over to see if they needed his attention. 
     “Aye me boy. We’re fine. We only lost Corag. There’s no helpin’ that one.” 
     “I’m sorry, Stryker,” Darian said honestly as he touched the dwarf’s arm.  
     The demons came rushing back into the chamber, blood and dragon scales dripping from their claws.  
     “Demons of Oblivion! I thank you for your service to me this day. I release you now. Go home to the pits of fire and blackness,” he commanded them.  
     He approached Sigorna and Tynuviel who lay unconscious. He checked on her to make sure she lived. She was a bloodied, broken mess and he clenched his fists in fury, but kept himself tightly in check. She was unrecognizable as the beauty she had once              been. He promised himself quietly that she would be so again. He needed rest, but there was no time… 
     He removed his Shryvven and wrapped it gently around her. He gripped the demon’s arm in sincere thanks. 
     “Thank you Falahari, for all you did for me today. Thank you for protecting her. I owe you much, demon.” Darian canceled the enchantment on the chains that bound the elf and Sigorna lifted her gently. 
    To Kelindril’s surprise, the Mage walked up to him and looked him right in the eye. “Kelindril, I presume? Show yourself. We all know you’re here anyway.” 
     The Gor Li’ Khan materialized amidst the companions. There was not a scratch on any of them.  
     “Darian Brade. You are the one they seek. I would know why.” 
     “That is none of your concern. I do not owe you any answers. However, your timing was impeccable. I  
  thank you, though I know you did not do it for me.”  
     “You’re damn right we didn’t do it for you, Ni’ Kulana!” Kelindril spat on the floor.  
     Darian rolled his eyes at the newcomers and walked away from them. He went into the next chamber, searching carefully through the heaps of treasure on the floor, using his magic to put everything back in its proper place when he was done. He didn’t want Morphindinaetlus to know he’d done it again. Though he suspected he would. The wyrm probably knew every last item he possessed.  
    He saw countless swords, goblets, gems and jewelry. But these meant nothing to the Mage. He was looking for something of value. He’d hoped the dragon would have something about Dark Magic. Maybe even the Morgonnate. He took out his haversack, scooping gold coins inside. When he was certain he had what he thought to be proper recompense for what had been done to Tynuviel, he doubled the amount, then closed his pack. 
     He searched the other mounds just as carefully for anything out of the ordinary. There were magical items aplenty, but not what Darian needed or wanted at this time. He felt an odd tug on his sensibilities and followed it to a most curious item. He pocketed it quickly before anyone saw him.  
     “What are you looking for Darian?” asked Kyler, walking up to his friend, prepared to help.  
     “For anything about Dark Magic or the Morgonnate itself,” he responded.  
     “I’ll help you. And thank you, Darian,” Kyler said as he touched the Mage’s arm. 
   “Ah, it was nothing,” he said with a smile. The two of them searched thoroughly, but found nothing of use. 
     Kelindril approached Nephraete, seemingly unafraid of Calisha who stood guard over her. 
     “Nephraete, your father sends word. He wants to know if you are happy where you are and if you wish to return home.” 
     “No, Kelindril. I will never return to Kaleika Bay.” 
     “In  that  case, we are to remain with you for your protection. Thelarki wants to hear from you. He misses you, Nephraete.” 
     “I do not need your protection. I have Calisha. And he is more than enough.” 
     “I was given a direct order and you know I will not disobey it.” 
     “I didn’t ask you to, Kelindril,” she replied, coolly dismissive.  
     “Everything alright?” asked Kyler, as he wrapped an arm around the seer’s waist.  
     “Everything’s fine,” she answered, kissing him tenderly.  
     Kelindril hid his shock well. So she was involved with the elf prince? Well that was something he’d not considered. He wondered how Thelarki would feel about that.  
     He noticed how Calisha did not interfere. That’s odd,  he thought. He’d been sure, as every other elf had been, that the Crebellan would kill any who tried to get close to her.  
     “Tireniel, are you alright?” asked Darian. 
     “I’m fine, Darian. Just a cut is all.” 
    “That’s more than a cut, Tireniel,” said the Mage, removing the Orb of Healing from a pouch tied to his waist.  
     “Save your energy, Darian, I’m fine.” 
     “C’mon Tireniel, can’t have that forming into a scar and marring your pretty face.” Darian healed him quickly as the elf chuckled.  
     “What’s with the demon, Mage?” asked Kelindril in elvish. Kelindril knew Darian could use the ancient tongue to heal, but could he hold a conversation? 
  “Does he upset you? I thought it wouldn’t be a problem since you’re so much alike, being bloodthirsty  
  killers and all,” the Mage responded in perfect elvish and this time Kelindril could not hide his surprise.  
     This Mage spoke the tongue of the elves! He sounded as if he were an elf himself. Now that was an accomplishment. He was still Ni’ Kulana and Kelindril would not forget that.    
     “You may be here because Thelarki sent you, but if you choose to remain, you will be under my command, loyal to Kiri A’ Nouell. Is that clear?” Challenged Kyler.  
     “I bow to no one,” sneered Kelindril. “Not you, not even to Thelarki.” 
     “I didn’t ask you to bow down to me, Kelindril. However, I demand your loyalty and cooperation or you will remain behind. Darian will not take you with us.” 
     Kelindril nodded stiffly. He did not want to give in, but neither did he wish to remain on the road any longer.  
     “I didn’t hear you, Kelindril,” commanded Kyler.  
     “If I came here to harm you or your companions, you’d already be dead, prince.” His voice dripped with scorn. He reverted to the elven tongue. Most present were elves, he didn’t care about the Ni’ Kulana. If they wanted to know what was said then they could learn his language as the Mage had.  
     Kyler looked to Darian who merely shrugged. The choice was up to Kyler, it seemed. Darian had enough to deal with right now. He’d drained his energy on the battle and then the healing; which Kyler was beginning to think was worse than battle from the looks of the Mage after healing Killini and the others.  
     He’d never seen his friend so tired before. The Mage tried to hide it and from most present, he was successful, Kyler knew. But Darian could not hide it from him. Kyler recognized the strain in his eyes for what it was, exhaustion. Not anger or containment of his temper as he liked to make people believe.  
     Darian needed rest and soon before he collapsed. Kyler knew before he would give in, he would attempt to heal Tynuviel. They needed to get going. Kyler nodded to the Mage, letting him know it was okay.  
     Darian began to chant and the bodies of the fallen began to disperse. The elves went to Kiri A’ Nouell, the dwarf to Thunder Peak, the Knights of Shorlan to Al-Dan-Tir.  
     No matter how much time they spent together, Darian never ceased to amaze the elf prince. He did not know he could do such a thing. Kyler was beginning to believe Darian was capable of anything and everything.  
     Effortlessly, the Mage opened a gate to Kiri A’ Nouell, inside the council room. He made sure everyone, except Sigorna, Kyler, Tynuviel and himself went through. Then he closed the gate behind them. Kyler stared at his friend like he’d lost his mind. What was he doing? 
     “Darian…” Kyler began, but the Mage cut him off.  
     “It’s alright Kyler. Trust me,” he said as he opened another gate.  
     This one was in Tynuviel’s room. The demon laid her gently on her bed and stepped back out of Darian’s way. Instead, he took up guard at the door so no one could interfere. 
 Before Darian began, he warded the room for silence and protection. He looked at her, aching inside at what had been done to her. He hated that Kyler was even here, but he knew he shouldn’t keep him out. Though a big part of him wanted to bear this weight alone. He went to her, touching her face so tenderly, pushing stray strands of hair out of her face. He removed the Shryvven so he could get a better look at her. 
     “Kyler, could you please get me some warm water and a soft cloth?” He pleaded, hoping the elf wouldn’t argue. He could see a part of him wanted to. The elf did as asked, which gave the Mage time to really examine her.  
     Her face was battered, bruised and swollen. She had broken ribs, her breasts, neck, legs and arms were bruised. The inner parts of her thighs were battered, bruised and cut up badly. But what worried him more was the damage done on the inside.  
     Darian was speechless at the sight before him. He couldn’t accept the extent of her injuries. Tears welled up in his eyes, spilling down his cheeks. He had to pull himself together, he had too much work to do. He didn’t have time to act like a baby.  
     He withdrew the Orb of Healing and held it in his hands, letting its warmth seep into his suddenly cold hands. What if he couldn’t heal her? Delvishan Please! Give me the strength to heal her. I cannot lose her now. I need her. Please. He prayed fervently, holding the Orb tightly. 
     The Orb glowed brightly in his hands as he sang to it so softly. He began to pass it over her body, concentrating on her lower half first. There was so much damage! They had not been gentle with her, the bastards.  
     He threw himself deep into the Orb’s depths, concentrating his efforts on her solar plexus. From here he could heal her totally and completely. She would be brand new. He had no choice, the extent of her injuries left him no alternatives. He hoped she would not be angry with him for it.  
     He just wished he could mend her mind. If only he could… he would make certain she forgot those horrible memories. He would banish them. He was not sure how long he worked on her, but he knew it was a long time. He was thorough, not wanting to miss anything, no matter how minor it might seem.  
     Kyler had returned soon after with the water and cloth. When he saw his sister and her injuries, he felt sick to his stomach. He knew what it was doing to the Mage. He wanted to go to him, but knew he should not interrupt him while he was busy. Tynuviel needed his attention.  
     Oh Shenna! What did they do to her?  He thought. 
   Darian wasn’t sure exactly how it happened, but as he was healing Tynuviel, her hair color began to shift from the color of warm honey to a soft,  golden  brown. That had never happened before. He did not know what to make of it. He didn’t care what color her hair was, he loved her. 
     He took the water from Kyler and bathed her gently, washing the smell of the dragon’s lair from her skin. He washed her hair then dried her off. He used his magic to evaporate the rest of the water from her body, then went to her wardrobe to find something for her to wear.  
     When he opened the door, he saw the dress she’d worn what seemed so long ago. The dress that barely covered her body… He found soft pants and a tunic to match, then went through her drawers to find her under things. Many of them caught his eye, but he was looking for comfort, not sex appeal.  
     He dressed her, then pulled up the blanket to her chest. She would be out for a while he knew. A fortnight at least. He wanted to be here when she woke.  
    Of a sudden, everything went black around the edges like he was clawing his way through a very long, dark tunnel. He was fast fading, his body growing light. He forced out words he wasn’t sure would make sense. Then blackness. He did not remember hitting the ground.  
    
     “Darian? Are you okay?” Kyler asked the Mage. He looked exhausted. He didn’t know how the Mage had accomplished what he did today. It had been a serious drain on him and if it tired Darian to that extent, Kyler could only imagine what it would do to a normal Mage. 
     Then he began falling, collapsing from the exertion. He cried out as he fell. He knew what was happening. He said, “Stay… Tynuviel. Don’t… leave.”  
     Before Kyler could even react, the demon was there, catching the Mage before he hit the floor. The elf nodded his thanks and spread Darian’s bedroll on the floor next to the bed. It was the best he could do on short notice. Besides, he knew Darian wouldn’t care as long as he was close to Ty.  
  Tynuviel floated in a warm, cottony haze. For the first time in she didn’t know how long, she was warm.  
  And she felt clean and safe. The smell of that horrid place was gone, replaced with smells of home.  
     Had Kyler come? She remembered Darian standing above her, leering at her and pulling up his pants. That’s where she got more than confused. She saw another Darian dash into the chamber. Anger and sorrow on his face. He called to her, told her it would be alright. But her mind in its present state could not handle what her eyes were telling her. 
     She’d been held prisoner by the dragon. She’d been tortured and raped by the man she once loved. Then to see him here with her brother… Then that meant it hadn’t been him to do all those terrible things to her. Her mind shut down, not willing to work through the evidence that was right in front of her.  
     She doubted herself. She didn’t believe anything that her eyes told her anymore. She dismissed it as another vision the wyrm forced her to watch. He enjoyed teasing her. Darian was not the man she thought he was. He lied to her all along. Morphindinaetlus told her so.  
     Darian could not marry her. The dragon told her as much, so why did he then ask for her hand? So, she was to be his bedmate, but not his wife? Why hadn’t he been honest with her? He had a problem with honesty. He rarely told the truth. She could not live like that, never knowing if he was lying or not.  
     She felt soft, comfortable. She was so used to feeling cold and pain, but she did not feel anything digging into her sides. What was happening? She knew she should wake to find out, but she just couldn’t. Not right now. She was too sleepy. Besides, if she forced herself awake she would be right back in the lair. So why bother? She liked it here. 
     There was a knock on the door and Kyler knew it was the Monarch. He opened it to find his parents and Asa.  
     “How is she?” asked Tiriel, eyes swollen from tears.  
     “I think she’ll be okay. C’mon in and see for yourselves. Darian worked on her for more than three hours.” 
     “Shenna, Bless him!” Tiriel cried, as she made her way slowly over to the bed. She sat by her daughter’s side and wept, holding her hand. She touched her forehead, her cheeks; there was no temperature.  
     “Son, I’m glad you returned safely. Many did not, so I hear,” said Galavad.  
     “I’m sorry father. We did the best we could, but they had a force of goblins and orcs waiting for us.” 
    “What?” asked the Monarch.  
     “Didn’t Asa tell you?” 
     “No. He thought it best to wait until we were together.” 
     “Well, I think Morphindinaetlus thought they’d kill us all off. But Darian…” 
     “Why don’t we wait until he recovers so we can all talk about it?” asked Sigorna.  
     “What are you still doing here?” asked Galavad acidly. 
     “It is my job to protect Darian. That is what I’m still doing here,” he retorted, none too nicely. 
     “Alright, that’s enough,” warned Kyler, in a tone that brooked no argument. “Father, I cannot believe I’m about to say this, but if not for the Falahari, it would have gone badly for Kiri A’ Nouell. The demon fought viciously to protect Tynuviel. The pile of dead surrounding him was waist high. We couldn’t have done it without him. And I for one, am glad he was there,” Kyler finished, looking his father in the eye.  
     “I knew you were warming up to me, elf prince,” Sigorna joked and Kyler smiled.  
     “Don’t push it,” Kyler replied lightly.  
     Galavad watched the way his son and the demon interacted. He would have to trust his son’s judgment. 
     “It’s true father,” Asa chimed in, coming to stand beside the demon and his younger brother. “I never thought I’d say this, but I am glad he was there. It was an honor to fight by his side for a good cause.” 
     “Such extraordinary remarks, sons of Kiri A’ Nouell. My thanks. It uh… was… you know… Anyway,” Sigorna finished, obviously uncomfortable.  
     “The prisoner that you brought back, who or what is it?” asked the Monarch.  
     “Not me, Darian. I suspect he is responsible for much. Darian believes he is the one who killed Destiny. He also thinks he’s the main one who… who… Tynuviel,” Kyler choked out. He could not bring himself to tell his parents what she’d gone through. He wished he didn’t even know.  
     “Well, he is suspended above the forest in the cage under twenty four hour guard. How were Kelindril and his boys?” asked Galavad, in a tone that said he already suspected.  
     “They were a big help, but I don’t know about them, father. They seem heartless to me. I forced Kelindril to promise his loyalty and cooperation to Kiri A’ Nouell, though I know those are the farthest things from his mind.” 
     “How did you manage that?” asked Galavad, amused. 
     “I told him that Darian would leave them behind if he didn’t do as I said.” 
    “Kyler, that was ingenious. After traveling as far as they did, I gather they did not wish to spend another minute on the road. It was also dangerous to be sure, but very clever.” 
     The demon cleared his throat and they all looked at him in surprise. “I think you should leave now and let them rest.” Galavad scowled, but Tiriel guided him to the door. 
      “Thank you for helping to bring my daughter home,” she said, looking the demon in the eye. Without waiting for a response, they left, closing the door softly behind them.  
     Kyler remained with the demon, refusing to leave the Mage and his sister.  
     “You should rest and get something to eat,” the demon tried. 
     “I’m not hungry. What about you?” asked Kyler. 
     In answer, the Falahari belched loudly. Rubbing his stomach he said, “No, I’m not hungry either. I’m rather full.” 
    Kyler decided he did not want to know what exactly, the demon was full of. The only thing that made any sense, were the goblins and orcs that he killed. That just made the elf prince nauseous. He shuddered involuntarily.  
     “How long do you think he’ll be out?” asked Kyler, trying to take his mind off the grisly images. He had the feeling the demon might even have a better understanding of Darian than he himself did. The thought kind of pissed him off.  
     “He’s exhausted Kyler. The amount of energy it takes to heal is far more than regular casting. The healing magic comes from within the Mage as much as the person being healed,” Sigorna explained, confirming the elf’s fears. 
     “What about the Orb of Healing?” 
     “That is only a vessel for a Mage. Darian does not really need it, though it does lend him more power. The Orb of Healing helps a Mage to gather more power and hold it as the power builds. When someone is near death, it certainly makes a difference. If Darian were to attempt to heal without the Orb when they are close to death, it would drain his energy to a dangerous low point. He could ultimately die by saving someone.” 
     “You sure have a lot of knowledge about the Mages,” Kyler observed. 
     “That tends to happen when they learn your name and call on you for centuries. I have learned much about them because they are a selfish lot. The Mages do not want anyone to be better than they.  
     “When Darian came along, rising in the ranks the way he did, pissed them off. They hated him because they could feel his power. Darian is far more intelligent than any other Mage I’ve met. He should rightfully be the head of his order, maybe even Shangmarrum, but he despises being chained to a desk. All that is about to change  
  now, isn’t it?” asked Sigorna, knowingly. 
     “You tell me. You seem to know him better than me,” the elf prince was hurt that a demon from Oblivion knew his friend better than he did himself.  
     “Hey, don’t be upset with him. You must understand the life he lived before.” 
     “Kinda’ hard when he won’t confide in me,” said Kyler. 
     “Give him time and I’m sure he will. You must understand, a Mage of The Order does not have friends. He is not used to having someone who cares for him simply because they love him.  
     “In Piri-Tuma, he had women aplenty who loved him because they wanted to. Let’s be honest okay? Most of them really did love him, though they dare not voice it aloud. He was good to them, treated them like queens. He never hit them, never spoke a harsh word unless they went somewhere they were not permitted to go.  
     “But The Order? They cared about him because they had to. He was their prized possession. Any one of them, if given the chance, would have killed him outright if they thought they could get away with it. Friends turn against friends there. A Mage will kill another just to get a peek at their spellbook.  
     “He has never let his guard down because he cannot afford to do so. One little slip and they would slice him open to see how he works. He is not used to people honestly caring for him and about him. He is not used to having true friends who want nothing more than friendship from him. He does not trust easily if ever he will. But you Kyler, you are special to him. I’ve never seen him open up to anyone like he does to you. Just give him time. This friendship thing is new to him.” 
    “What about you? Do you honestly care for him or is it just because your life force is linked with his?”  
     “To be honest Kyler, in the beginning I hated him. Not because he ever did anything bad to me. He never has. Just being bound to him… My pride was deflated, my freedom gone. I could not wait for this to be over and return home.” 
     “And now?” prodded Kyler. 
     “And now, I really think you must rest. Darian will need you in the coming days. He depends on you. He will need you to be strong for him when he cannot.” 
     Kyler went to the sofa in his sister’s room and laid down, slipping quickly into Ru Nay’ Sha. No sooner had the darkness washed over the elf, when an unlikely visitor showed up. 
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     The demon watched as a bald eagle landed on the window ledge. It was about ten pounds and he knew it was more than two years old as its head was white. The bird sat there watching him as he watched it.  
     How curious. He thought. What is it doing here? He did not think it coincidence for some reason. The bird seemed to be deciding what to do next as it surveyed the room.  
     The eagle flew into the room to where Kyler lay, landing easily on the back of the sofa, watching over him as he rested. After a while, it flew away as quietly as it had come. Sigorna was baffled as to the visitation. He believed the bird knew exactly where it had been, he just wanted to know why.  
     The elf prince did not wake until morning of the next day. He rose refreshed and excited to see if Tynuviel was awake yet. He was sad to see she had not moved. She still lay in the same position. He noticed Darian had not yet risen either. This struck him as odd, he thought he’d be up and about by now.  
     Sigorna was standing where he had been the night before. It was like a statue had been placed in the room. 
     “My thanks, I feel much better now.” 
     “Good, because you’ve had a visitor come here a couple of times already.” 
     “Nephraete?” asked Kyler, hopefully. 
     “Nay,” said the demon, not elaborating.  
     Kyler did not have long to wait to find out for himself. The bald eagle returned once more. Upon seeing the elf prince awake, it screeched a greeting before flying straight to the elf. Kyler was surprised and delighted as he ran to get the leather glove over his hand and arm. He just got it in place when the eagle landed on him, fixing him with a concerned look. 
     “Keshowan, how are you? Haven’t seen you in a while,” Kyler said affectionately.  
     As if the bird understood him, it nodded its head up and down. Sigorna watched the elf talk to the animal and the way it responded. He found it amazing. How did Kyler know what it said? How did the bird for that matter, understand the elf?  
    Without warning, the eagle hopped from the elf’s arm to the floor by the Mage. He looked the figure over then looked quizzically to Kyler. The elf laughed. 
     “That’s Darian, he’s my friend Keshowan. You be nice to him. No pranks, please.” 
     There was a knock on the door and the elf let the demon answer it. It was Nephraete; Kyler could smell her from where he stood. He turned and she smiled at him. She went to hug him as the eagle flew back to his arm.  
     She jumped in surprise because she hadn’t seen the bird. She noticed the glove on Kyler’s arm and how the bird went right to him. He never ceased to amaze her. 
     “Keshowan, this is Nephraete,” he introduced them. Keshowan nodded her head up and down again.  
     “Keshowan, you are beautiful!” Nephraete squealed in delight. “Kyler, I don’t remember seeing her before. Where did she come from?” 
     “I found her several years ago. She was badly injured. The Shak Ta’ Ru healed her and we released her. I guess she likes it here because she built her nest and has remained close ever since.” At the elf’s words, she nodded, bobbing her head.  
     “That’s wonderful!” She grew serious, “How are Darian and Tynuviel?” she asked concerned. 
     “They are fine, but still have not risen yet. He was exhausted yesterday. I don’t know how he managed to do what he did. Tynuviel, the things she went through… He worked on her for three hours.” 
     “That bad?” she asked, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. “I want to visit her for a few minutes.”  
     The seer went to her friend’s bedside, holding her hand and talking to Tynuviel in her soft, soothing manner. She talked as if his sister were awake, but he was happy she did. He knew Tynuviel could hear her. She was just escaping from the horrors inflicted upon her. She would wake when she was ready, he suspected.  
     Darian was another matter. He would wake before his sister, Kyler was sure. The Mage was merely tired, his body worn out from the exertion of using his magic, combined with healing.  
     Kyler saw the way Sigorna watched over Darian and everything going on in the room. He feigned disinterest, but the elf prince could tell he was intent in his purpose. What was that about? The Falahari was an Oblivion demon who hated the living, right?  
     Lately, Kyler was less and less sure of the demon’s motives. If he could not understand what he was thinking, how could he trust him? No matter, he’d helped to save his sister and this was something the elf prince would never forget.  
     “Kyler, if you like, I’ll stay with him so you can be with Nephraete,” Sigorna offered. 
     “No, I will not leave him,” Kyler replied adamantly. He did not want to leave them alone with the demon, regardless of what Darian said about the bond. That could be the one thing the demon waited for. If he were to be left alone with Darian, who knows what he would try.  
     “You still do not trust me, do you?” asked Sigorna, as if reading his mind.  
     “Hell no. How could I? Darian is my best friend and I trust no one concerning his well-being.” 
     “As you wish,” said the demon tightly.  
    
     Darian awoke late that night, feeling well rested, his spells replenished. He immediately checked on Tynuviel. She was deep in Ru Nay’ Sha, looking for all of Corillia like nothing had happened. She seemed to be at peace.  
    He went to her, holding her hand in his, stroking her face lovingly as he talked to her softly. He kissed her forehead then her lips. 
     “I love you, Shan Ta’ Zi. Come back to me, please. I miss you. Ac Quil’ Oh nu loa Shan Ta’ Zi,” he whispered to her softly, as he kissed her again.  
     “Darian? You’re up! How are you feeling?” asked Kyler, as he went to the Mage.  
     “I’m fine, Kyler, and you?” he asked. 
     “I’m alright. My leg feels great, like nothing ever happened. Thanks.” 
     “You’re welcome. How long have I been out?” he asked the elf. 
     “A day and a half,” Kyler responded, glad that it was he who was asked and not the demon. 
     “I’m starving,” the Mage said. 
     “Give me a minute,” replied the elf as he went to the door speaking quietly with Tryndil. 
     A few minutes later, there was a knock on the door, announcing the food had arrived. The tray held bread, cheese and fruit. The Mage devoured it hungrily, finishing the meal with Nykessa. 
     Once he was done, he looked to Sigorna. “Thank you for everything you did for me. If you like, you may go and rest, I will be fine.” 
     The demon nodded, the grey smoke swirling around him as he disappeared.  
     “He watched over you the whole time you were resting, Darian. He refused to leave although he tried to get me to, but I wouldn’t. Sorry to say, but I just don’t trust him. Anyway, how long do you think until she wakes?” 
     “A fortnight at least. The damage was extensive as you know. She is undoubtedly using this as a chance to escape. She will fight waking up for fear she will find herself back in the dragon’s lair.” 
     “Will she be alright?” asked Kyler. 
     “Physically, yes. I was able to heal her wounds. But mentally? Who can say? Only time will tell. If only I could heal those wounds as well.” 
     “Why can’t you? You did with Nereina,” Kyler said, a bit confused. 
     “That’s different. First of all, I did not heal Nereina. I erased her memory of me. I cannot do that to Tynuviel because those experiences were not mine,” the Mage explained.  
     “But he used your image.” 
     “Yes, but it was not me. It must physically be me in order to erase the memory. It is a very complicated process.” 
     “I see. I really hope she will be alright, Darian. I hope she does not blame you for all of this. I hope you two can move forward with your relationship,” said the elf prince. 
     “Me too. More than anything, that is what I want.” They sat up for a while talking before deciding to rest until the morning.  
     The sun was just rising in the sky when they awoke. After washing and eating breakfast, Darian announced that he wanted to check on Killini. Kyler accompanied his friend to the elf warrior’s chamber. Once inside, the Mage went to Killini’s bedside, checking him for any signs of fever. His head was cool to the touch. 
     Darian pulled the blanket down to the elf’s waist. He needed to inspect Killini’s chest wound and his handiwork. Lifting his shirt, Darian inspected the elf’s wound where the arrow had been. There was no scar, the flesh was whole and unmarred. Killini would be good as new.  
    Darian smiled to himself. He couldn’t believe how far him and the elf had come. From pure hatred on Killini’s part, to friendship. Life was so peculiar that way. Darian pulled the blanket back up to the elf’s chest, saying a short, quiet prayer then turned to go.  
     “That’s something I meant to ask you about, Darian. I thought you two hated each other. Why then, did you fight so hard to save him? Why not just let him die?” asked Kyler curiously. 
  “You should know me better than that, Kyler. I could not let him die just because of bad blood between us. Besides, Killini and I kind of made up. He apologized in his own way and told me to take care of Tynuviel,” explained  
  the Mage.  
     “When were you going to tell me?” asked the elf. 
     “I just did. Kyler, really, you gotta’ stop letting the little stuff get to you. I don’t tell anyone everything that happens to me in a given day. If I did, it would take all day. Seriously, don’t let it get to you. I don’t know where I’d be without you. If it makes you feel any better, I tell you way more than I’ve ever told anyone before. I’m not used to confiding in anyone. It just takes time.”  
     Kyler smiled his understanding as the demon’s words hit home. Darian was telling him the same things the demon had told him yesterday. Making their way to Thane’s room, Darian proceeded to check on him as well. His wounds were far less serious, but the Mage always liked to check on his patients.  
     The Knight was sleeping peacefully, his breathing deep and even. Tansher came in just before they were preparing to leave. Darian sighed inwardly, knowing questions would be directed at him in no time.  
     “Darian, Kyler, I’m so glad I came when I did. Darian, will he be alright?” 
     “Yes, he’ll be up and getting on my nerves before you know it.” 
     “I’m serious, Darian,” Tansher said. 
     “So am I,” the Mage replied. At the expression on the elf captain’s face, he elaborated. “His wounds were not that serious, Tansher. He will be fine, really.” Darian began making his way to the door, but Tansher stopped him. 
  “Thank you. I know you two do not like each other, but I am grateful you were there to save him. I won’t forget that Darian. How is Tynuviel?” 
     “She has not yet risen. Her injuries were far more serious. It will take time for her body to regain what she gave during healing.” 
     “I know you care deeply for her, Darian and I wish you both every happiness.” 
     “Thank you, Tansher,” the Mage said honestly.  
     “I will remain to help you with whatever you plan to do. I have asked your father to send word to Al-Dan-Tir for more Knights. I cannot promise, but I believe they will send more. What is it that you plan to do next?” 
     “I’m not sure right now, Tansher. But when I know, you’ll know. I appreciate everything you’ve done. You have my sincere thanks.” 
     Once they were back out in the hall, a guard ran up to them. “I’m so glad I finally found you! Galavad has called for you, Darian. The queen needs you at once.” 
     Darian ran to Galavad’s chamber, not bothering to knock. He burst through the door to the bed where she lay, pale as snow. 
     “What’s happened?” Darian asked. 
     “I do not know, Darian,” responded Galavad. “I know something has been bothering her for a while now, but she will not tell me what it was. She told me once that she hoped you would make it back here before she was ready to deliver the twins.” 
    “Why?” asked Darian, a cold panic filling him at the Monarch’s words.  
     “I suspect there is something wrong. She wants you to deliver them. Will you do it, Darian, please?” Galavad asked in a pleading tone that sounded completely out of character for the strong ruler.  
     “Of course. But she is not ready to deliver. It is too early. Please, give me space. Wait outside and let me see what is happening,” the Mage commanded.  
  After everyone had left, he put his hands to her belly, closing his eyes. He concentrated on the twins, falling deep into a meditative state. He could feel their discomfort. They were causing the queen extreme pain. Reaching  
  out to them, he comforted them, easing their pain and distress. Once he was sure they were fine, he concentrated on the mother. He relieved her stress and pain, banishing her uneasiness with a gentle touch of his hand. Her face began to take on a healthy glow again. Her eyes fluttered open.  
     “Darian, is that you?” she asked weakly. 
     “Yes, it’s me Tiriel. Don’t scare me like that. Next time, you need to be honest with your husband. Tell him what’s going on. Okay?” he asked. 
    “Alright, Darian. I didn’t want to worry him, he has so much on his mind right now.” 
     “Nothing is as important as you and the twins, got it?” he asked, sitting beside her.  
     “Got it,” she replied, smiling. “Whatever you did seems to be working. Thank you, Darian,” she said, grasping his hand.  
     “You’re welcome, Tiriel. I’m just glad I was here.” 
     “Which reminds me. Darian, would you please deliver the twins?” 
     “Of course.” When he didn’t object or ask why, she couldn’t hide her surprise. 
     “No objections? No questions? You agree just like that?” she asked. 
     “Why not? You are obviously having a difficult time. I’m the only one who gave you any comfort. Why should it surprise me if you want me to deliver them? In all honesty, I should be the one. In case of problems, I’ll be able to save you. That’s why you wanted me, isn’t it Tiriel? Because you suspect that something is wrong?” 
     “Yes, Darian. That’s why I want you to do it. I fear the Shak Ta’ Ru would not be of much help this time.” 
     “I understand, Tiriel. I would be honored to do this thing for you. Now get some rest.” He called them back into the room when he was finished. 
     “Darian, how is she? What’s wrong with her?” asked Galavad worriedly. Darian laid a hand on the Monarch’s arm. 
     “Galavad, do not worry. She will be fine. I fixed the problem within. I will leave you with something to put into her tea at night. A pinch, no more than that, else it could be very dangerous,” said the mage handing over a small packet of herbs that had been ground very fine.  
     “What is it?” asked the Monarch. 
     “It will help her to rest. These past months have been hard on her. I told her to be honest with you if it happens again. She just didn’t want to worry you.” 
     It wasn’t until after they’d already left that Galavad realized Darian had not answered his question. Evasive as always, Galavad thought. But still he trusted the Mage, why wouldn’t he?  
     “What did you give my father, Darian?” asked Kyler. 
     “You don’t trust me either, Kyler?” the Mage responded without a trace of hurt in his voice.  
    “Of course I trust you. Why wouldn’t I? I was just asking the question that you failed to answer honestly for my father. So what did you give him?” 
     “A mixture of red raspberry leaf, oats and oat straw. Happy now? Does that answer abate your curiosity?” said the Mage, a hint of anger in his voice. 
     “No, Darian, it doesn’t. When did you learn alchemy? I never really knew… Well… I guess I really don’t know you. Do I, Darian?” asked the elf, walking away from his friend, leaving him to stand alone in the hallway. 
     Darian rolled his eyes in aggravation. Was everyone in his life bent on making him miserable? What difference did it make when he learned herb lore and how to make potions and salves? His knowledge helped to save lives. Why did Kyler, now of all times, question his ethics and methods? If the elf did not trust him, then why remain friends at all?  
     Darian took a walk to clear his head and to get some fresh flowers for Tynuviel. He had no time for the elf prince’s double standards. He was angry and upset with Kyler because after all they’d been through, the elf should trust him to do the right thing. Why would he hurt the elf queen?  
     Telling Kyler what the herbs did might have helped. But Darian did not feel like he should have to. Galavad took them without question both times. Obviously, he trusted the Mage. Why couldn’t his best friend do the same? As he walked, he came upon Kinistaya. The Mage was so deep in thought, he hadn’t heard the elf speak to him.  
     “Darian, is everything alright?” the ancient asked, walking beside him.  
     “What? Oh, I’m sorry Kinistaya. My mind is far from here today, I’m afraid.” 
     “What’s happened? Is Tynuviel okay?” the ancient asked sincerely.  
     “Yes, she’s fine. She rests still and has not yet woke. It is not her that baffles me at this moment.” 
     “Then who?” Kinistaya asked, wondering who else could upset the Mage so completely. Then he had his answer before Darian ever spoke the name.  
     “Kyler. I don’t understand him lately Kinistaya. He’s upset with me because I gave Galavad some herbs for Tiriel. The twins are being difficult. I eased their discomfort, helping her to rest. Kyler questions me like he doesn’t trust me anymore.  
     “Why would I do anything to jeopardize the twins? After all this time, why start mistrusting me now? I just don’t get it. You know what, it doesn’t matter, Kinistaya.” 
     “Come now, Darian. You two have been friends for a long time now. Surely you don’t mean the words you are speaking.” 
     “That’s just it, Kinistaya, we have been friends for a long time. We’ve been through worse things than this. So why now?” 
     “I don’t know, Darian. I will speak to him, if you wish it.” 
     “No. If he cannot accept me for who and what I am, then why remain friends at all?” 
     “Darian, I know you are upset right now and you are lashing out. Think about what you are saying for a moment. His friendship means everything to you regardless of the words leaving your mouth. I am no fool boy. You do not see the years I have by being a fool.” 
     “Maybe, but it seems he no longer wants friendship from me. So be it.” 
     “Tell me Darian, what herbs did you give the Monarch?” asked Kinistaya, his curiosity getting the better of him.  
     “I gave him red raspberry leaf, oats and oat straw,” the Mage replied.  
    “Ah, you are learned, that is good. Red raspberry leaf is rich in iron. It will help to increase milk production, ease labor pain and nausea. The oats and oat straw are rich in calcium and magnesium. They will help to relieve anxiety and restlessness. You learned this in Piri-Tuma?” 
     “Aye.” 
     “What else did you learn, then?” 
     “I am a master in herb lore and can make any potion or salve. I helped to ease her pain and discomfort so why am I the bad guy here?”  
     “I don’t know, Darian. You must understand, both of you have been through a lot in a very short time. Just give him some time to sort things out. I am confident that he will come around and recognize his mistakes.” 
     “Thank you, Kinistaya.”  
     They walked for some time and talked about many things. It was late afternoon when Darian finally made it back to Tynuviel’s room. When he opened the door, he saw Kyler sitting in the chair by her bedside. He turned to  
  go, but the elf stopped him. 
     “Darian, wait. Please don’t go. I’m sorry about earlier. I don’t know why I was so upset. I know you would never hurt me or my family. It’s just… all the secrecy, after a while it becomes too difficult to swallow.” 
     Darian closed the door, walking over to the bed and seated himself beside Kyler.  
     “You must try to understand me and where I come from. A Mage of The Order does not have friends. All the friends I have made always turn on me at some point. They try to kill me either because they think they will get my position or because they want my possessions. Either way, I do not trust easily. I trust you Kyler. You are my only friend. To have you mistrust me like that hurt me more deeply than I care to admit. Even to myself. After everything we’ve been through, why now?” Darian asked, needing to understand Kyler’s reaction.  
     “I’m sorry, Darian. I overreacted and it was uncalled for. Will you forgive me?”  
     The Mage remained silent for a long time before speaking. “Of course. If you would like me to explain why I gave her what I did, I will.” 
     “You don’t have to tell me, Darian. Whatever it is, it will help her, I know.” 
     “I gave her a blend of red raspberry leaves, oats and oat straw. The leaves will ease her nausea and labor pains. The oat mixture will relieve her anxiety and restlessness. I know that sometimes I can be very difficult. I am not used to anyone caring about me because they love me. 
     “In Piri-Tuma, my fellow Mages hated me. They feared me and my growing power. My knowledge far surpassed theirs and they were eager to kill me for it. I survived in a world where most died. Out of the three hundred fifty students that began their studies with me, only fifty three of us became a Mage. The others did not survive.  
   “The things we are subjected to would shake you to your core. You’d probably never believe me should I confide in you. For who would do such despicable things? The answer is, The Order, of course. That is my life. The only life I have ever known. The only life that was given to me. You have no idea what my life has been like. That is the reason I do not like to talk about it. Talking about it makes it come back to life for me.  
     “When I close my eyes, I relive those terrible moments. The things I lived through would break a normal man. And they wouldn’t have it any other way. They were tougher on me because they saw my potential early on. I got beaten for things no one else did because they felt I should know better. I should set a better example. I didn’t even have a childhood. It was always all work, no play.  
    “When I was born, the Shangmarrum could feel my power already. It was strong even then. Usually, it doesn’t manifest until a Shivvendar is between twenty and thirty years old. The years before are our childhood years. We are not considered adults until we are at least fifty.  
     “I began my training soon after my birth. Of course, I was unable to do anything. But that did not stop them from teaching me. I entered classes earlier than any other students and was despised for it. I grasped new ideas, learned faster than anyone ever had. They hated me for it. They were all jealous of my looks, charisma and body. They would have killed me if they thought they could get away with it. 
     “I’ve always had a way with the ladies. What you have been witness to is nothing. All the women in Piri-Tuma wanted to spend at least one night with me. I was only twenty years old, experiencing things others my age never even dreamed of because of my rank and stature. It was all very natural for me for some unknown reason. It felt right. I cannot explain it any other way. You would think that the hardship I lived through and the many beatings would have made me a hard man. But I guess it had the opposite effect.  
     “I was kind to the girls. I never hurt any of them, even Clarissa. Many of them were in love with me, I knew, but of course would never admit to such an offense. 
  “The Order taught me to be strong and fearless. They taught me how to endure hard-ship. They taught me  
  how to handle true power. My magical ability is far beyond the other Mages and this terrifies them. They do not understand how to control me because I cannot be. The power that I am capable of wielding would burn out their life force if they even but tried. And they know it.  
  “We are forced to go to the Breeders to procreate because we have been denied the love of a woman. They give us whores to pleasure us and our every whim. We are allowed to release our seed because The Order has taken care of them. When the girls are first brought to Mogan Dar, they think a better life awaits them. But what they find is horror, pain and abuse. Their reproductive organs are removed so they can work all day every day. They pick sweet, young virgins then take them back to Piri-Tuma where the highest ranking Mages break them in. Then they are cast out like so much refuse, forced to work the floor. They start out on the lowest floor and must work their way up to the top floors where the highest ranking Mages are. What these girls are subjected to, I will not discuss, but I’m sure you already have a good idea.  
     “I always believed the treatment of the girls was harsh and unkind. But there was nothing I could do. I was not even a Mage yet. No one would listen to me. No one cares about them. They are put there for our pleasure or so they believe. I fear I am no better than the rest. I tasted their sweetness many a time. But at least I tried to take care of them. I bought them things and spoiled them a little.  
     “I have always possessed a deep love and affection for women. I do not believe in hurting them. I am known for spoiling my women. I cannot help myself, so it would seem. But your sister has always held a special place in my heart. I love her deeply and never wanted anything bad to happen to her. I never meant for any of this to happen. 
     “I tell you these things because I need for you to understand who I am and where I come from. Because if you cannot trust me, how can you befriend me? I want you to know me, but it’s a long, slow process I’m afraid. I hope you know what I’ve told you already is killing me inside. I’m having trouble justifying it to myself. But if our friendship is to survive, I must begin letting you in.  
    “However, no one will ever know everything there is to know about me. There are things I can never tell you nor anyone else. For my sake and for the sake of The Order. I am a Mage first and foremost and my duty is to protect The Order. I have no way of knowing how many of us will be left after the Dark Mage sweeps through Piri-Tuma’s halls.  
     “I’m not even sure how many of them will follow me. They hated me before, now I’m to be their Shangmarrum. They will very likely be unhappy.” 
     Darian trailed off into an uncomfortable silence. Kyler didn’t think he’d ever heard the Mage talk so much all at once. He had to say something to ease the tension growing between them. He did not want that to happen. 
     “Darian, I don’t know what to say. I’m sorry sure doesn’t seem to be enough. But I am sorry. I never knew what you had to go through.” 
     “That’s because I worked hard keeping it that way. I never wanted anyone to know what I had to live through. It is extremely personal to me and I always strived to keep it that way. Until now,” he admitted in an odd tone, not looking at the elf.  
     “You gonna’ put those in water?” asked Kyler, pointing at the flowers the Mage had brought for his sister. 
     “Yeah,” he sighed as he retrieved a vase and filled it with lukewarm water from a pitcher by her bedside.  
     “So, when do you think she’ll wake up?” asked Kyler, trying to reconnect with the Mage.  
     “Possibly two, three weeks. Maybe a little longer. Her injuries were extensive, internal and external. If only I could heal her mind and erase her memory, she would be whole and new.” 
     “Darian, what’s next? What are your plans?” queried the elf.  
     “Nothing right now. I want to remain by her side until she wakes.” 
     “Are you sure that’s wise?” responded Kyler. 
     “Probably not, but I know not what else to do. I cannot stand the thought of her waking and me not being here. Though she will likely not want me here.” 
     “Darian, what did you find when you examined her?” asked the elf, fearing the answer. 
     “That, I will tell no one before I tell her. She has the right to know first. Then if she wants, she may tell you.” 
     “I’m her brother! I have a right to know,” Kyler exploded. 
     “You have no such rights! It is her body, not yours. Do you think she wants everyone to know what happened to her? I seriously doubt it, Kyler. She will be filled with shame and anger. She has much to deal with when she wakes. She will need your love and support, not your grotesque, insensitive questions,” the Mage retorted. 
     Soon after, Kyler left, closing the door softly behind him. He had much to think about. He knew Darian was right. He had no right demanding answers before she heard the words first.  
     He blew an exasperated breath and went in search of Nephraete.  
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     Darian stayed with Tynuviel all night watching over her. She looked so peaceful, he wished it were so. What would she think when she woke? How would she react? He was sure he didn’t want to know.  
     He sighed heavily, what he wouldn’t do to change what happened to her. Alas, it was not that simple, he knew. This was entirely his fault. He should never have allowed himself the distraction. Regardless, he wouldn’t change a thing.  
     The one thing he’d never been allowed was the one thing he wanted. He cursed silently to himself. Now she lay damaged and broken because of him. It was almost too much to bear.  
     More than ever, he wished things were different. For the first time in his life, he wondered how different his life would be were he not a Mage of The Order. 
     Without those restrictions, he would have made love to her long ago. The thought of never knowing her and what they could experience together was maddeningly familiar. 
   His life was one punishment after another and he was sick and tired of being sick and tired. What he’d told Kyler was no lie. The Order was a harsh taskmaster bred out of necessity. Without their strict rules and code of conduct, they would have failed long ago. And the free people along with them. 
     Though the race of man mistrusted the Shivvendar, they relied on the Mages’ help when ‘ere their need arose. However, The Order had yet to live down their bad reputation. 
     The Niv Dol’ Meh was a bloody battle with heavy casualties on all sides. The decision to banish Dark Magic was a difficult one. The Order had not come to a decision easily, but the Dark Mages were out of control. Something had to be done. Their evil experiments had to be stopped.  
     Dark Magic had been deemed too unstable to handle. Anyone found to be practicing it faced dire consequences. Few could handle the power coursing through them and in the end, it broke their minds.  
  Once good Mages, now became twisted caricatures of their former selves. Some were found experimenting on fellow Mages, carving them open trying in vain to reanimate their broken corpses. When they could no longer  
  get access to others, they turned to testing on themselves, implanting Dark Magic inside their comrades.    
     Darian had seen the reports The Order had secretly filed away. Some were said to suffer terrible headaches. Others were said to undergo drastic personality changes. On rare occasions, some suffered from extreme vomiting. A black tar-like substance would pour from every orifice of which there was no cure. 
     Eventually, the suffering Mage would die, but not before committing terrible, heinous acts that went against everything they were taught. Darian knew he’d been infected and that he had little time. What he did with the time he had left was what mattered. His only regret was not being able to share his life with Tynuviel. At least she was safe now.  
     Maybe it was better if she hated him. It would make it easier for him to let go of this life. For if he had nothing left to live for, why fight? Even as he thought it, he hated himself for it. Tynuviel would one day recover and when she did, what would his death do to her?  
     He held very little hope that he would find a cure or anything else of help. He had not admitted any of this to Kyler, he had not the heart. Although the way the elf had been acting lately, he just might not care. He regretted the thought almost instantly.  
    He drifted off some time during the night, his dreams full of black, dark thoughts. 
    
    Asa and Gayla were  alone for the first time since his return. When he came walking through the door, she threw herself in his arms. He held her for long moments before brushing her lips with his. She was vibrant and hungry. Urgent and demanding. Asa did his best not to be swallowed by her passion.  
     Gayla was unlike any human lover he’d ever had. So filled with passion and lust it was undeniable. She demanded his full attention and he gave it whole heartedly.  
     She liked to be in control most times and he let her, fully content to remain beneath her. She put her hands on his chest rocking back hard enough to make Asa grunt. She fell forward on his chest, biting him softly and he took the opportunity to roll her over, taking her to new heights of pleasure. 
     Hours later, they lay spent for the moment in each other’s arms. Asa kissed her tenderly, his tongue teasing.  
     “How long before you must leave me?” she asked sadly. 
     “I don’t know, Gayla,” he responded, dreading his next words. “That depends on Darian. He has yet to reveal what he plans to do next.” 
     “He is a very careful planner Asa. He will do nothing until he is certain of success.”  
     He was relieved to see no sign of pain on her fair face. Maybe he was doing her some good after all. He honestly hoped she cared for him. The last thing he wanted was for her to stay with him out of pity. He didn’t want pity sex. Even if it was intense. He wanted her heart not just her body. He believed he had her heart. Her smile held him captive and he allowed himself to get lost in her eyes. 
    
     Kelindril was out on the walkway as the sun set. He was enjoying the breeze on his face. He had to admit to himself that the forest was beautiful, calm and serene. Since he was forced to stay here, he was glad for the beauty.  
     He admired what his kin had built. Though he would never admit such a thing. He had trouble believing that they had once lived side by side. It was as if the Niri Ku’ Yamma had never happened.  
     He wondered once more why they had split from each other. He knew what Darian had told him, but how much of that was the truth? Apparently, there had been a huge disagreement. He wasn’t even sure if any alive remembered what they fought over. It had happened so long ago… Even the oldest elves undoubtedly would not recollect.  
     He wondered anew about Kyler and his strange companion. How had a Mage of The Order gotten involved in the affairs of Kiri A’ Nouell? Where had Kyler even met him? They were a strange pair. He wondered how much the elf prince knew about the Mage. Mages were a secretive lot that did not have allies. And yet… Pieces to a puzzle for which he had no clues.  
     He saw an elf female walking toward him. He hoped she would not want to talk. He rarely had time for such nonsense. Kelindril believed that talking too much was showing weakness. A Gor Li’ Khan did not show weakness. They could not afford to do so.  
     As she came closer, he saw that she was stunningly beautiful. He rarely paid any mind to girls, he did not allow himself the distraction very often. But for some reason, he was captivated by her.  
     “Why do you stare, assassin?” she asked, a haughty tone in her voice. “Don’t you know that it is rude?” 
    For a moment, he did not speak. He was unsure of what to say. Before he could say anything however, she added in a cutting tone, “Do they not teach you how to speak? Kin and kind indeed.”  
     “You call me rude. Have you heard how you sound, tree hugger?” he retorted angrily. He decided he did not like her after all. She was not even all that pretty. 
     “How I sound? What’s that supposed to mean, assassin?”  
     “You think yourself so much better than me. But you’re not, are you?” 
     “What’s your name, elf?” she asked disinterestedly.  
     “Kelindril, and you are?” he prompted. 
     “You may call me Renlyss,” she replied with a smile that held no warmth. 
     “Renlyss,” he looked her up and down then turned his back on her, coolly dismissive.  
     Instead of leaving like he hoped she would, she leaned on the rail next to him, staring out at the forest. She refused to be intimidated in her own home. She would not give him the satisfaction. She could tell he was used to getting his way, but she was unwilling to play his game.  
     “How long do you plan on standing there?” he asked, annoyed. 
     “As long as I want to, Kelindril. This is my home, not yours. I can come and go as I please without your permission.” 
     He bit back his ready reply. It wouldn’t do to offend the locals if he was to reside here. Damn Nephraete! Why did she insist on staying here? He felt an overwhelming urge to kill something, her presence was grating on his nerves. 
     Before too long, a male elf approached them. When he saw Renlyss, he smiled warmly at her. He did not even acknowledge Kelindril. He took her in his arms, kissing her on the cheek. After a few moments, they walked off, leaving Kelindril to his thoughts. 
  For some reason, the male elf’s appearance jangled Kelindril’s nerves. He wanted nothing to do with her. As with most women, they ruined the fantasy the minute they opened their mouth. She’d been no different.  
     He stayed to watch the sunset, then retired to his room. He lay down to rest, slipping quickly into Ru Nay’ Sha with thoughts of Renlyss tantalizing him. 
    
     The dwarves were enjoying their visit. Elven hospitality was legendary and their long-time allies spared no expense. They were given rooms fit for a king. Large and spacious, yet with the comforts of home.  
     Stryker and Kibblewolf were concerned for Darian. They knew his love for the elf was impairing his judgment. They should be planning their next moves. Instead, they sat around on their rumps doing nothing. 
  Darian knew what was expected of him. He knew his duty. Why did he waste precious time? Surely the  
  love of a woman did not mean more than putting a stop to the Dark Mage? In the morning, they would talk to Kyler and see what the young elf had to say about the Mage’s behavior.  
    
     Shaz was irritable. He was back in the elven homeland with no brothel in sight. Why did they continue to sit around doing nothing? The bounty hunter knew what was coming. It was not pretty, but it needed to be done.  
     Why did Kyler continue to let the Mage run amok? If he was the only one who could talk some sense into him, then why didn’t he? 
     And what was up with them letting that prisoner live? Why didn’t anyone talk to him? The elves waited for Darian to talk to him; said it was his responsibility. What?  Were they in Kiri A’ Nouell or not? Why should Darian be allowed to run anything here? Could they not see how unstable he’d become? They needed to know what that other Mage knew, for the prisoner could be nothing less.   
    He stood outside his room on the walkway watching the sun set. It really was beautiful here. He just wished he had some female companionship.  
     “Mind if I watch the sun set with you?” asked a female voice. Shaz was slow to respond because he was sure the elf wasn’t talking to him. 
     Looking around, he saw there was no one else there but him and the stunning creature before him.   
     “Of course not,” he said. “It would be nice to have some company for a change.” 
  “You’re Shaz, right? You’re the bounty hunter,” she said matter of factly. He stared open mouthed at her for a few seconds and she laughed. He liked the sound of her voice, it sent shivers of delight through him.  
     “How do you know me? And how can it be that I have yet to meet you? I would ne’er forget such a pretty face,” he said and meant it.  
     “My name is Elia. You are really quite charming for a human, Shaz. And most pleasing to the eye.” 
     “Well, you’re the first elf to think so.” He kept his thoughts to himself. That’s how he lost Khazzuri. Besides, she was an elf, she would never avail herself to him, but he remained charming and friendly nonetheless. 
     “Oh, not so!” she laughed. She had a beautiful smile. “You have many admirers, Shaz. But your reputation precedes you and this holds them back.” 
     “You are not afraid of me, are you?” he asked with a smile. 
     “No,” she laughed. “I am not afraid of you. When do you have to leave?” she asked, moving closer. 
     “I’m not sure. I guess we’ll be called to the council room before too long.” 
     “Will you return after your quest?” 
     “I would like to if I am still welcome.” 
     “And why wouldn’t you be?” she asked, turning to face him. 
     “Let’s be honest Elia, no one here is very fond of me. They will be happy to see me go and never return.” 
     “Well not me,” she replied, taking his hand in hers, entwining their fingers.  
     “You do not even know me, Elia.”  
     “I would like to, Shaz.” 
     “Are you serious?” he asked, beginning to feel they were playing some great joke at his expense. 
     In answer, she leaned forward, kissing him. He was so shocked that at first, he didn’t respond. She slid her hands between his legs and he groaned. If this was a joke, they must really hate him. 
     He kissed her hungrily, entwining his fingers in her hair, tugging gently to expose her neck. He ran his tongue on her skin as she moaned softly. He kissed her neck putting his hands on her breasts. She let him! Maybe this wasn’t a joke. Holy shit!  
     She broke off the kiss abruptly. He was sure the punch line was coming. Instead, she led him back to her chambers, bolting the door in place. She came to him kissing him softly, gently teasing. Her hands found their way inside his breeches and he groaned in pleasure. 
  His fingers worked with practiced ease on her dress. The soft cloth felt good against his skin. But he liked it so much more when it fell to the floor. His lips caressed her breasts and she moaned softly at his touch.  
    They left a trail of clothes leading to the bed as she pulled him atop her. He touched her tenderly, gauging her pleasure as he kissed her. She was ready and willing, stroking him urgently; begging him. He gave her what she wanted because he wanted it too. She felt so damn good inside he almost exploded. But for the first time, he wanted to please her first. He restrained himself, keeping himself in check.  
     She rolled him over taking control, bringing her hips down to meet his and she shuddered in delight. Her breasts bounced as she rocked his body and mind into blissful ecstasy. She lowered herself across his chest as her motion became more urgent and forceful. Tossing her head back as she moaned, her hips slowed their erotic dance. 
     He gently laid her down as she wrapped her legs around his waist, pulling him deeper. He lost control soon after, utterly spent.  
     “Mmmm Elia, what a treat you are. Thank you, I have been in need for some time.” 
     “I can tell. What a shame.” 
     “What is?” he asked dreamily. 
     “Letting all that talent go to waste,” she said with a laugh. 
     “Hey, it’s not for lack of trying on my part,” he said and she laughed. 
     Later that night, he awoke in need of Elia’s charms again. She was curled up tightly with him, her bare breasts touching his back. He kissed her softly, touching her. She woke momentarily smiling at him. His heart beat faster as he filled their need. She raked his back with her nails as she growled in pleasure.  
     Shaz dropped off to sleep soon after, fully satisfied. He still wondered why she’d approached him in the first place. But damn was he a grateful bastard.  
     When he woke the next morning, she was not in the bed. He almost thought it was a dream except he was not in his room. He rose up on one elbow looking around, not daring to believe his luck. Wondering what had prompted the lovely elf to engage him, he closed his eyes. He must have fallen back to sleep, though he hadn’t meant to.  
     Of a sudden, he was completely awake and aroused, her lips stroking him soft as silk. Her tongue teased and tasted him and he could not withhold a loud moan. She climbed on top of him as he tried to regain his senses. She kissed him, sliding her tongue across his lips. Her hips eased down and he groaned in pleasure.  
     He sat up, laying her down. She gave herself to him fully, denying him nothing. She felt him deep inside as he put his right arm under her left knee. He worked hard to please her; she was nothing like the bimbos he was accustomed to. He surprised himself that he even cared about her pleasure, but he did. More than ever, he wanted her to like how he made her feel. The sex was the best he’d ever had. The pleasure was so intense he had a hard time not letting go.  
     He could feel her blossoming and it was just in time as ecstasy took control of him.  
    
     Darian was on his way to see Tynuviel when he ran into Kelindril. “Darian,” the elf greeted. 
     “Kelindril,” he responded, not wanting to be rude. He did not stop to talk further, making haste to see Tynuviel; the elf following close on his heels.  
     “Where are you off to, Mage?” asked the Gor Li’ Khan leader.  
     “To see Tynuviel, why?” he asked. 
    “It is not natural. If The Order…” he began, but Darian cut him off. 
     “They will never find out. Anyway, there is much you are unaware of.” 
     “Like?” the elf prompted. 
     “I do not like to repeat myself. I explain myself to no one. Why do you care anyway?” asked the Mage. 
     “I don’t. Not really. What you do with your life is your business. I was just curious is all.” 
     “Is there something you want, Kelindril?” 
     “You’re not the friendly sort, are you?” 
     “And you are?”  
     “I wanted to see the girl; see for myself. What happened to her? How did Morphindinaetlus know about her?” 
     “I have my theories,” was the only answer Kelindril would get. 
    “I see. Darian… do you think the other dragons will join the fight?” asked the elf. 
     “And they call me paranoid,” the Mage responded. The Gor Li’ Khan actually smiled.  
     “Well, lately, the way things are going… If Phentilphyremorg wakes, we’ll be in trouble.” 
     “That is an understatement. What is the real reason you have come, Kelindril?” asked Darian. 
     “I told you. I was to relay a message to Nephraete from Thelarki. He wants to know that she is happy.” 
     “Well if he honestly cared, he never should have locked her away. Forcing her to marry someone she does not love is wrong. No wonder she left.” 
     “I agree. His treatment of her was abhorrent. He has not been the same since his wife’s death.” 
     “Why did you not step in on her behalf then? Why let him continue to mistreat her and the rest of you?” asked the sly Mage. 
     “It is not my job to stop him, he is king. You would have me killed?” 
     “That is precisely my point. If he would kill you for such foolishness, he does not deserve to remain in power.” 
     “Maybe, but what could I do?” 
     “Are you not Gor Li’ Khan? Your skills are legendary. Surely, you could silence a king?” Darian was baiting him and he suspected Kelindril knew. 
     “You would have me kill the king?” asked the elf, with no trace of emotion in his voice.  
     “I never said that, Kelindril,” replied Darian. 
     “You implied it,” answered the elf. 
     “Did I?” responded the Mage with feigned innocence. Darian opened the door to Tynuviel’s room. Kyler sat in a chair by her bedside.  
     “Darian… What is he doing here?”  
     “I merely wanted to see how she was doing, elf prince. I mean her no harm.”  
     “I’m sorry, Kelindril. I worry for her.” 
     “I understand. When will she wake?” 
     “Ten days, more or less,” answered the Mage.  
     “That long?” asked Kelindril. 
     “Her injuries were extensive,” replied the Mage.  
     “What about the prisoner? Have you questioned him yet?” asked Kelindril. 
     “No,” said Darian, not elaborating. 
    “Don’t you think you should?” pressed the assassin. 
     Any further discussion was cut off as grey smoke rolled across the floor, signaling the demon’s presence. Kelindril kept his face blank, revealing nothing.  
     “Ahhh, it’s good to be back,” said Sigorna.  
     “Yeah, I’ve missed you,” replied Darian.  
     “How is she?” asked the Falahari. 
     “Unchanged,” said the Mage.  
     The demon took up his guard position, watching everything. His deep red eyes  missed  nothing. He knew Kelindril was not comfortable around him, though he tried to hide it. Now that was amusing. Kelindril was responsible for countless deaths, Sigorna knew. So why then, was he uncomfortable around the demon?  
     The Gor Li’ Khan stayed for a little while then took his leave. “Wow, I thought he’d never leave,” said Sigorna. “Is it just me, or was there tension in the room?” 
     Darian laughed, “Yeah.” 
     “Darian, I’m sorry about, you know,” Kyler said softly. 
     “Yeah, forget it. I know you worry for her. But she will be fine.” 
     “You want a drink?” asked the elf. 
     “Duh,” responded the Mage and Kyler laughed. 
     He poured two glasses, handing one to his friend. They sat by the bed where they could talk freely. They did not speak until they were on their second glass of Nykessa.  
     “I’m sorry, Darian. You’re absolutely right. I had no business demanding answers. I should not put you in that position. If she wants to tell me I will listen. I will always be here for both of you.” 
     “Kyler, I know you worry for her, but there is nothing you can do to ease her pain. Just be there for her when she needs you.” 
     “I will. Darian, how are you feeling?” asked the elf, concerned. 
     “Ack, I’m fine,” he lied. Kyler did not miss the look the demon shot the Mage.  
     “Oh really? You wouldn’t be lying to me again, would you, Darian?” 
     “Me? Lie? Um so how’s Nephraete?” asked the Mage. 
     “That’s what I thought. How bad is it Darian? And don’t lie to me please, I deserve the truth.” 
     “All right Kyler. I was hoping to never have this conversation with you.” He was quiet for a long time before speaking once more. “I don’t think I’m going to make it.” 
     “What are you talking about, Mage? Are you telling me you’re dying? You are Shivvendar, you cannot die.” 
     “Yes, Kyler. I don’t have much time.” 
     “How can you be so sure?” asked the elf as a dark chasm opened inside him. He felt sick, but he must know the truth. 
     “Back in Piri-Tuma, I read some very disturbing reports. I found them hidden in the library and knew they must be important.” 
     “What were they, Darian?” asked Kyler, desperation welling up to choke him. 
     “Accounts of the Dark Mages and the effects of the magic on them. Do you know why Dark Magic was banned Kyler? It is because it is too unstable; it cannot be controlled and certainly never trusted. The Mages using it became evil, committing crimes. Unthinkable crimes! They experimented on fellow Mages and when they were denied access, they turned to themselves. Terrible pain did they suffer, going mad with it for there was no relief. The Dark Magic burned them from inside out, driving them mad. On rare occasions, some experienced violent vomiting;  
 a black tar like substance. Terrible headaches and drastic personality changes are also symptoms.” 
     “Why haven’t you said anything before Darian? Surely, we can find a cure. We’ll find something that will help.” 
     Darian smiled bitterly, “The only cure Kyler, is death. There is nothing that can be done. It is too late for me. Before too long, I will become a danger to anyone around me. I do not want to become twisted like they did.” 
     “But Darian… you can’t give up! There’s got to be something we can do.” Kyler felt the cold truth of Darian’s words wash over him like a tidal wave, chilling him to the bone. “Darian, what can I do?” asked the elf hopelessly. 
     “Nothing, it is taken care of. The Falahari will kill me at the appointed time. He knows what has to be done and will carry out my commands.” 
     “Why him and not me Darian?” asked Kyler, hurt that the Mage would choose the demon over him. 
     “I could never ask that of you my friend. I do not want you to live with those memories. The demon will relish it and will not feel guilty. It would kill you, Kyler and you know it so don’t pretend otherwise.” 
     Kyler hung his head, he knew the Mage was right. He could never take his friend’s life, but he wasn’t about to let the demon do it either. He didn’t care what Darian said, he was not giving up. Not now, not after everything they’d been through. He looked to the demon and saw confirmation there. Sigorna did not look happy about it either. Good, maybe he could use that to his advantage.  
     “Tomorrow, I will talk to the prisoner. I want you and Nephraete there with me.” 
     “Of course, whatever you need, Darian,” replied the elf.  
     “I want you there as well Falahari,” said the Mage.  
     “Yes, master,” the demon quipped.  
     “For now though, let us drink.” Darian raised his glass for a refill. They drank long into the night as they talked of the days to come.  
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
  
 
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
  24 
    
    
    
    
    
    
     In the morning, Darian gathered the ones he would need and went in search of the prisoner. He was right where he’d been left, of course, for where else could he go? The Mage walked boldly toward the cage, fearing nothing. Nephraete stayed close to him because she did not really trust his restraint.  
  The cage was made from poles that were lashed together with thick vines. When occupied, it hung suspended from one of the tallest trees near the palace, more than two hundred feet off the ground. It was far enough out that should the prisoner get out, he would never be able to make it to the tree safely. The nearest platform was more than twenty feet away.  
  Darian did not need to get too close to the Mage within to question him and make him talk. He cast his first spell over the imprisoned Mage. As the magic fell over him, he hissed in anger, but he was no match for Darian’s magic. As Darian’s incantation hit the climax, the Mage froze, unable to move. 
  His next spell hit the creature in the chest, boring into him, looking deep inside. He was bound with Dark Magic! Why would that be? Darian’s curiosity was piqued. He delved deeper, finding it wherever he looked.  
      
  Pulling The Staff of Power free, he used its magic to help him unravel the puzzle that was the disfigured Mage. He was perplexed because the creature wore the robes of the Dregian order. Darian’s order. Aganor’s order. What the hell was going on?  
     The Staff of Power glowed a fierce red as it lashed out at the caged creature. The man just laughed, apparently unaware of the Mage’s power that stood before him.  
     It took Darian over an hour to dismantle the magic encasing the Mage. When at last he did, he fell back in shock and disbelief. Cowering in the corner was a ghost from Darian’s past. He was not sure if he was grateful to the seer or not. A part of him wished she would not have stopped him when he tried to kill him in Morphindinaetlus’s lair. Looking out at him with fear and confusion was none other than his friend he believed had been killed so long ago. 
     “Raschel? What the hell are you doing here? I thought you were dead! You will wish you were before I’m done with you. You son of a bitch!” Darian snarled angrily, gripping his staff, but Nephraete stopped him. 
     “Darian, don’t. Remember what I told you before?” The warning in her voice was clear.  
     Instead, he used his magic to block his former ally. He had the guards bring the cage closer so he could pull him out. Grabbing the other by the front of his robes, he threw him against the railing; his hands tight around Raschel’s neck. The confusion in his eyes was clear. Obviously, he had no idea what was going on or how he got here.  
     “Darian? Is it really you? I feel as though I’ve been asleep for a very long time. Where am I?” he asked, as Darian’s mouth worked, but no sound was forthcoming.  
     “Darian, you cannot believe his lies! Remember what he did to Tynuviel. Don’t let him get away with it,” demanded Kyler.  
     Once more, Nephraete put her life on the line for a Mage she did not know. She risked everything because Kyler was angry with her for stopping them.  
     “Kyler, I know you are upset with me, but you must know that I would not interfere unless it was important. I have seen this in my vision. It is part of what I told Darian,” she whispered softly in elvish so Raschel would not hear.  
     “Nephraete, do you know what you ask of me? I don’t know that I can forgive him for what he’s done to Tynuviel,” he replied in the tongue of the elves. 
     “We all must find a way Kyler. He has no idea what he’s been made to do. He cannot be held accountable for his actions, they were not his own.” 
     “Bring him before the council,” ordered Kyler in a steely voice.  
     The guards hauled him up, binding his hands so he could not cast any magic. They were not gentle with him as they pushed him roughly down the walkway towards the council room.  
     “Darian please, you have to believe me! I cannot remember anything. Help me Darian! Please!” Raschel called, as panic began to set in. Where am I? What have I done? He thought to himself. It must be bad, I’ve never seen Darian so angry before. Why can’t I remember anything? What’s happening to me? 
    Darian shut his eyes so he couldn’t see Raschel’s face. Could what he was saying be true? Had the Dark Mage used him as well, twisting him into… The reports! He recalled The Order’s reports on the Dark Mages and how they manipulated their peers. It all made terrifying sense.  
     Raschel was innocent. Another victim in the Dark Mage’s plans. After all this time, he couldn’t believe his friend was alive. All these years and the guilt he’d carried around. What a waste. All of it. But he couldn’t forget the man before him and what he’d done to Tynuviel. Rage ran unchecked through him. Could he ever forgive Raschel for what had happened? When Raschel found out the things he’d done, would he be able to forgive himself?  
     Raschel was a gentle soul. That’s probably why he’d been chosen. He would make that bastard pay! The Dark Mage had taken everything from Darian. It was no coincidence that he’d chosen Raschel. The Dark Mage chose him because of his friendship with Darian. Then he forced him to hurt Tynuviel because of her love for Darian. 
     They made it to the council room, which was full by the time they arrived. Kyler’s message had been urgent and Kinistaya wasted no time assembling everyone.  
     When the guards ushered the prisoner into the room, looks of confusion greeted them. They were expecting the deformed Mage, not the handsome young Shivvendar who appeared.  
     “Kyler, Darian, what is the meaning of this?” demanded Galavad.  
  Darian shot Kyler a meaningful look, he wanted to be the one to explain. For now he understood fully.  
  “Galavad, elves of Kiri A’ Nouell, there has been a great and terrible deception going on for far too long. The Dark Mage has usurped his power! When I was in Piri-Tuma, I saw secret records, old records, that The Order keeps about the Dark Mages and Dark Magic.  
     “It appears that the Dark Mage picks up right where the others left off. He used Dark Magic to take control of the innocent who stands before you now. He twisted his features, making him unrecognizable and faked his death. A death I have long blamed myself for. His mind has long been asleep, only awakened when I broke the spells that subdued him.” 
     “Darian, what are you asking of this council? Surely you do not ask us to forgive the one responsible for the heinous crimes he committed?” asked Galavad, taken aback by Darian’s unspoken request.  
     “I do not ask. I demand it be done,” replied the Mage.  
     At Darian’s words, the council room erupted; the elves shouted in anger to be heard. Darian looked on, showing no emotion, just passive indifference. He would never let the elves have their way with Raschel. He’d found him again, and this time he would do what he could not before; protect him. 
     Raschel stared at Darian with tears in his eyes. He could not believe the trouble he went to for him. They hadn’t seen each other in centuries and still Darian did not desert him. Obviously, the elves believed he was responsible for some crime, but what it was he couldn’t begin to guess.  
     “You will explain yourself to this council, Darian,” said Galavad, once order could be restored. “How dare you come here and demand this? I was under the impression that you were as upset as we are by his crimes. Why then, do you demand his release?” asked Galavad. Kyler looked at his friend, shock and denial on his fair face. 
     “Please, allow me to explain,” said Darian, looking at each face assembled there. “This is the one I spoke of before. His name is Raschel Midrin.”  
     At this announcement, chaos broke out in the chamber. Galavad sat staring at Darian and Raschel in absolute horror. It appeared he understood what the Mage was trying to communicate.   
    “You must understand, this is what the Dark Mage wants. He wants us at odds, arguing over everything. He took Raschel’s life and turned it upside down. He let The Order think Raschel was dead! He abused him; used him for his purpose. You cannot tell me that you think that is fair. Will you stand there and tell me that you believe the broken creature before you deserves to die?  
     “It is not his fault. He does not even know why he is here. He has no idea what he’s done. If you disbelieve me, look inside of him. He will not fight you. He was bound with Dark Magic. It is only because I am infected with it that I was able to save him.  
     “My time here is short and we have much work to do yet. I ask that you show him mercy. He is a gentle soul and did not deserve to be perverted. Once he knows what he was made to do, it very well might destroy him. I could not protect him before, but I will fight to the death for him now.” 
     “Darian, what do you mean that your time here is short?” asked the Monarch, a cold dread filling him.  
     “I’m afraid I haven’t been completely honest with you,” he began. 
     “Oh, there’s a big surprise!” remarked Shaz with disdain. Everyone just glared at the bounty hunter. Only an imbecile like him could make jokes at such a dire time.  
     “Darian, what are you trying to say?” asked Galavad. 
    “I am dying slowly from the Dark Magic. When he held me prisoner, it seems my body absorbed it and now it is killing me. If I don’t find out how to control it, I will perish.” Darian’s tone was grim. 
     “How can we help you?” asked Galavad, sincerely worried.  
  The news rocked the elves off balance. How could Darian be dying? It was unthinkable! He’d been among  
  them for so long now, they could not imagine how changed their lives would be without him. And Tynuviel… how would she react once she recovered fully, only to find that Darian had perished. She would never forgive herself.  
     “There is nothing to be done for me. Unless, of course, you know where I may find a book to teach me Dark Magic.” The Mage responded.  
     “Darian, you know as well as I do that Dark Magic is forbidden. Hasn’t The Order destroyed everything?” asked the Monarch. 
     “If they had, I seriously doubt the Dark Mage would have emerged. How did he learn? There must be something that survived. A book… something.” The Mage replied.  
     “Kinistaya, do you know of such a book or anything else that might be of use to Darian?” asked the Monarch.  
     “No, I’m afraid not. As you know Darian, the elves never practiced Dark Magic. We always knew that it was evil. The Order went against our advice and nearly destroyed our world. The only purpose it serves, is its own. I’m sorry.” He really did sound like he meant it.  
     “I know Kinistaya. I would not even dabble in it were it not absolutely necessary. But the truth of the matter is, that if I don’t find what I’m searching for, the Dark Mage wins and Corillia will be no more. He wants control of The Order and he would kill to get it. I cannot stop him unless I subject myself to the Dark arts. I am fully aware of the dangers, but do not see another way.” 
     “I would like to hear from you Raschel. What is the last thing you remember? Why do you think you are here today?” asked Galavad looking to the one standing beside Darian. A part of him wanted to reach across the table and throttle him. 
    “I… I don’t understand how I got here. The last thing I remember is… is… The Test. Something went wrong… fire… I remember burning alive, the fire blackened my flesh… Then nothing until Darian woke me. I feel your hatred and the burning desire to do me harm, but I cannot fathom why. I have the feeling I’ve done something terrible… I’m sorry, I am not who you think I am. I cannot have done the things you think I did. I was never like the other Mages. I’m still not. I have a good heart, I do not hurt people. Please give me another chance. I promise to abide by your rules and I will do what Darian tells me to,” said Raschel meekly. 
     “What do you suggest Darian?” asked the Monarch.  
     “Release Raschel into my care. He will be under my supervision at all times. I will not let any harm come to Kiri A’ Nouell, you have my word, Galavad,” promised Darian.  
     The Monarch did not look happy about it, but he nodded his agreement. After all, Darian had done much for the elves. He’d saved Tynuviel, it was the least the elves could do for him. Besides, he’d always had good judgment. They would just have to trust him.  
     “Very well, Darian, but you will be held accountable should anything happen. I am trusting you with a great responsibility, do not let me down,” said the Monarch in as serious a tone as he’d ever used with the Mage before.  
     Some of those present did not appear happy with the Monarch’s decision, but there was nothing to be done about it. Soon after, the council meeting broke up. Kyler remained by his friend’s side, though he was a bit quiet. He had to admit to himself that he was upset with his father’s decision. He did not want the one responsible for his sister’s pain to go free. He looked at the Mage walking beside Darian and knew instinctively that he could not be responsible for what he’d been made to do. He was an innocent who appeared soft compared to Darian.  
     “Darian,” Raschel began, but the Mage stopped him.  
     “Shh. Wait ‘til we get to my chambers. We will talk there, Raschel,” commanded Darian. Immediately, he bowed his head in consent. Kyler brought up the rear making sure nothing was out of place.  
     Once inside, Kyler bolted the door as Darian set the wards in place with an ease that Raschel admired. He did not even remember how he came to be in Kiri A’ Nouell. What had been going on? Did he even want to know? He had the distinct feeling that’s why Darian had brought him here.  
     “Darian,” he tried again, once he felt the magic slide into place. “What’s going on?” asked Raschel. “How did I get here?” 
     “That is a long story. Raschel… where do I begin? I thought I’d lost you. I’ve blamed myself for your death for so long now…” Darian trailed off.  
     “It wasn’t your fault, Darian. You helped me as best as you could. You tutored me though surely you had better things to do. You’re a good friend… you always were. But please, be honest with me. Don’t baby me. I know something’s happened, I can tell by the way you all look at me. What did I do?” asked Raschel, sounding afraid to hear the truth.  
     “Let’s have a drink, shall we?” said Darian, going for his wardrobe. He retrieved three glasses and a bottle of Nykessa.  
     After seating themselves, he poured the wine and they drank. They were silent for some time, no one knowing quite how to begin. After the first glass was finished, Darian poured more, then began the difficult conversation.  
    “Raschel, this is my friend Kyler. He is more like a brother to me. We’ve been traveling together for a while now and he is the only one that I trust. Raschel, there is a Dark Mage in Piri-Tuma. He tries to take control and if he succeeds, there will be a bloodbath. I will never let him take control. I will die first. Now tell me, where do you stand?” 
     “With you, Darian. The Order banned Dark Magic long ago, how did he learn it?”  
     “You will forgive me, but after the crimes your body is responsible for, I must look inside of you before I will believe you.” Without waiting for his consent, Darian cast the spell quickly, before Raschel could stop him. Raschel did not even consider trying. Though he seriously doubted he’d be able to stop the powerful Mage standing before him. He could feel Darian’s strength and power. Unfortunately for Raschel, when Darian began, flashes of the twisted being thrusting himself into Tynuviel danced before his grey eyes.     
     Darian touched his mind and he writhed, screaming in agony. The Mage was not altogether gentle with him, probing him thoroughly, making sure he missed nothing.  
     When Darian was finished, Raschel drew in a ragged breath that scalded his throat which was raw from screaming.  
     “Darian, was that really necessary?” asked the elf. He felt sorry for Raschel despite his earlier promise to himself. When he heard that he would be set free, he was angry and upset. He believed that the bastard should be punished. Then when Darian unraveled the spells surrounding him that left the young Raschel in their place, Kyler felt a surge of jealousy. This Shivvendar was the only one that Darian spoke of from his time in Mogan Dar. Now he was apparently back from the dead. Where would that leave Kyler? Once Darian began to trust Raschel again, would him and Darian still be as close as they were right now?  Only time will tell, he thought.  
     “I’m satisfied for now, Raschel. I believe you have no idea what you’ve done.”  
     They sat up late as the Mage told his old friend the horrifying truth. He didn’t relish it because he knew it would hurt the Master. For Darian had discovered the truth, Raschel had never passed the Test, he remained a Master. Was it another ploy by the Dark Mage? They used to be close once upon a time. Could they ever regain what was lost? Did he want to? 
   When Darian finished speaking, Raschel buried his head in his hands as he wept. How could he have done such despicable things? He remembered none of it. Although he faintly recalled terrible nightmares. They were not 
  nightmares at all, but an evil existence that he’d been living.  
     He wept for a long time and neither the elf nor the Mage tried to comfort him. They coldly detached themselves from it.  
     “I’m sorry Kyler, Darian. Can you ever forgive me? You must believe me when I tell you that I wish none of this had happened. I cannot accept what I have done. How can I rectify it? How can I hope to make things right with you both?” pleaded the Master. 
     “Raschel, I know now that you have no idea what you’ve done. I’d never have let you walk away otherwise. I almost killed you. If not for Nephraete, I would have. When I saw you with Tynuviel, I lost my temper. I tried to kill you then, but she intervened. You owe her your life.” 
     “I will thank her when I meet her. I am weary Darian. I am so tired… why is that?” he asked with a big yawn.  
     “You’ve been through a lot, Raschel. More than you realize. I wasn’t as gentle with you as I should have been, I’m sorry.” 
    “I deserve it, Darian. I really am sorry. Thank Delvishan you found me. I owe you for saving me and standing up for me earlier.” 
     “Don’t make me sorry, Raschel,” said Darian sternly. “Rest well, we’ll talk more in the morning.”  
     After the Master had fallen deep into Ru Nay’ Sha, Darian and Kyler went to check on Killini. He was awake and sitting up in bed. When he saw his two visitors, he broke into a wide grin.  
     “Darian, thank you for all you’ve done. I should have died in there.” 
     “Nah, it wasn’t your time. I couldn’t let you die Killini. Everyone would think I’d done it on purpose. I can’t have that tarnishing my reputation.” Killini laughed.  
     “How’s Tynuviel?” asked Killini. At the quick change in their faces, he knew it could not be good.  
     “She has yet to wake. Her injuries were extensive. It will be at least another week before she will come to,” explained Darian. 
     “I’m sorry,” the elf said and meant it. “Darian, I don’t know what to say. Thank you. You pulled me back from the realm of death and Shenna’s grasp. I owe you much.” 
    “You owe me nothing, elf. I’m just glad I was there to help you. Besides, we just called a truce, I couldn’t have you get sick of me so soon. Usually, it takes at least a full day,” the Mage joked. 
     Once outside in the hall, Kyler spoke, “Darian, you really should rest in your bed tonight. You look like hell.”  
     “I will not leave her side. I want to be there when she wakes.” 
     “But you said yourself she will not wake for at least one more week. You do yourself no good, Darian. We all need you to be strong and well rested.” 
     “I can rest in her room well enough.”  
     Kyler grunted in frustration, there was no talking to the Mage when he was like this. He was so damn stubborn! He wouldn’t listen until it was too late. The elf returned to his sister’s room with the Mage. If he wasn’t going to look out for himself he needed someone to do it. Kyler volunteered himself. Actually, he wouldn’t have it any other way.  
     The morning came too soon for the Mage’s taste. He was so tired, worn thin around the edges. Maybe Kyler had been right. He probably should have stayed in his own bed, but when he looked at her, he knew he would not be able to do it. 
     He bathed and dressed her in clean clothes. Sitting next to her, he spoke elvish in low tones, telling her how much he loved her. He kissed her lips tenderly as he held her hand.  
     The days dragged by in much the same manner, until one morning, as Darian sat holding her hand, her eyes fluttered open. It took a few moments for her to focus her vision. When she saw who sat beside her, holding her hand, she screamed.  
     Darian tried to calm her down, but she jerked her hand away, slapping him hard across the face. She did not stop screaming.  
     “Kyler! Get in here now. Your sister is awake and terribly upset. She will not stop screaming. Hurry!” Darian sent his thought to the elf. Thankfully, he did not wait long.  
     Kyler burst through the door, running to his sister’s bedside. Darian thought it best if he left. He didn’t want to upset her any more than she already was. He closed the door quietly, leaving them alone to talk.  
    Kyler held his sister as she screamed, talking soothingly to let her know she was safe. After what seemed a very long time, she finally quieted. But not before Kyler feared he might be deaf. 
     “Kyler, are you really here with me or is this just another cruel joke?” she asked, clinging to him. 
     “I’m really here with you, Tynuviel. You’re safe now. Darian and I came for you. He saved you; healed you and made you whole again.” 
  “If it wasn’t for that bastard, I wouldn’t need healing in the first place,” she whispered as she began to cry. 
     “Tynuviel, Darian is not who is responsible for your pain. He has been with me every day since your abduction. You know I would never lie to you. He loves you and has been at your side for two weeks waiting for you to wake.” 
     “I don’t want to see him ever again! I cannot Kyler. Not after everything he’s done to me.” 
     “Ty, I know you’re hurting right now, but you have to believe me. Darian did not hurt you. It was the Dark Mage’s right hand. He cast an illusion over himself to make him look like Darian. I saw it with my own eyes. Darian loves you and has been worried sick about you. He saved your life Tynuviel. He has not left your side since he brought you back here.” 
     Kyler remained with his sister the rest of the day. He talked to her, explaining everything that happened since she’d been taken. He told her the truth. He did not tell her that the one responsible for her pain was right here at home. He did not tell her that Darian bargained for his release. She would not understand right now. Maybe she never would.  
     Later in the afternoon, the seer came to visit. Tynuviel turned her back on her friend; the vision of her and Darian was too much for her to take.  
     “Tynuviel, I’m so happy that you’re awake. I’ve missed you.” 
     “You think I don’t know about you two? I saw the both of you together, Nephraete! I thought you were my friend.” 
     “I am your friend, Tynuviel. I haven’t the slightest idea what you’re talking about.” 
     “Why, because Kyler’s here? Not to worry, I’m going to tell him about you and Darian.” 
     “What are you talking about?” asked Kyler. 
     “I saw them together, Kyler. She’s going behind your back just like he went behind mine. The difference is I’m done with him.” 
     “Tynuviel, what you’re saying makes no sense. It never happened. They tricked you into believing it, but it didn’t happen,” Kyler explained.  
     “So what are you saying, I’m crazy or something?” she asked, getting angry. 
  “No. I’m saying they used magic to trick you. Morphindinaetlus knows your weak spots exploited them. He wants to cause Darian pain and what better way than to make you hate him? This is what they want, don’t give it  
  to them Tynuviel.  
    “Darian knows it’s going to take some time for you to recover. Just… give him a chance to talk to you. There is no one else for him, Ty. He only wants you. Give it some thought, okay?”  
     She did not respond to the request. She stared vacantly ahead having no idea what to do. She knew Kyler would not intentionally lie to her. Had everything been a lie then? She vaguely remembered something that supported Kyler’s wild claims. Something tickled her brain, but before she could focus, it was gone. Her brother wouldn’t lie to her, but she wasn’t sure she would ever be able to look at the man she once loved the same way. Besides, he was a Mage of The Order. He could come and go without her brother ever being the wiser. Kyler’s claim that Darian had never left held no weight with her.  
    Right now, she didn’t want to think about it. Kyler and Nephraete left after supper when their parents came. They reaffirmed what Kyler had said about Darian. Tiriel told her what he’d done for her. It just didn’t make sense. If he were as evil as she’d been led to believe, he surely would not have gone to the trouble that he had for Tiriel.  
     Killini came to see her after the Monarch departed. She looked beautiful, but deeply troubled.  
     “Tynuviel, how are you?” he asked softly, sitting beside her. 
     “Confused, Killini. I… I don’t know what is real anymore.” 
     “What do you struggle with? I will help if I can, you know that.” 
     “Everyone tells me how Darian loves me and how he has worried for me. But the images… I cannot rid myself of them. Everything he did to me… I know he was not faithful to me. He broke his promise. He… oh Killini I cannot even speak the words! He hurt me, broke me. I will never be the same again.” She began to weep softly. He took her in his arms, holding her until she quieted. 
     “Tynuviel, I know you don’t need me to say this, but you are mistaken. The wyrm lied to you on purpose. Darian loves you and only you. He’s been a basket case without you. To be honest, we were all a little unsure of his stability.  
     “Whatever visions you were shown, it was all lies. Darian was here the whole time plotting and planning your rescue. He never left Kiri A’ Nouell, Ty. Just give it time. He’s dying, Tynuviel. He doesn’t have much time left. I know you still love him, you’re just confused right now. But if he dies before you forgive him, it will kill you and I don’t want to see you in that kind of pain.  
     “You know me Tynuviel. I would never lie to you, you know that. I love you and although I know you have not those feelings for me, I want you to be happy.” 
     She had much to think on. For Killini to stand up for Darian, it must be true. What she’d seen were lies, painful images meant to destroy her. She couldn’t allow that to happen. She was an elf, she was stronger than that. They should not be allowed to win. After everything her and Darian had been through, they could not give up now.               She was tired. How was that even possible? She’d been out for two weeks already. She lay her head on her pillow and before she knew it, she slid deep into Ru Nay’ Sha.  
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     When Darian left her room, he retrieved Raschel and they went for a walk. He needed to clear his head and he suspected that his old friend would want some fresh air too.  
     “Darian what’s going on? How long have I been dead?”  he asked, emphasizing the word dead with finger quotes.  
     “For too long my friend, for too long,” Darian responded.  
     “You’re a Mage now? Wow Darian, you passed us all by, didn’t you?”
the Master said with great respect. 
    “There is much that you do not know Raschel. As you are already aware, I am greatly despised. They would attempt to kill me if they thought they could get away with it.  
     “Someone is after me, Raschel, a Dark Mage and I was his prisoner for weeks. Now I have Dark Magic inside me and it’s killing me. If I cannot find a way to control it, it will consume me. I still have much to do, I cannot give in just yet.” 
     “What do you mean, yet? I just found you again, I’m not gonna’ lose you, Darian. You are my only friend; the only one I trust. I will do whatever you need me to do.” 
     “Thank you. The first thing is to begin your training once more. I need you to be a full Mage. I need all the help I can get.” 
     “For what?” asked the Master. 
     “Delvishan, it seems, has chosen me to be Shangmarrum.” 
     “What?! Darian, what will you do?” asked Raschel in a state of shock.  
     “I must accept, of course. And I need as many loyal Mages as I can find. The trouble with that is they all hate me. Will they back me?” 
     “They have no choice, Darian. They’re fools all, but even they would not dare to go against Delvishan. You know you have my full support.” 
     “That means a lot to me. I will be making some serious changes in the days to come. I have already chosen a consort.” 
     “Who?” asked his friend. 
     “Tynuviel,” Darian replied.  
     At the mention of the beautiful elf’s name, Raschel blanched. She was the one whom he did those unspeakable things to. Now he understood why Darian had wanted to kill him. 
     “Has she woken yet?” he asked, afraid to look at the Mage. 
     “Yes. When she saw me, she just kept screaming. I left so I wouldn’t cause her any more pain. I just hope that in time she will be able to forget. If I lose her…” 
     “Darian, I’m sorry. I had no idea. Maybe it would have been better if you’d killed me like you wanted to. I don’t know that I can live with what I’ve done.” 
     “Raschel, you must understand the Dark Mage is responsible, not you. How can I blame you when you were not in control of your body? I must look past this as you must also do. You have to forgive yourself. Now let’s go back to my chambers so that I may begin teaching you.” 
     In the morning, Darian returned to Tynuviel’s room with a red rose. She did not look at him as he entered, nor when he sat down. He knew it would be rough and should not expect positive results overnight, but he couldn’t help it.  
     More than anything, he wanted to hold her and tell her how much he loved her. Looking at her now though, he recognized that this was not a good idea. So he sat silently by her bedside, waiting for her to initiate conversation. He remained by her side all day, but she never said a word. Kyler had come in with Darian, but still she remained quiet.  
    
  Two more weeks slipped past in much the same manner. Darian came every day to sit with Tynuviel. At night he was kept very busy. He worked Raschel hard; pushing him relentlessly. He needed him to improve; he needed him to become a Mage.  
     Darian did not believe that they must utilize the Testing Chamber for a Master to become a Mage. He believed the Test came from within. So he spent long hours training and teaching Raschel, who eagerly sat and listened, scribbling notes in his leather bound tome.  
    When Darian was in his chambers, he’d taken to blocking the demon so that Sigorna could neither see nor hear. He took every precaution so the demon would not learn any Order secrets.  
     Darian began teaching Raschel the elven tongue as well. The Master never balked. He was true to his word; he did whatever Darian asked of him without complaint.  
     “So Darian, do we have any privileges?” asked Raschel anxiously.  
     “There are no whores here if that’s what you are referring to. You are not yet a Mage so you cannot choose a consort.” At his friends words, the Master’s face fell. “However, should you be lucky to find an elf willing or desperate enough to fill your needs, I will not be angry so long as the rules are followed.” Darian’s pointed look told Raschel exactly what he meant. 
     “Thank you, Darian.” 
     “In addition, I demand that you do not force yourself on anyone here and that you do not hit them or abuse them in any way. If you are caught, your privileges will be revoked indefinitely.” 
     “You know I am not like that, Darian.” 
     “Do I make myself clear?” demanded the Mage.  
     “Yes, I understand. You have my word, Darian,” replied the Master.  
     “Tonight, we will have dinner with Kyler and Nephraete. Are you up for it?” 
     “Absolutely. I’ve been looking forward to this.” 
     “Raschel, I’m proud of you and your progress. You’re doing well. Take the rest of the night off.” 
     “But there’s only ten minutes left, Darian.” 
     “So use them wisely. Don’t ever say I never did anything for you.” Raschel laughed and Darian realized just how much he’d missed him. At last, he could lay the guilt to rest. He could scarcely believe that Raschel was standing here in his room. He hadn’t changed a bit. The Mage felt a surge of euphoria from Nephraete and knew they’d be late.  
     “Darian, are you alright? You look… troubled I guess.” 
     “I’m fine, not to worry,” he replied.  
     Kyler and Nephraete arrived exactly thirty minutes later. Darian asked Raschel to answer the door as he finished changing and washing up. When Raschel opened the door, his eyes went directly to the seer. She was more beautiful than he’d imagined. Her silver hair glowed and her violet eyes shone with pure delight.  
     “Please, come in,” he said politely.  
     “Raschel,” greeted Kyler. He was getting kind of used to him now.  
     “Kyler,” responded the Master. “Darian will be out in a moment. Have a seat, please. Would you both like something to drink?” he asked with a smile.  
     Nephraete liked him instantly. He had a ready smile and was cute to boot. He was not devilishly handsome like Darian, but he was a looker. He appeared relaxed and was a vivacious host while Darian remained absent.  
     He poured Nykessa for them all as they seated themselves at the table. Ten minutes later, the Mage strolled in looking so damn good Nephraete forgot to breathe.  
     “Nephraete, Kyler. How are you?” he asked with a knowing smile and the seer blushed. “I see Raschel got the wine, thank you.”  
     Jarlin knocked on the door to alert them that dinner had arrived. Raschel answered the door, taking Jarlin by surprise. They enjoyed fresh fish, fruit, bread and vegetables.  
     During the meal they talked and joked like old friends. There were no uncomfortable silences, just easy conversation. 
    “Darian tells me that I have you to thank for saving my life. I don’t know how to repay you. I owe you everything, Nephraete. If ever you need anything, I will do what I can.” 
     “Thank you, Raschel, but there is no need for that. I am T Ama’ Ro, a seer; it is what I do. I’m glad I finally got to meet you.” 
     “The pleasure is all mine, lady,” said Raschel with a smile.  
     Kyler watched Raschel closely during their meal, but saw nothing out of place. He seemed to be sincere and for Darian’s sake, he hoped he was. He had charmed his way into Nephraete’s good graces.  
     In the morning, Kyler and Darian went to see Tynuviel. She was up and about already. When she opened the door, she smiled at her brother and made eye contact with the Mage.  
     Darian’s heart soared as her eyes met his. He smiled at her, but she did not respond. Her eyes remained empty. It was a start; at least she was able to look at him. She would only let the Mage in her room if Kyler was there as well. Darian took what he could get.  
  They sat around her table with freshly squeezed juice. Darian was mostly quiet; letting them do the talking. He wanted to take it slowly with her; afraid that if he made a sudden move she would be frightened off for good. He  
  never laid a hand on her, knowing the reaction he would get. 
     “Darian, Kyler tells me that you saved my life. He said you worked on me for over three hours. I owe you my thanks.”  
     Her words startled him; he wasn’t expecting her to speak to him. It had been over a month and these were the first words that she’d spoken to him. He must be cautious now and choose his words carefully.  
     “You’re welcome, Tynuviel. I’m glad I was able to help,” he replied. 
     “I would like to go for a walk. I tire of seeing these walls.” She looked to Kyler and Darian stood.  
     “I will leave you now. I will return tomorrow.” He walked toward the door, but she stopped him. 
     “Darian, you don’t have to go. You… could come with us if you like,” she offered, rushing before she lost her nerve. 
     “I’d like that. Thank you Tynuviel,” he said, sincerely grateful that she would allow him to come. He saw exactly how much the invitation cost her.  
     Kyler squeezed his sister’s hand in silent support. He knew how hard it had been for her to speak those words, but Kyler intended to take her to a place that would remind her of the Mage in better times.  
     Kyler carried a basket full of food and drinks for their picnic, casting a quick glance at Darian to see if the Mage knew what he was up to. It appeared he did, but did not look too happy about it. The elf shot him a reassuring look, nodding in his direction.  
     Darian smiled at his friend. He knew exactly what the elf was up to, he just wasn’t sure it would turn out favorably. Tynuviel was in a delicate position right now. The last thing she needed was to be pushed by well-meaning siblings. More than anything, Darian wanted to hold her close, to whisper in her ear how much he loved her.  
     He yearned for the feel of her lips on his again. He missed the feel of her pressed closely against him as they tried so hard to see how far his resolve could be pushed. He missed how good she felt as she sat in his lap where she fit so well. Intense longing filled him and he lost control of his body momentarily. He was intensely aroused, remembering all those stolen kisses and how good her hands felt in his breeches. 
  Tynuviel spread out the blanket as Kyler laid out the food. Darian stayed close to Kyler so as not to startle Tynuviel, but she seemed to fade out, her thoughts drifting into the past just as Kyler had planned.  
     She listened to their chatter as it faded into the background. She was remembering a time in the not too distant past when Darian brought her here. She thought back to their conversation, smiling to herself. Darian had given her flowers; her favorite kind, lilacs. The kiss he’d given her had melted her knees. Recalling their stolen kisses and near misses made her heady.  
     Looking up, she saw that he was smiling as he told Kyler something. He really had a gorgeous smile. Then the past weeks came barreling back, crushing her chest with their intensity. She could barely breathe. The memory of the happiness and love she’d felt for the Mage deteriorated into fear and loathing. Nearly vomiting, she choked back the bile rising in her throat, gagging on the taste.  
     “Are you okay?” asked Kyler, looking worried. 
     “I want to go back now, please,” she said without looking up.  
     They walked back in silence, nobody quite sure what to say. Kyler was upset with himself for choosing that place. He was just trying to help. He hated to see them apart.  
     The next day, they went to the market. Tynuviel was feeling malicious. She was not doing well today, the memories flooding her were not happy ones. Darian thought of going to the elven market and Kyler thought it was a good idea.  
  Tynuviel could not stand to be so near the Mage; his very presence grated on her nerves. She tried not to  
  listen to what was said, preferring to stay inside her head where she felt safe.  
     She noticed a necklace that she thought might look nice with one of her dresses. She ran her fingertips over its smooth surface. It was made of silver and turquoise, each stone growing larger until reaching the center stone which was an inch in diameter.  
     Darian saw how she admired it, so he bought it for her. She did not even thank him for the gift. It cost him seven gold. He didn’t even bat an eye at the cost. Treated better than kings indeed! she thought. Apparently, paid better too.  
     Upon her return to her room, she excused herself, went into her bedroom and threw the necklace on her dresser. Why should she feel bad that he spent seven gold on her? He should pay more, after everything he’d put her through.  
     Later, as Kyler walked with his friend, he apologized. “Darian, I’m sorry about the way Tynuviel acted today. She didn’t even thank you for the necklace.” 
     “Don’t worry about it. She’s gonna’ have good days and bad days. It’s just going to take time for her to adjust, that’s all.” 
     “That’s not an excuse to be so rude, Darian. She knows better than that. How can you be so calm about it?” 
     “Because I understand that she is not herself. She cannot help it, Kyler. In her mind, I am responsible for her pain and she very well may never forgive me. A part of her will always be trapped in the lair. She will never leave that place.” 
     “Forgive you for what? You’ve done nothing wrong, Darian. I talked to her, you know.” 
     “I know. Thank you, Kyler.” 
     “It was the least I could do. I told her the truth about everything, but I’m not sure whether she believed me or not.” 
    “It will just take time, Kyler. It’s not going to happen overnight. She’s been through hell in a very short time. In fact, I’m quite surprised she invited me today. I never expected that.” 
     “I asked her to,” the elf admitted.  
     “I know you did. Let’s get a drink,” the Mage replied. Once in the Mage’s chambers, Darian poured Nykessa for them both.  
     “I can’t imagine how hard this is for you, Darian. You know I’m here for you whenever you need me, right?” 
     “Yeah, thanks my friend. I think the location is what spooked her today. Probably too many memories…”  
     “I was just trying to help, but I think I just made it worse. I’m sorry.” 
     “You meant well, Kyler and I appreciate it. Right now though, she doesn’t need to feel pushed into anything. It will only get her back up and we’ll never get anywhere. She just needs time to heal and forget.” 
     “Darian, how long do you plan to sit here and do nothing? Aren’t there things that you must do?” 
     “Yes, but I cannot leave her while she’s so vulnerable. It’ll wait,” the Mage replied. 
     “For how long, Darian? What about Delvishan? Won’t he make you leave sooner or later?” 
     “Make me? No. Not unless he comes down here himself and carries me away. I will not leave her, Kyler.”  
     Much later, after Kyler left, Darian called the demon to his side. He hadn’t seen Sigorna in a while now.    
     “So tell me, did you hit that shit yet?” asked the demon the moment he materialized. “You’ve been blocking me man. That ain’t right.”  
     Darian laughed out loud, he couldn’t help it. For some reason, he found it very funny. He sobered up quickly, though. 
  “No, I did not. She is in a delicate position right now, you know that. She does not even want me near her,  
  just as I predicted.” 
     “Relax, Mage. It will not last. The way she felt about you before, that kind of love don’t happen often. Just give her time, Darian, it will all work out, you’ll see.” 
     “For some reason I cannot fathom, your reassurances are deeply disturbing,” the Mage replied, not quite joking.  
     The demon actually had the gall to look hurt. “So why did you summon me anyway?” 
     “Oh you know, the usual,” the Mage replied. 
     “The elf’s busy banging the seer again, huh?” laughed Sigorna, knowing the reaction he would get.  
     “You’re foul,” grinned Darian, sincerely amused and not knowing why.  
     “It’s just one of the many things you love about me.” Darian looked like he would vomit. Sigorna laughed harder. “Really Darian, let’s be serious for a moment. Aren’t there things you have to do? Why do you continue to sit here wasting time? Did you forget about the Dark Mage? Darian? Heeellloooo!” the demon raised his voice when it looked as if the Mage had not heard him.  
     “I haven’t forgotten anything, Falahari. I know what I must do, I just don’t want to do it, that’s all,” said Darian quietly.  
     “Oh, that’s rich! You don’t want to! Uh-huh, and what will you do when Delvishan sticks his foot up your ass?” 
     “I welcome the challenge!” A dark gleam lit the Mage’s eyes, and the demon’s stomach twisted sickeningly. The Dark Magic was beginning to take him over once more.  
    “Ah shit, Darian. What the hell’s wrong with you, man? That Dark shit is taking you over again, isn’t it?” 
     “What?” asked the Mage, clearly distracted.  
     “You can’t keep sitting around doing nothing, Mage! You must act and quickly. The Magic is hampering your senses, can’t you see that? This has gone on long enough, it is time to take action. Tynuviel will wait until you return. For if you do nothing, you seal your own fate… And you will drag me down with you.” 
     “You’re right, Sigorna. I need information on how to stop the advance of madness. I have an idea of where to start, but am hesitant to do it. It goes against everything I believe. I just…” The Mage trailed off, not daring to voice aloud his plans. He did not want to concentrate on it for he feared there was little else he could do.  
     “What is it, Darian? What are you planning?” 
     “I dare not say right now. If there were any other way… I would not hesitate, but I… I don’t know what else to do. I have effectively run out of options.” 
     A chill ran down the demon’s spine. He wasn’t sure if it was because of the words the Mage spoke, or the tone in which he spoke them. He decided it did not matter. Whatever the Mage was planning, it was bad. It had to be to so spook him. Sigorna had known Darian for many years and never seen him quite so shaken up. This did not bode well. 
     “You, run out of options? Is that even possible?” asked the demon, with a carelessness he did not feel.  
     “I know you find it hard to believe, but yes the pot is empty and I am so damn weary! I feel a ghost of myself, Sigorna. I know what I need to do, but am hesitant to do it. If there were any other way, I would jump at it without hesitation.” 
  “Darian, what are you thinking? You must tell me because I can be of help. My life is in your hands, I will do what I must, you know this.” 
     The Mage blew an irritated breath. He knew the demon was right and was loathe to admit it. 
     “I must go to see Morphindinaetlus.” 
     “What?! Are you mad? He’ll kill you if you ever step in his lair again,” the Falahari cautioned. 
     “I don’t think so.” 
     “You don’t think. So?” 
     “Ha ha ha very funny,” replied the Mage humorlessly. 
     “Spill it, Shivvendar,” said Sigorna. 
     “Fine,” Darian sighed like a petulant child. It only served to show that the Mage was near his limits. “The wyrm is my best guess for an answer. After all, his master is the Dark Mage. Who better to tell me where to look?” 
     “Even if he knows, why would he tell you?” asked the demon. 
     “Because, I can offer him something no one else can.” 
     The demon waited for an answer and when he understood the Mage wasn’t going to elaborate, he growled deep in his throat. 
     “And that  would be?” Sigorna prodded.  He knew it was the only way to get the truth out of Darian. 
     “His freedom,” said the Mage quietly. 
     “I know you did not just say what I think you said.” 
     The Mage’s silvery grey eyes held the demon prisoner with the force of his gaze. Sigorna knew he would not be able to talk Darian out of  it. So there was only one option left open to him.  
    “Damn it, Darian! What you’re planning is extremely dangerous. What’s to keep the stupid beast from killing your dumb ass?” 
     “That’s where you come in,” said the Mage with a dark smile. 
     “Why do you think I’ll even go along with this fool idea?” 
    “Because you have no choice!” Darian shouted.  
     “You’re right, I have no choice. But if I am going to die a foolish death, I would know why. What makes you think the dragon will even listen to you? He may turn you into a crispy snack and devour you.” 
     “Not if he wants his freedom, he won’t,” said the Mage. 
     “You don’t really mean to free him do you?” 
     “Absolutely. Once he comes through for me.” 
     “What if he’d rather see you dead than be free of the Dark Mage?” asked Sigorna. 
     “Then I guess there will be a lot of happy people, won’t there?” replied the Mage. 
     “Is it even possible Darian? Can you free him, do you think?” 
     “I am fairly certain, yes. When we battled in his lair, I could feel his bonds as surely as if I’d created them myself.” 
     “How is that even possible?” asked the demon. 
     “The Dark Magic, remember?” reminded Darian. “When the Dark Mage held me captive, he forced it down my throat, choking me with it. Because of this, my body is now compromised and will begin to fail. I seriously doubt he meant to or even knows he did it. He needs me alive so that I will lead him to the Staff of Power.” 
     “Darian, what will happen if you cannot find whatever it is that you seek?” 
     “I think you know that, Falahari,” replied the Mage. 
     “What about your staff then?” 
     “Upon my departure, it will be destroyed so that no other may use it. So don’t get any ideas, demon,” warned the Mage. 
     The demon paled at Darian’s words. He had no idea that his master was that strong. If Darian could link the staff to his life force… Delvishan had chosen well. 
   Darian was up late thinking about what he must do. Sigorna was right, Morphindinaetlus might want him dead more than he wanted his freedom. He could not let the demon know that however.  
     Kyler would very likely be angry at him because he would not be coming along. Darian would make sure of it. He would never risk his friends’ life on such a foolhardy mission.  
     He must speak to Galavad soon so that he could explain his plans. He would need the Gor Li’ Khan to accompany him, if they would. He knew Kryndale would not hesitate, but he was not so sure about Kelindril. He wasn’t even sure he really wanted that bunch along, but he understood that they were far less likely to suffer casualties. And if there was one thing Darian respected, it was their skill set. He needed it and he needed them.  
     He gave himself over to the crushing force that was Ru Nay’ Sha, the darkness enveloping him in a thick blanket of exhaustion. His body was telling him beyond doubt that he was overextending himself. He’d need as much rest as he could get with his plans.  
     Raschel was staying in Darian’s room so the Mage could keep a close eye on him. Darian did not believe for a minute that the Master was a danger to anyone, but a promise was a promise. Raschel was deep in Ru Nay’ Sha when Darian had returned. Raschel was being pushed to his limits as well. The training was hard and took a lot out of him. Darian feared they were no farther along than when they began. He did not want to tell Raschel that however. He needed the Master and thought that perhaps Raschel would give up on him. 
    Becoming a Mage was extremely difficult. The frustration and danger involved were more than most lived through, but Darian was determined to make Raschel live through it. He’d already lost him once, and he was not about to go through that again. 
     Back in Piri-Tuma, Raschel had been his only friend. Darian had met him when he was raised to the rank of Master. Raschel was the only one to congratulate him. The others were too jealous and spiteful. Raschel offered to buy him a drink and Darian was never one to refuse a free drink. Since that night, they’d become close. It seemed that didn’t sit well with the others either.  
     Darian had ‘ere been a touchy subject in the school of Mages. They were jealous of his intelligence and the ease with which he commanded the Weave. The Masters and Mages took great joy in causing new students pain and humiliation. Darian though, had always stood apart from them and this was cause for hatred and fear among his fellow students. It did not matter what level he was at, they hated him wherever he went. His teachers feared him for his strength and control. They could feel his power and were wary of it. If any could overthrow their way of life, it would be Darian Brade.  
  In the morning, Darian bathed and dressed in a purple silk shirt that really brought out his eyes. His pants were black and fit him well. He slipped into his Shryvven, the silvery grey cloak shimmering as he moved. His boots were black leather with silver buckles running up his calves. He looked himself over in the tall mirror, liking what he saw. He knew he was good-looking, he’d always known it. He used it to his advantage whenever he could. Most times, it led to great sex, other times, just information. Men were intimidated by him, women got aroused when he was near. 
     He went in search of flowers for Tynuviel; maybe a nice white one today. He stepped out of his room, closed the door and replaced his protective wards. The Shryvven billowed about him as he walked, so self-assured and cocksure.  
     Renlyss was walking toward him on her way to do her morning errands. He looked her up and down so casually, a smile on his gorgeous face. She smiled back at him, looking him over as well. 
     “Good morning, Darian. I take it you like what you see?” she asked flirtatiously. 
  “Renlyss, you are a treat for the eye to behold.” His eyes lingered on her breasts which were partly visible,  
  encased in the dress she wore.  
     “I like what I see too, Darian. Takasha, you’re Liv Ta’ Lo!” she said, coming close enough to brush her fingertips on his lips.  
     She smelled so good and it had been so long… Before too long, he felt her hands on him. He wanted her, needed her, but he could not do it. He thought of Tynuviel and his promise… 
     “Renlyss stop. I can’t do it, I’m sorry.” 
     “I know you want to, Darian, I do too.” 
     “I cannot,” he reiterated. 
     “I understand. But if she never changes her mind, please come find me. Please.” 
     “I will,” he said and meant it. He reached up to stroke her cheek and she closed her eyes. She felt his lips brush hers and she returned the kiss. It didn’t last long enough for her liking at all. She went on her way as he watched her shapely ass. 
     He found white daisies that he felt sure she would love. He liked to bring her different flowers every day, hoping it would brighten her mood. When he reached her door, he asked Devyn how she was feeling today. The elf smiled at Darian encouragingly. 
    “She is doing good today, Mage. Maybe today is the day for a new beginning for you both.” 
     “I sure hope so, Devyn. Is Kyler in there already?” 
     “Yes, he arrived shortly before you. Good luck in there, Mage.” 
     “Thanks, I need it.” 
     “Not looking like that, you don’t,” the elf laughed.  
     Darian opened the door and saw that Devyn seemed to be correct. She was smiling at her brother and laughing at something he’d said.  
     When she saw him come in, the breath caught in her throat. Takasha, he looked good! Good enough to eat. Where had that thought come from? she wondered. She was feeling really good today, she had to admit. The shirt he wore set off his eyes nicely. He had nice eyes. He had a lot of nice things about him. 
     Today seemed so far removed from yesterday. She felt like a totally different person this morning. Looking at him now, it was hard to believe he would hurt her. It didn’t seem real with the sun shining so brightly.  
     “Good morning, Darian,” she said, once she was sure she could trust her voice. Totally taken aback by her response to him this morning, it took him a moment to respond.  
     “Good morning, Tynuviel. How are you feeling today?” he asked her with a winning smile. 
     “I feel wonderful, thank you for asking, Darian. I owe you an apology. I am so sorry about the way I acted when you bought me that necklace. Thank you, I love it.”  
     He saw that she was wearing it and it looked lovely on her. “You’re welcome Shan Ta’ Zi. It looks nice on you.”  
     “Where are we going today?” she asked, looking at the Mage. His heart skipped a beat.  
     “Wherever you want to go.” 
     “I would like to go for a walk, maybe to the waterfall. Is that alright?” 
     “Of course,” he replied, smiling at her. He couldn’t believe how different she was today. He said a silent prayer to Delvishan, then quickly said one to Shenna too. It wouldn’t hurt to cover all possibilities.  
     They left her room and Devyn shot a look and a smile the Mage’s way. Darian nodded in return. As they walked, Darian felt her small hand slide into his. He was overcome with emotion. 
  Kyler faded into the background, letting his friend have this time. Who knew how long it would last? She  
  seemed so much like her old self, he didn’t want to lose her again.  
     Darian and Tynuviel talked easily, like nothing had happened between them. When they reached the waterfall, she sat with her head on the Mage’s shoulder. He could scarcely believe his luck.  
    They sat and talked all day, until the sun went down. Once back in her chambers, they shared a meal of venison, rice and a fresh salad. They talked of past, fond memories and the Mage could not take his eyes off of her.  
     After the meal, they sat and talked more while they shared a bottle of Nykessa. Darian did not want the evening to end, so perfect it had been. He looked at her and saw the sparkle of life in her eyes which had been missing for far too long. For the first time since he’d brought her home, he felt hope. He knew they had a long road to travel yet, but at least he could see progress. 
    The good feeling only lasted momentarily as he recalled the blistering truth he had yet to deliver. He didn’t relish telling her, but he had to be honest with her. If she were to find out later that he’d known all along… That could be the end of his dreams.  
     He wondered exactly what had occurred to change her mood so drastically. He thought it would be better to wait a few days to see if her good mood held. 
     Apparently, he’d lost track of the conversation again as his mind wandered aimlessly. She was laughing at something Kyler had said. Takasha, she has a beautiful smile! He thought to himself. He wanted so badly to hold her tightly and never let go. He dare not touch her until she invited him to do so. In this way he could build her trust in him once more. There was a time when she knew that he would never hurt her… The Dark Mage had taken that away as well.  
     She looked at him now and smiled that smile that was only meant for him. His heart skipped a beat as he returned her smile. Maybe they still did have a chance at happiness… 
     Kyler saw how they were looking at each other and knew it wouldn’t be long before they were together again. He was glad his sister was feeling better. It had been too long since a smile graced her lovely face.  
     They talked well into the night, none wanted to retire. Finally, Darian reminded them that she still needed to rest and they took their leave. For a split second, the Mage thought she would move to kiss him, but something seemed to stop her. Instead, she took his hand in hers, squeezing it reassuringly as he smiled at her. 
     “Shan Ta’ Zi, thank you for a wonderful night. It is good to see you smile, my love,” he told her in her native tongue. 
     “You’re coming back tomorrow, aren’t you?” she asked, almost pleadingly.  
     “Of course I will. You cannot keep me away,” he replied, his voice velvety smooth. 
     “Rest well, Tynuviel,” Kyler added.  
   Darian was too excited to rest. Tynuviel was showing real progress. She’d come so far in so little time, though perhaps he alone only knew how far she had yet to go. He pondered on her hesitation… Something about it bothered him. Something very familiar… A knock on his door broke his concentration.  
    “Nephraete,” he said, a bit surprised. “What can I do for you?” he asked, holding the door open. He caught her scent as she swept into his room. Lovely as always. Damn it! If Kyler wasn’t my friend… he thought, giving her a dashing smile.  
     She would never tell him how her heart leapt at the sight of him. How she often thought of his lips on hers… Why does he have to be so damn good-looking? She thought to herself. 
     “You have not told her yet, have you?” she asked, more for something to say than actual curiosity over the answer.  
     “Told her what exactly?” he countered, already on to her. She could not hide from him.  
     “The truth, of course.” 
     “Are you daft? Of course not. Not yet anyway. I’m waiting for her to get a bit stronger,” he admitted.  
     “For what? So she can hit you harder? She will want to know, Darian,” the tiny seer cautioned.  
     “I know, Nephraete. I just… I need to know she can handle what it is I have to say.” 
    “Is that the real reason or is it because you fear her reaction?” 
     “A bit of both, I suppose,” he said softly. “What is your true purpose here tonight?” he asked, moving closer to her and growing amused at her apparent discomfort. He could feel her arousal, and also feel her shame because of it.  
     “I just wanted to make sure you were alright. I should go…” she whispered, turning for the door.  
     He stopped her, taking her hand in his, while waving his right hand to lock the door.  
     “Darian, what are you up to?” she asked, ashamed to feel how badly she wanted him. Only, he made no move to touch her. He guided her to a chair and poured some juice for her.  
     “Please, sit. We need to talk, T Ama’ Ro.” 
     “What about, Darian?” she asked, tingling in all the right places at the close proximity of the Mage and his sexy voice.  
     “I think you know,” he replied.  
     “Darian, I’m sure I have no idea what you are speaking of.” 
  “The darkness is consuming me and I fear that I do not have long, though I do not know for sure. Alas Nephraete, I know I must tell her, but I do not want our final moments to be of hatred and anger. Can you not understand why I hesitate?” 
     “Of course I do. But once she finds out that you knew all along she will very likely be volatile. Besides, you know I can help you…” she let the offer hang between them, but he did not take her up on it. 
      They talked for a long time about many things. Finally, she stood to leave. He could feel the darkness well up inside him, taking him over faster than he’d believed possible. He grabbed her wrist, pulling her to him as he covered her mouth with his. She clung to him as she felt his hands on her body. 
     This was so wrong, but it felt so good. She should not be here with him in this way, but she couldn’t seem to stop herself. It was like she was under an enchantment, watching from outside her body. She could not deny that she wanted him badly and the guilt was consuming her. His tongue sought hers and her knees grew weak. His hands touched her breasts and she moaned softly. She fought to regain control and do what she could for him. She began to draw the Dark Magic from him as she had once before. He needed to come to his senses before she did something she might not regret as she knew she should.  
     Then her vision began to fade, white spots dancing in her line of sight. She was no longer in the Mage’s room as the vision pulled her along for the ride. Darian seemed to come back to himself as the seer had pulled what she could from him before the vision took hold.  
     “Darian, they come! Mogan Dar empties! The Dark Mage intensifies his search for you. Overwhelming darkness is coming to swallow the land. You must not allow this to happen.  
     “The demon tries to break his bonds, you cannot trust him. He will try to kill you. The Demon Stone must be protected at all costs, for it holds the power to destroy what the Dark Mage has built. The One faces off against you and he whom you thought you could trust turns against you.  
     “The black beast wakes! Fire and damnation. Purification can only be attained through black fire. Death courts you Darian Brade and you shall take her to bed to be your consort and all shall tremble with fear at your union.  
    “In order to save them you must let someone close to you die and this shall torment you for all your days…” the seer slid into unconsciousness after the powerful vision. Darian laid her gently on his bed to rest while he pulled out his magical tome to reread the dire words she had spoken. 
   He contemplated what it could mean. Some was self-explanatory. Who was the One? And who was the one he thought he could trust? There would be no sleep for him this night.  
     The demon would try to kill him, eh? Well, Sigorna would find he was not an easy target even on his worst day. Let him try to break free. The more he tries, the stronger his bonds become. But he already knew this. Why would he try again?  
     He went to find Kyler, but the elf was deep in Ru Nay’ Sha. He did not want to wake him so he let his friend rest and returned to his room. The tiny seer had not moved. He covered her with a blanket to keep her warm. 
     Calisha, Nephraete has had a powerful vision and needs attending to. Darian sent the thought to the Crebellan and did not have long to wait.  
    “What happened, Darian?” asked Calisha. 
     “She came to discuss some matters of importance and… She drew out more Dark Magic, but before she could get rid of it, the vision overtook her and she collapsed. I brought her to my bed to rest. 
     “Calisha, it’s taking me over faster. She was about to leave and I felt it overtake me in a matter of seconds.” 
     “That should not be possible, Darian. It cannot be that strong yet. That means we have less time than we thought.” The Crebellan looked worried and who could blame him?  
    He went to check on the seer to make sure she was alright. He trusted the Mage, but lately, he was not himself. And now… The Mage was dying. The Dark Magic was claiming him at an alarming rate. The time they thought they had was no longer certain. They needed to continue, push forward while he was still here. It sounded so callous, but the Creature of Mist knew they would need Darian before this was all through. If he died before accomplishing what he had to do, Corillia was doomed. 
     He needed to know what the seer had seen. Would the Mage tell him? Nephraete may not remember any of it. That was the way of the visions. Sometimes, she remembered everything, sometimes she could recall nothing.  
     Sometime just before dawn, Darian slid deep into blissful reverie as Ru Nay’ Sha claimed him as her own.  
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     In the morning, Kyler sought out Darian. After knocking for a few minutes, he was about to give up, thinking the Mage was up and out already, when the door opened and Darian appeared, bleary eyed. 
     “Damn Darian, you look like shit,” said his friend, coming in and sitting down. “Have you seen Nephraete? She never came to bed last night.” He didn’t appear worried, just curious.  
     “She’s fine Kyler. She’s in my bed, resting still.” He knew the reaction he would get and the elf prince did not disappoint.  
    “What?! Darian if you…” But he never got to finish as the Mage cut him off. 
     “Would you just listen to me?” Darian commanded, a touch of magic to his voice. Damn it, he was cranky from lack of rest. He’d made a promise hadn’t he? Did his word mean nothing? His tone had the desired effect, the elf prince shut his mouth with an audible click, but his eyes burned with the fires of his anger.  
     “She came to me last night to advise me to tell Tynuviel the truth. We talked for a long time and as she was prepared to leave, a powerful vision overtook her.” 
    He  left  out  the  more  juicy  details.  How Nephraete wanted him. How she could not seem to keep her thoughts to herself. He knew she felt guilty as hell about it, but that did not stop her from feeling aroused near him. He couldn’t help that he was one damn fine looking man. He knew it. The ladies knew it. It’s common knowledge, he thought to himself, amused and more than a bit turned on. He did not tell Kyler about the sensual kisses they’d shared either. It had been close last night. Briefly, he remembered his hands on her breasts as she slid her hand between his… 
     “Darian? You okay? You just kind of drifted off.” The elf wanted desperately to know what his friend was thinking. Realistically, he knew he’d never know. Sometimes the Mage was too secretive for his own good.  
     “Yeah, I’m fine. Just tired. I didn’t rest well last night. I came by your room, but you were deep in Ru Nay’ Sha. I did not want to wake you. Calisha was here and made sure she was alright.” 
     “What did she say, Darian? What did she see?” asked Kyler, leaning forward in his seat.  
     “She… saw… no happily ever after’s,” he said softly.  
     Kyler waited for the Mage to say more, but he may as well have been waiting for winter to touch the elven homeland. It would never happen.  
     “Darian, what did she say?” the elf asked again. A cold dread began to fill him at the look that touched the Mage’s eyes. His silence an admission. Darian blinked in surprise, but when he met Kyler’s gaze, it was gone. Had he imagined it? I doubt it, Kyler thought to himself.  
     The Mage put his middle finger and thumb of his right hand to his eyes, as if he was tired of explaining himself. “Kyler, I do not want to talk about this now. In point of fact, I never want to talk about it.” 
     “Darian, I don’t understand you. How can I, or any of us for that matter, be of help to you if you will not talk to us? You have to let someone in, Darian. If I don’t know what’s wrong, I cannot help you. Talk to me, Darian. Trust me as you once did. Why won’t you be honest with me?” 
     “There are some things that will never see the light of day, you know this Kyler. I am a Mage of The Order and sworn to secrecy, for my safety as much as The Order’s. It will not help to discuss much of what she saw because it was personal to me. But I can tell you this, she said, ‘The black beast wakes! Fire and damnation. Purification can only be attained through black fire.’” 
     “What does that mean?” asked the elf, more than a bit irritated with his friend.  
    “I have an idea, though I am loathe to think on it. I am afraid what she is speaking of is Phentilphyremorg, the black dragon.” 
    “Darian, are you sure? If that wicked beast joins the battle, we’re in serious trouble.” 
     “I am no longer sure of anything, my friend. And Kyler, I do trust you. But I get the feeling you no longer trust me. Sometimes, the look in your eyes and the way you speak to me… Are you okay my friend? Lately, you question my every move. Now, if you tell me that it is because of the Dark Magic, that is something that I can respect. But I do not think this is the case. You are my only friend, elf, and if I lose you…” Darian trailed off, unable to finish the thought.  
     For some time now, Kyler had been acting strangely. They disagreed more now than they ever had in all their years of traveling together. Darian wasn’t sure what to make of it. Kyler was always concerned that he would seduce Nephraete. It’s not like he didn’t really want to. Damn it if he didn’t. He pushed those thoughts far away though, they were not being any help.  
     Kyler watched him intently, his green eyes looking for any signs of what lay hidden beneath the many layers of Darian Brade.  
     “You’re not going to lose me Darian. And you’re right, I’ve been acting like a Shila Ti’ Ho.” 
     “I’ll say,” Darian replied without smiling, though he wanted to. He wouldn’t let Kyler off the hook so easily.  
     “Takasha Darian! Clin Ta’ Na makhal Ob Den’ Lei?” The sincerity in his friend’s tone was unmistakable.  
     “Of course I forgive you elf. We’ve got to make it through this together. I need you, Kyler.” 
     “Your secrets make it hard for me sometimes. It’s like you don’t really trust me enough to confide in me.” 
     “Kyler, I tell you everything I can. You must understand, I cannot endanger myself or The Order. There are things no one will ever know about me. Mostly because it is no one’s business, but also because I would kill to protect what is mine.”  
     The coldness that leaked into his voice at those words, undeniably chilled the elf to the bone. He was sure he would be included in the slaughter if he pushed too hard. He must remember that Darian would talk in his own time, not before.   
     “Is there anything else you can tell me of her vision?” asked the elf carefully.  
     “She said that Mogan Dar empties and that the Dark Mage intensifies his search for me,” he replied softly, meeting Kyler’s eyes.  
     “Mogan Dar empties? Where will they go? To join in the battle?” 
     “I know not my friend, but my guess is it won’t be to help us. Kyler, I must tell you…” the elf could see Darian’s reluctance to reveal what he was about to. “I have not been feeling myself lately. More and more I feel the darkness surround me like a blanket of death and I cannot break free. Very soon I’m afraid, I will no longer be safe to be around. I feel it growing inside of me and it grows strong! I lose a bit of myself each time it takes me over. I do not want to hurt anyone, but most of all those that I have come to care deeply for. Tynuviel.. you, Nephraete… I’m scared Kyler. I’ve never been afraid in my life before, but this… This terrifies me.”  
     He spoke so softly that Kyler had to concentrate on his words to make sure he heard him correctly. As long as Kyler had known the Mage, Darian had never shown fear before. He was usually the first one to act in a battle, even when they were badly outnumbered. He’d seen Darian time after time doing things most sane people would run screaming from. There wasn’t much that frightened the elf, but Darian’s admission did the trick.  
    A knock on the Mage’s door interrupted their train of thought. Kyler answered it to find Kryndale with their morning meal. Kyler took it wordlessly, closing the door without speaking one word, which was a testament to how badly Darian’s words had affected him.  
     “Darian, you know I will do whatever I can to help you. Please, do not shut me out, my friend. You are my brother, I cannot lose you. We will find a way because we must. The alternative… There isn’t one.” 
    
     Darian was late this morning and Tynuviel fretted that he wasn’t coming. She loved him, but couldn’t stand to be near him. Every time she tried, she would either get sick or she would remember all the things that she’d been through because of him. What happened to her in the dragon’s lair haunted her dreams every night. Everyone was adamant in telling her it hadn’t been the Mage, but why was it then, that that’s who she saw? Darian hadn’t really said much to her about it, he tended to try to avoid it. But she wanted to know and she wanted him to tell her.  
     He thought her so frail, and she guessed right now she was. Her mind was broken and it would be a while before she was herself once more. Even Darian had not known how long that would be. She wanted to kiss him, she’d almost done it last night but something had stopped her. 
   He had not initiated contact with her, he kept his word, though it had to be killing him. He told her when she was ready, she could make the first move. She had to admit, she was enjoying their dates. He was sparing no expense, courting her as befit a princess. He’d bought her many gifts and each held a special place in her heart. She could hardly believe what he’d gone through for her. If ever she doubted his love, she no longer did. She had come far in these months since her return to the elven forest. A knock on her door brought her around.  
     A lump formed in her throat when she opened the door to see Darian. The sight of him took her breath away. He was a stunning sight. He wore a white, long sleeved shirt that fit him well, showing off his sculpted chest. It clung to him, hiding nothing that lay beneath. The sleeves he had pulled up just below his elbows. His black breeches were like a second skin and he smelled so damn good. She breathed his scent in deeply, looking him over, slowly drinking in the sight of him. He had always aroused her. Since the first time she saw him, she knew she was in love with him.  
     “Tynuviel? Are you okay?” he asked with a smile that melted her where she stood.  
     “Hmm? Yes, I’m sorry, Darian. Please, come in. I thought for a minute you weren’t coming today,” she said, unable to keep her eyes off of him even for a second.  
  “I was delayed. There is nothing that could keep me away Shan Ta’ Zi. You look radiant this morning,” he  
  said, with a softness to his voice that did things to her.  
     “Thank you. You look… good enough to eat, Darian.” 
     “Don’t let me stop you, Shazzi, because I won’t.” The smile that played over his lips was enticing.   
     As he walked further into her room to the table, she watched the way he walked. He had a perfect body, cat-like grace, and was incredibly sexy and damn handsome to boot. The way he walked with such confidence, she knew he would be a fantastic lover. He was so sure of himself, exuding confidence in everything he did. It was a telltale sign of how good a man would be in bed. And Darian… He would be Mmmmm, she thought.  
    She was incredibly aroused this morning and seeing him now, she wanted to try something. But the minute she completed the thought, she felt sick to her stomach. 
     “Are you alright, Ty?” asked the Mage, a bit worried at the sudden change in her. Something nagged at him, but he was a bit preoccupied with dying and all, so it eluded him.  
     “Yes, I’m fine,” she replied through gritted teeth. “Just a bit sick to my stomach, I’m afraid.” 
     “I’ll make you some tea. Rest, Shazzi, I’m here and I will care for you.” 
   She smiled at him as he removed a packet of herbs from his Shryvven. He heated the water using his magic and soon it was boiling. He mixed it for her with some fresh honey and placed it before her.  
     “It’s hot, so be careful.” She decided she liked him doting over her. “So what would you like to do today?” he asked, giving her a brilliant smile that sped up her heart rate.  
     “I… What do you have in mind, Darian?” she asked flirtatiously and he did not let her down. 
     “Mmmm, I know exactly what I want to do…” he purred, his voice as smooth as velvet.  
     It had the desired effect on her. Her skin tingled and she felt a warm flush touch her.  
     “Would you like to see my tower?” he asked her softly. 
     “Really, Darian? I…” she trailed off, mounting fear choking off her air supply. Could she trust him? So far, he’d been true to his word. He hadn’t made one move to touch her and she was grateful for that. Though in her mind she yearned for it, she was nowhere near ready for full contact with him. Would she ever be?  
     If she continued to give in to the resistance, she was letting them win. She did not want that. She’d suffered enough at the hands of her captors, and she continued to suffer. If he wanted to hurt me, he’d have done it already, she thought.  
     “That would be wonderful, Darian,” she said, with a strength she did not feel. She was terrified, but she wanted to live again. Against all odds, the man she loved still loved her and wanted to be with her, even after everything that had happened to her.  
     “Really?” he asked, as his grey eyes lit with joy.  
     “Really. I thought you did not want anyone to see it though,” she admitted. 
     “You my love, are not just anyone. I have chosen you to be my consort. I will share all my possessions with you.”  
     A tear slid down her cheek at his soft words. He moved to wipe it away, barely stopping himself in time before letting his hand drop to his side.  
     “What’s wrong, Shan Ta’ Zi? Why do you cry?”  
     “I… I cannot believe that you would want me still, after… After…” she began to cry and it was killing him because he wanted to hold her and protect her from her sorrow. But a promise was a promise. How stupid! Why had he promised such a thing?  
     “Shazzi, why do you cry? Have I said something? Did I hurt you in some way?”  
  “No, Darian, I’m just broken inside. I don’t know that I’ll ever be the same as I was before. What if I never  
  heal completely? What if I… what if we can never share a bed, Darian? I know you will not wait forever, though you would say otherwise. I am no fool. Before too long, you will grow tired of waiting and you will find someone else. A man needs a woman’s touch.”  
    Tears slid down her cheeks and he felt her pain engulfing him. All he wanted was to take her in his arms and hold her until she calmed down. He didn’t dare, she was being  so responsive to him, in a positive manner as well. To his surprise, she laid her head on his shoulder and put her hand on his chest. He kept his heartbeat normal and his body under control.  
     “Are you going to take me, Darian?” 
     Ooh, careful now, he thought with a smile. You know that’s not what she means. “Of course, I know you’ll love it. But… you will have to hold my hand. Can you do that for me?” he asked, in that sensual voice of his.  
     She looked into his eyes; she could get lost in them. She didn’t trust her voice to speak, so she merely nodded. He stood, holding out his hand for her to make contact first. She slid her small hand in his and he gently squeezed it reassuringly. 
     “Now, everyone handles teleportation differently. You may get sick, you may not. Some people get dizzy, some just plain pass out. It will be quick, but it may not seem so to you. Are you ready Shazzi?”  
     She loved when he called her that. He’d only recently started and she didn’t want him to stop. She nodded up at him, gripping him tightly. He didn’t seem to mind. He began to chant softly and before she knew it, they were spinning rapidly in circles. It felt as if they rose ever higher in the air and yet, she had the distinct impression they still stood in her room. As his chant hit the climax, a dark portal opened and she panicked, breathing heavily. He whispered soothingly to her, calming her, even as he drew her close without embracing her. He guided her to the opening, gently pushing her through, following close behind her.  
     She felt light headed, but she wasn’t sure if it was the teleportation or her nerves. He’s not going to hurt me. He’s not going to hurt me. She repeated the litany, her eyes tightly shut until they’d arrived.  
     “Shazzi? Are you okay? We’re here, you can open your eyes now.” A hint of amusement touched his sexy voice.  
     She opened her eyes one at a time and found herself in a humongous room. It was made of a superior black stone and she could not see the ceiling or if there even was one. The room was definitely masculine with tiny feminine touches. Beautiful, dark purple drapes covered the high windows that spanned the length of the wall opposite them. 
   A black leather sofa sat in the middle of the floor, facing the biggest fireplace she’d ever seen. The fireplace was hand crafted from river rock that was polished ‘til it practically glowed. To the left of the sofa was a large, overstuffed black leather chair. A soft blanket in the same purple color was draped tastefully across the back of the sofa.  
     “Oh Darian, it’s beautiful!” she exclaimed in child-like joy.  
     “This is just the sitting room,” he told her with a smile. It was bigger than her whole suite at home.  
     He held out his hand for her and she slipped her hand in his. He took her around so she could see everything.  
     “What is this room, Darian?” she asked, looking around in fascination.  
     “My study,” he explained.  
     “What is all this stuff?” she asked, picking up a bottle of something off his desk. She saw how he’d carefully labeled everything for their content. A leather bound tome lay open on his desk and she saw his fine hand on the pages. She boldly walked into the room, having no idea how guarded Darian kept this room. He merely smiled at  
 her. Never once did he tell her not to touch anything.  
     “Those are spell components. And that book holds all my notes on successes and failures of spells. It is written in the tongue of Mage’s so you will not be able to read it.” 
  “What are these?” she asked, touching one of his crystals.  
  “Each one of these is tuned to a specific person or place. I can see what is happening at any given moment.” 

  “Do you have one for me?” she asked, glancing at him in delight.    
  “Of course I do, Shazzi. It is this one,” he showed her the crystal that was hers and hers alone. It was also  

  the prettiest one.  
  “How does it work?” she asked curiously. 
  “Each one has a word or phrase that activates it.” 
  “Do you have one for Gayla?” she hadn’t meant to ask that aloud and once the words left her mouth, she regretted them instantly. To her amazement, he laughed. A deep, rich sound that made her warm and tingly inside.  
  “Not anymore,” he said truthfully. “Once I released her, I deactivated the enchantment. Why would I want to watch her when I can watch you?” The way he said it made her certain he watched her when she was not aware. For some odd reason, she wasn’t the least bit mad.  
  From his study, he led her to the bathroom. “Darian! This is beautiful. What kind of stone is this?” she asked, as her eyes drank in the sight. 
  “Lapis lazuli. I’m glad that you like it.” As she walked around looking at everything, she put her hand in his. Her soft touch aroused the beast in him. He closed his eyes, taking  control once more, though that was the last thing he wanted. What he wanted was… 
  “Darian, what’s next?” she asked. The sound of her voice turned him on and he imagined how she would sound when he was deep inside her.  
  He took her to the kitchen which was bigger than the sitting room. Long, grey marble countertops lined the room. In the middle was the largest island she ever saw. On one wall was another large fireplace.  
  She noticed how meticulously organized he was. Everything was in its place. Pots hung above the island, largest to smallest. She opened a few cabinets which were made from heavy oak. He kept everything well stocked with fresh ingredients. 
  She was so preoccupied as she walked around, she wasn’t paying attention to where she was walking. She came too close to him, brushing against him lightly. He breathed in her scent and it drove him wild.  
  “I’m sorry, Darian. I guess I should watch where I’m going,” she said, a bit embarrassed. As her hip grazed him, she felt the hardness of him. A shock of fear and excitement raged through her at her discovery.  
  “Are you okay, Shazzi?” he asked blithely. 
  “I… I’m fine.” But her rapid exit told him she was well aware of the situation.  
  Damn it! He thought. I have to be more careful. I don’t want to spook her. Not now. Not when we’re so close to a breakthrough. Which was why her next words caught him completely by surprise.  
  “Where’s your bedroom?” she asked huskily. 
  “Shazzi…” 
  “C’mon Darian, what are you afraid of? I know you’re not afraid of what you have to offer me. Takasha!” And in that instant she knew one thing… It could not have been Darian who had done all those terrible things to her. Now she had her proof. She felt like such a fool! She should have remembered. She’d seen him before. The one that had raped her had not the gifts of Darian Brade. Her captor could not measure up to the man she loved. How could she have let herself believe those lies? They would have effectively destroyed their last chance. She was not  
 about to let that happen. They were alone now. No one could interrupt them.  
  She took him by the hand and he followed her, unable to stop himself. He knew he should put a stop to this right here and now. He was not completely sure that she was ready for lovemaking. But damn it, he wanted her. It had been so long… Months had slipped past them. She was right, he was not afraid of anything, except her stopping it once they got started. 
  At some point, she wasn’t even aware of when it happened exactly, he was in front of her, leading the way. He held her hand lightly so as not to make her feel like he was forcing the issue. He stopped in front of his bedroom door, unsure of what to do.  
  “Shazzi, maybe we should wait a while. I don’t want to frighten you. Once we begin… I won’t want to stop. I will not take you by force, but it will be hard to stop myself. I…” but he never got to finish as she closed the distance to him.  
  She opened the door and went inside, pulling him with her. She pushed him gently down on the bed and climbed into his lap. For long moments, they just looked into each other’s eyes.  
  She tilted her head to the left as she moved closer to him. Their lips met, hesitantly at first, almost as if she were afraid of being burned. The first kisses were quick, sharp and not passion filled. He did not complain though. He hadn’t been sure he’d ever get this close again.  
  As she gained confidence, the kisses became tender, longer. Darian had always been a damn good kisser, his lips leaving her weak and wanting. And it was no different now. He had a pattern that he followed. His lips were soft and warm and he made her feel again.  
  Slowly, so as not to alarm her, he parted his lips. He kissed her again, a more sensual experience. He did not do anything else. He kept his tongue to himself for now. He preferred to let her lead. He wanted her to trust him, to know that he would never hurt her or force her to do anything that she didn’t want to do.  
  He felt her tongue on his lips and he held back no longer. He kept his hands to himself though and it was one of the most difficult things he had ever done. As her tongue met his, he felt her hands slide lower and he groaned. She had her hands inside his breeches in short order as his breath came quick and hard. She took his hands and laid them on her breasts and that was all the invitation he needed.  
  He ran his hands over her breasts as she moaned softly, tossing her head back. He kissed her exposed neck, pushing her dress down off her shoulders. His lips on her bare skin sent electrifying pleasure through her.  
  She leaned into him, gripping him firmly, but gently with her right hand. He moaned at her touch, his lips returning to hers. His kisses were urgent and demanded her attention. If she was unsure before, she was positive now. Her captor was nothing like Darian. His kisses were nothing like Darian’s. They had not made her feel aroused at all. Instead, she’d felt dirty and violated. 
  “Shazzi,” he whispered breathlessly. She pulled the sweater over his head, running her hands over his chest. His body was hard, he kept in shape and she was so grateful because of it. Her lips on his skin drove him wild and he wanted more. Before he knew what was happening, she jumped to her feet and ran out of the room. 
     He sighed in deep regret. It had been so close once more. He was not sure how long he could keep this up. A few more close calls like that and he was going to have to do something about it. It was just too soon for her. He knew they should have waited. Though in truth, he did not want to wait any longer.  
 He put himself back together as best he could, though his pants did not fit him right at the moment. He went in search of the lovely elf and found her outside on the hilltop, overlooking the lake. She did not turn at his approach, but he knew she heard him because he wasn’t trying to be quiet. The last thing he wanted right now was to startle her.  
  “I’m sorry, Darian. Really I am. I thought I could do it. I wanted to.” 
  “Yeah, me too.” His voice was gentle. He wasn’t angry at all. She could sense his dismay at her abrupt departure, but not anger. “I told you before, I will wait for you Shazzi. Regardless of what you fear, I will be here when you are ready. 
  “Darian, I know you will want to… but I know you won’t. I know what you need, what you want and I am not able to give it to you now. Maybe not ever.” She began to cry, hiding her face in her hands.  
  “Shhh Shazzi. Please don’t cry.” He took her in his arms and she did not fight him. “It’s going to take some time for you to overcome this. You are strong. I know we can make it through this. I will always be here for you. I will never leave you. And when the time is right, we will make love. There is no need to rush things,” he told her gently, his voice washing over her and calming her. 
  Her eyes were troubled. She didn’t understand what was happening to her. She really had wanted him and intended to go through with it. But once more, as soon as she’d completed the thought, she became overwhelmed with fear and despair. She couldn’t get away from him fast enough. She knew she hurt him and she hated it, but she didn’t know what else to do. Maybe she should tell him how she was feeling. Maybe he would know what to do. She quickly decided against it. If she told him her feelings, he wouldn’t want her anymore. They sat there for some time, not saying a word. They didn’t really need words.  
  After his body returned to normal, he was actually glad they… Now that’s a dirty lie. He admitted to himself. He did not want to begin a sexual relationship with her until he was able to tell her the truth. You’re still lying to yourself… I wanted her to give herself to me. But I don’t want to take this to another level until I’ve had the chance to tell her the truth. She will hate me for sure then. She will no longer want me. What will I do?   His nasty side told him to seek out Renlyss. She would never refuse him. She never had. 
       He was so frustrated, he needed release. He wasn’t used to this, he was used to getting his way. Always. He’d never been in love before either. He must learn to put the past in the past.  
     He needed to understand what was happening with Tynuviel. She was wet and willing one minute and the next, cold as ice. He felt ashamed the minute he’d completed the thought. He of all people knew what she’d been subjected to. Of course she wouldn’t spread her legs so easily. He didn’t want her to. Not really. He wanted to be sure she was fully ready to receive him. He loved her and wanted her to be better. He needed her and she needed him right now. And he was being an ass. At least she can’t hear my thoughts. 
     He took her back to her room as the sun set, painting the sky with a warm pink and gold light. As he approached his room, Renlyss was coming down the walkway from the left.  
     “Darian,” she greeted him.  
     He looked at her and smiled, commanding his inner beast not to take this too far. He didn’t love Renlyss. He loved Tynuviel, but damn it, Renlyss was here and he was… so in need.  
    “You look tired Mage. Hard day?” 
     “If you only knew,” he replied softly.  
     “You okay?” she asked, looking into his eyes.  
     “Fine. Just fine.”  
     “You want to get a drink?” she asked.  
     “No thank you, Renlyss. Not tonight.” He went into his room closing the door, effectively blocking out everything and everyone. 
     She did not let it bother her, the Mage was ever moody. She went on her way and ended up bumping into Kelindril.  
     “Oh, it’s you,” he said with a frown.  
     “Imagine my surprise,” she retorted, continuing on her way. 
  Kelindril just shook his head. He did not understand women. Of course, he didn’t really want to. He remained where he was, staring out at the forest as the sun sank below the trees.  
     “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” asked a female voice. He turned to see the speaker and was stunned into silence. She was perhaps the most exquisite creature he’d ever laid eyes on. Her hair was kissed by the sun, her eyes… they held him captive in their green depths. She was undeniably sexy, her curves… 
     “Yes, it is very beautiful,” he replied, never taking his eyes off her.  
     “I’m Kylee,” she introduced herself, holding out her hand.  
     “Kelindril,” he said, taking her hand in his. Somehow it felt right, it felt like they’d known each other always.  
     “Mind if I stand here with you, Kelindril?” she asked, in her musical voice.  
     “Of course not, I’d like that very much.” He couldn’t believe the words as they left his mouth. What was wrong with him?  
     “Well Kelindril, I would like that too,” she said, giving him a dazzling smile.  
     He loved the way she smelled… intoxicating. “This is one of my favorite places to watch the sun set. How do you like your stay so far?”  
     “I must admit, in the beginning it felt odd. I’m still not sure how I feel about the old forest. I… can feel that it is ancient. I feel the weight of the years it has seen.” 
     She looked pleased with his admission. “Do you miss your home?” she asked, looking out over the darkening forest.  
     “Yes and no.” At his words, she laughed. A delightful sound that he would never tire of hearing.  
     “How can it be both? It must be one or the other Kelindril.” He decided he liked the way she said his name. She spoke to him in elvish. Maybe she thought he didn’t know the common tongue, but no. He knew she was aware that he was Gor Li’ Khan.  
     “I miss the Bay, but I do not have anyone waiting for me there.” He did not know why he told her these things. He felt at ease for the first time in his life.  
     “You do not have anyone waiting for you? What a shame. I would wait for you Kelindril.” Was she flirting with him?   
     He smiled at her, a genuine smile and she smiled back. He felt giddy, unable to think straight. He hadn’t felt this way in a long, long time and he wasn’t entirely sure he liked it.  
     “You would? Well, you don’t know me. You may change your mind.”  
     “Oh I doubt that, Kel. I want to get to know the real you.” 
    “Let’s get a drink,” he offered, unable to believe himself. It was as if he was not in control of his own tongue. 
     “I would like that very much,” she replied as she held out her hand for him. He took it without hesitation. She led him to her room and he almost went in, but he waited for her as she retrieved a few things. He took them from her when she emerged with a smile and a wave of her hand.  
     She led him to the waterfall, and he poured the wine she’d brought. For long moments, they sat without words passing between them. The breeze from the water was cool, but felt good on his warm skin. What am I doing here with her?  He thought. This will not end favorably, it never does. 
     Kelindril had not been with a woman in a very long time. He did not miss it. He deemed it as weakness of flesh. The last time he’d given in was over a decade ago. Has it been so long already?  He thought with a tiredness he’d not felt moments before.  
     “Is something wrong, Kelindril?” she asked, as she leaned back on her elbows.  
     She was flirting with him! Her breasts were large and full and… Takasha what was he going to do? He looked at her, really looked at her. She was incredibly beautiful and so sexy. He found it hard to take his eyes off of her. He took a swallow of his wine and looked her in the eye. 
     “Everything is fine, Kylee, why do you ask?” he replied smoothly. 
     “It’s just that I get the feeling that you would rather be anywhere but here with me.” She looked at him, her long lashes flashing seductively as she winked at him.  
     He laughed at her perceptiveness. “Trust me, there is nowhere I’d rather be.” 
     “You said you have no one waiting for you, why is that Kelindril? You are… an exquisite specimen to say the least.” She whispered as she moved closer to him.  
     “It’s been a long time for me, Kylee. I guess I just do better on my own.” 
     “Yeah, I can see how that’s working for you. I think maybe that’s just what you want others to think. Isn’t it Kel?”  
     He felt her breath on his ear and he felt… excited and aroused. He looked at her and she laughed. He liked the sound of her voice.  
     “So, what do you do for fun, Kelindril?” 
     “Kill,” he replied immediately.  
     “Mmm, yes you do seem the type. What if there is nothing to kill? Then what do you do for fun?” She did not appear afraid of him in the least. She had no idea who she sat next to.  
     “There is always something to kill,” he said softly.  
     She just watched him, saying nothing, but her eyes smoldered with unadulterated… 
     “Kelindril, do you find me attractive?” The question threw him off because that’s not what he’d been expecting her to say. He wasn’t sure how he should respond. What should he say? Should he tell her the truth?  
     “You know that I do,” he admitted and the answer seemed to please her.  
     “What is Kaleika Bay like, Kel?” the way she said his name… 
     “It is warm and beautiful. A spectacular view every morning and evening as the sun rises and sets. The palace is carved out of all shades of coral from the ocean. The breeze of the salt air is unlike anything I’ve experienced anywhere else.” 
    His description was coldly calculating much like himself and held no warmth or love. He was detached from it, almost as if he’d never been there and only recited what he’d been told. She did not know precisely why, but she liked him. She’d felt the strong attraction the first time she’d seen him. Could she get past his bloodlust? Could she get inside his defenses? Right now, she wasn’t sure anyone could. Why did she even want to? He was handsome, his features perfect. But what about his heart? Was there room for her in it? Was there room for anyone in his life? He appeared to work hard at keeping others at a distance. Why? 
     “Are you happy there? Don’t you miss it?” she asked, curiosity overcoming her better judgment. She had to know more about him. Where he came from, what his home was like, anything and everything.  
     “I am not used to talking to someone like this. I don’t know what you want me to say.” 
     “Just the truth, Kelindril. I would like to get to know you. The real you.” 
     “No. You don’t. You think you’d like to really know me, but you would be wrong.” 
     “Why is that exactly?” she pressed. 
     “I am Gor Li’ Khan, Kylee. Do you know how much blood stains my hands?” 
     “I know what  you are. I want to know who  you are.” 
     “Why? Why do you have an interest in me?”  
     “Do you think yourself unworthy of attention?” 
     He did not respond at first. He got up, turning his back to her as if to leave, but she caught his hand. After a long moment, he turned to look at her. She was stunningly beautiful, the way the fading light shimmered in her hair…  
     Instead of responding, he did what he did  best. He faded into the background and disappeared from sight. She sighed in disappointment. Well, it’s going to take some time to crack him, she thought. She knew it wouldn’t be easy. 
   Darian sat alone in his room, writing in his leather tome. He wanted to get his thoughts down on parchment before he became stark raving mad and no longer cared about such things as thoughts. He did not know how much time he had left, but he knew it wasn’t much. He could feel the oppressive darkness growing within him and he was afraid.  
     He’d never been afraid of anything in his life. Not even the Test of Power. This, he was terrified of. He didn’t want to die now. He had too much to accomplish. He looked out his window and felt the warm breeze on his face. He stood to watch the sunset on the overlook in his room. Why now? After everything he’d endured at The Order’s hands… this was too much. 
     As he stood watching the sun set, he was reminded of how fragile life really was. He heard a knock at his door and without turning, he waved his hand, opening the door for his visitor.  
     “Darian, are you sure that’s wise? I mean, opening the door before you even know who it is…” 
     “I knew it was you, elf. Who else would it be?” asked the Mage. 
     “You okay?” asked Kyler.  
     “Yeah, just peachy,” retorted the Mage. Kyler joined his friend out on the overlook. “I brought some wine, thought you might like a drink. But I can see you’d rather be alone, so I’ll just be taking this and going,” said Kyler, as he prepared to leave.  
    “Can the bottle stay?” asked the Mage.  
     “No. The bottle goes where I go. If I am not welcome, neither is my wine.” 
     Darian snorted in mock disgust. “Fine, you can stay. Can I have some wine now?”  asked Darian with a smile. Kyler gauged his sincerity, then retrieved two glasses, pouring generous amounts into each.  
     “How’d it go today?” asked the elf. 
     “Everything went good. She’s beginning to trust me more.” 
     “That’s good, Darian. It won’t be long now, my friend.” 
     “I have to tell her soon. And once I do… It will be over for us.” 
     “How can you be so sure, Darian? She loves you. You saved her, she’ll see the truth.” 
     “Will she now?” asked the Mage darkly. “You think she’ll understand? I think you give her too much credit. She will feel hurt and betrayed. She will blame me for everything and then what? Then nothing. It is over Kyler.” 
     “Wow, Darian, I’ve never seen you so happy before. It really is shocking,” remarked the elf. “You’re such a ray of sunshine, Mage.” 
  “I’m sorry, Kyler. Lately, I’m not myself. It worsens every day and… I don’t have much time left.” 
     “Then why do you linger here? You know what you must do. Why do you remain?” asked Kyler, truly bewildered. 
     “Because I must tell her the truth. I do not want to die without telling her. She must hear it from me.” 
     “Then what are you waiting for?” 
     “Death.” The Mage spoke so quietly, the elf knew he wasn’t meant to hear the word.         
     Honestly, he wished he hadn’t heard it. His friend was losing his self-control little by little, day by day. Soon, he had no idea how soon exactly, his friend would succumb to the overwhelming weight of evil that was dragging him deeper into madness. 
     Kyler could see it in his friend’s eyes. The gray eyes that once shone with a light all their own were now haunted and red rimmed. A testament to how much he had fought this thing. He was worn around the edges. A frayed knot of a man who no longer resembled his friend or the powerful Mage he once knew. The elf wasn’t sure what he could do to help him. Wasn’t sure if anyone could help the Mage anymore. He would not give up though. He couldn’t afford to.  
     “Darian, what are you planning to do next?” asked Kyler. 
     “It matters not, elf prince. You will not be going with me. No one will.” 
     “Darian…” but the Mage cut him off. 
     “I’ve made up my mind, Kyler. I will risk no one else. This is a suicide mission from which I probably will not return. Why risk the prince of the elves as well?” His tone almost sounded quietly mocking. 
     “Darian, now you have me curious. What is on your mind?” asked the elf, to which the Mage only shrugged.  
     “As I said, it does not matter. Nothing matters anymore. It is over. I just do not see a way back from this. Can I find the thing I need to staunch the flow of Dark Magic in time to be of any use?” 
     “Hey, we will find it, Darian. You cannot give up on yourself, I haven’t. You have comrades and friends who believe in you. How do you think your disposition would affect them if they knew?” 
    “These things that I admit to you are for no one else’s ears! You ask me to open up and be more honest. Do not make me regret my choice.” 
  “More wine?” responded the elf, trying desperately to diffuse a dangerous situation. Darian must know he would never betray him, but some among them were quite perceptive. They were probably already aware that something was not quite right.  
     Grey smoke swirled across the floor, signaling the demon’s appearance. “Lover’s spat? I’m sorry, am I interrupting?” asked the demon taking a seat, watching them and showing no intention of leaving. “Oh, don’t stop on my account, it was just getting good,” Sigorna smiled, showing his teeth.  
     Kyler was tempted to leave, but would not let the demon win. “Of course not. We’re just discussing our options,” responded Kyler.  
     “Mmmhmm, that high screechy voice, that was you, wasn’t it elf? Did you drop your crown again?” 
  “Shut up vile beast!” raged Kyler. 
     “Enough! Both of you. I need to think, if you please,” commanded the irritated Mage. 
     “Yeah, let’s see how far that  gets us this time,” mocked the demon. The glare that fell upon him from Darian was enough to still his mouth. Obviously, the Mage wasn’t in the mood for games right now. “Spoilsport,” he mumbled.  
     The demon knew Darian well enough to know he wasn’t that upset… yet. However, Sigorna was not about to push him further. He, unlike Kyler, knew exactly how far the Mage could be pushed.  
     “So, what are we planning?” asked Sigorna. 
     “I don’t know, he won’t tell me,” answered the elf, sounding none too pleased with the admission. 
     “Aha! That’s why you’re so mad. I knew it must be along those lines. Mmmm are you sure you like girls, Kyler? Or are you trying to keep the big, handsome Mage all to yourself?” the demon’s remark had the desired effect. Kyler left, slamming the door behind him.  
     “Satisfied now?” asked Darian. 
     “C’mon Darian, the boy’s a killjoy. Anyway, I had to make him leave so you could tell me your plans.” 
     “Why would I tell you when I wouldn’t tell Kyler?” asked the Mage.  
     “Because, you will take me with you. Whether you choose to admit it or not, you must trust me because you cannot do it alone. We make a good team, Mage.”  
     So Darian told Sigorna everything; what he was planning, along with his thoughts and feelings. Sigorna listened intently to every word. When the Mage was finished, the demon couldn’t help but think him absolutely mad. He didn’t see how Darian could come out of this alive. He kept his thoughts to himself though. Maybe this was the chance he was looking for.  
     He had to give the Mage credit though, he had balls. Big mithril balls. He’d known Darian a long time and never knew him to undertake anything this dangerous. Darian wasn’t dying before either, so there you go.  
     Sigorna hoped he was on the right side of this battle. He saw Darian in action more times than he could remember, but this… This was the plan of a madman. It was reflected in the Mage’s grey eyes. Desperation. It was unlike the Darian Brade he knew. The Darian Brade he was used to was an extremely careful planner who did not act unless sure of success.  
     The Mage was definitely gonna’ need him before this was all through. At least one of them would be level-headed and thinking clearly. That elf that Darian was in lust with had better spread em’ soon, else the Mage would be good for nothing. Sigorna didn’t understand why Darian bothered anymore. That girl was a basket case and he’d be better off without her. She was seriously messing with the Mage’s sanity. He needed attention and she wasn’t giving it up and it was becoming a huge issue.  
    Now this plan that Darian thought up… It was no wonder he didn’t want to bring anyone else into it. At least Sigorna couldn’t be killed while he was bonded to the Mage; he’d only be sent back to Oblivion in defeat. Darian could summon him straight back so there would be no harm done.  
     “Darian, what’s so special about her? Why not move on? I’ve never seen you moon over a girl before and honestly, I find it deeply disturbing. I mean, there are plenty here who would jump at the chance to get with you. DUH! I just don’t get it.” 
     “I don’t expect you to understand, Falahari. I love her. It’s not about the sex. I can have sex whenever I want with whoever I want. And I have many times. It’s different with her.” 
     “Just because she’s playing hard to get? C’mon Darian. She’s beautiful yeah, but there are so many others… Why suffer? Why waste precious time?” 
     “You’re probably right. When I tell her the truth… Well, things will get back to normal quickly enough.” 
     “What are you talking about now, maniacal master?” mocked the demon.  
     “Like you care,” chuckled the Mage.  
     “Tell her what truth?” pushed the Falahari.  
     “Your sincerity is truly touching,” replied the Mage glibly. 
  “Tell me, Darian. I’m not sure how much longer I can keep the false concern act going,” said the demon truthfully.  
     “I need to tell her the truth about what has happened since she returned home.” 
     “You mean…” the demon trailed off. He couldn’t be serious. He was. That’s why he is so worried. He should be, because when she found out… 
     “Why would you do something so dumb, Darian? The truth is a stranger to you. Why now? Honestly, I don’t get you anymore. You’re changing, I just don’t know what you’re changing into.” 
    “I do not want to begin our relationship under false pretenses. I want to be honest with her.” 
     “But why, Darian? Especially knowing she will reject you. This is what you’ve wanted for so long now…” 
     “Because, if she finds out that I knew what I knew and did not tell her, it will be so much worse later. At least now we haven’t been together. How much harder would it be on us later if we’ve been lovers for a while?” 
     “You think she’d leave you then? You’re nuts man. Not after she gets a taste of you and what you can do to her. I hear you are addicting, like a damn bad drug, Mage.” 
     “Maybe, but I want her to want me because she wants to. She might stay, but it would never be the same between us. This way if she does come around, she’ll have forgiven me and I can have her clean, no bad feelings laying close to the surface.”  
     “I’ve gotta tell you, Mage, I think you’ve lost it. I think you’re so horny you can’t think straight anymore. You need to go get laid, now.” 
     “If only it were that easy, Falahari,” the Mage responded. He would do it in a heartbeat. But a promise was a promise. He’d meant it at the time because he really didn’t believe they’d be waiting this long. Now… Now he was so worked up with her so near, but he wouldn’t have it any other way. He loved her and he meant that.  
     “It is that easy. She’ll never know, Darian, unless you’re dumb enough to tell her.” 
    A knock on the Mage’s door had them both turning around sharply. He wasn’t expecting anyone. The demon dissolved, leaving Darian alone with his visitor. When he opened the door, he gritted his teeth in frustration. A fleeting moment.  
     “Renlyss, what are you doing here?” he asked, trying not to sound needy.  
     “Darian, I wondered if we could talk. I brought some Nykessa. Please, I miss you.” She was intoxicatingly beautiful and in his present state, he wasn’t sure he could be trusted to be alone with her.  
     “Renlyss… I really don’t think this is wise. Not tonight.” 
  “Please, Darian. I just want to talk to you. That’s all, just talk. I promise,” she pleaded. The guards outside of his door stared straight ahead, pretending not to hear a thing. At least they could be trusted. No matter what they heard, they would never speak it aloud.  
     Darian held the door for her as she walked in. He couldn’t take his eyes off of her. She was incredibly sexy and with their history, he didn’t trust himself. He wanted her, needed her, but Tynuviel… Damn it!  
     “I miss you, Darian. I miss our conversations. I want to remain friends. I know of your love for Tynuviel and have no intention of getting in the way. I just… miss you.” 
     “I’m sorry, Reny, I never meant to hurt you. Here, let me open this,” he took the bottle of wine from her and opened it, pouring some into two glasses. He smelled incredibly delicious and she could tell he was in need.  
     “Please sit, we’ll talk. How have you been? You look beautiful, Reny.” Her heart melted at his words and tone of voice. How he drove her crazy and she loved him.  
     “Thank you, Darian. I’m good. You don’t look like your old self. Are you okay?” she asked, already knowing he wasn’t. Only an idiot would not see the haunted look in his eyes. He wasn’t getting enough rest. She looked him over carefully. Rest wasn’t the only thing Darian Brade was being deprived of.  
     “Not really, Ren. I’m afraid I haven’t been myself in a while now. I have so much on my mind and I haven’t been resting properly.” 
     “Is there something I can do for you?” She kept her voice carefully neutral so he didn’t become suspicious.  
     “I wish there was, Reny. I think I am beyond help to be honest.” 
     “All you need do is ask, Darian. If it is within my power, you shall have it.” 
  “Thank you, I’ll keep that in mind,” his voice was like soft silk, caressing her and arousing her senses. He  
  could feel the darkness inside him threatening to overwhelm him and he tried hard to push it down, but he was losing the battle.  
     “I heard you keep company with a demon from Oblivion. Darian, you must be careful with that one. You cannot trust him. Never let your guard down.” 
     Darian enjoyed watching her. The way she looked at him when she thought he did not see. Her long, slender legs of which he could see much because her dress only came to mid-thigh.  
     He missed their conversations as well. But that was not the only he thing he missed. She was very intelligent and an excellent match for him if not for his love of Tynuviel. Renlyss understood magic and could hold his attention when she spoke. She was wise, aged, alluring… 
  He poured more wine for them as they were in an intense debate about the effects of diamond dust and its many uses in magic. He was intensely aroused by the conversation and the nearness of this effervescent beauty.  
    Without even realizing he’d done it, he ran his fingers over the soft skin of her legs. The darkness was crushing him and he couldn’t breathe. It was engulfing him, pushing him away and taking over.  
     She looked at him and he looked so much better than when she’d first arrived. He stood, taking her hand in his. 
     “Darian, what are you doing?” she asked breathlessly. She wanted him. Now. He brought her to him gently; with the same motion, he locked his door, setting the wards in place.  
     His lips sought hers hungrily as he drank her down. She was soft, warm and so good. He parted his lips, kissing her again and she leaned into him, enjoying the feel of his hard body. She felt his tongue caress hers intimately and she moaned softly.  
     His hands slid up her thighs and she quivered in delight. His touch was silky soft and she craved it like a dying man craves life. She did not stop any of his advances though she knew she should. It just wasn’t an option anymore.  
     Her hands deftly undid the buttons on his shirt and she pushed it off his shoulders. She kissed his chest, running her tongue over his hot skin. When she undid his breeches, he practically leaped into her hands. Her lips enveloped him and he sighed in pleasure and need. He ran his fingers through her long hair as her lips danced over his skin, her tongue gently teasing and coaxing.  
     When she withdrew, he opened his eyes and she held out her hand for him. He took it, letting her lead him to the bed. He took her in his arms, kissing her deeply as he pushed her dress off her shoulders, past her hips and to the floor.  
     He ran his hands over her body, enjoying the way she felt. He kissed her again, sliding his fingers up her thighs. She sighed at his touch and relaxed into him. He slid two fingers under her panties to explore her. She was ready and willing, but still he took his time. Gently, he eased her down to the bed. There was no rush, they had all night.  
     Soft kisses began on her belly and she opened herself to him, wanting him, needing him. His tongue touched her skin and she moaned softly as he delved deep inside her. Darian was a talented lover and she loved him. As much as she hated to admit that, it was the truth. She hadn’t been with anyone since he broke off their affair three years ago.  
     She relaxed her thighs, pressing herself closer to his lips with gentle thrusts of her hips. His long, slender fingers moved within her, stroking softly as his tongue continued its dance. She moaned loudly now, definitely ready and he did not disappoint her. Her back arched, forcing her hips into him, but he didn’t seem to mind. He held onto her as his lips tasted her pleasure.  
     She pulled him to her, kissing him and rolling on top of him. He laid her down, kissing her softly as he took control. He penetrated her easily, groaning in pleasure as he did so. His thrusts were measured and even, making her bite her lip to keep from screaming. She matched his thrusts with her own, their hips meeting in explosive pleasure for them both.  
     “Mmmm, Reny, you feel so good,” he whispered in her ear. Renlyss loved his pillow talk, it always drove her crazy. He always knew what to say and how to say it. His breath was coming in quick, sharp gasps. She wrapped her legs around his waist, raising her hips slightly, driving him ever deeper. He moaned in unison with her. She steadied his movements, guiding him to do what she wanted. She kissed him, licking his lips as he picked up the pace, running for the finish line.  
    She dug her fingertips into his back, careful not to use her nails. She didn’t want to hurt him. She could feel him moving inside her and he was barely breathing. He moaned in pleasure, his thrusts urgent and needful. She braced herself, meeting his hips with hers and she lost all control. She clung to him as she kissed him, moaning against his lips.  
     Afterwards, she lay in his arms as he ran his fingertips over her bare shoulders. He drifted off soon after, with Renlyss curled against him. His dreams were dark, but he could make no sense of them. They tried to communicate something to him, but it continued to elude him.  
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     Sometime in the middle of the night, he felt Renlyss leave the bed. He rolled over, watching her. The moonlight coming in through the window shone with a silvery light on her skin, and made her hair glow.  
     “What’s wrong, Ren? Did I do something wrong?” he asked quietly. 
     She laughed at that. “As if that’s even possible, Darian. No, I just wanted some water. Believe it or not, I’m rather thirsty after that.” 
     “Me too,” he whispered, getting up. He poured some water for them both, drinking his down quickly. “I thought you were going to leave.” 
     “No. Why would I?”  
     “You were being so quiet.” 
     “I didn’t want to wake you. You need rest, Darian. I’m sorry,” she said, not making eye contact with him.  
     “Sorry for what?” he asked her innocently, though he had a good idea. 
     “For making love to you. I wanted to, don’t get me wrong. But I shouldn’t be here with you, Darian. What about Tynuviel?” 
     “What she doesn’t know…  I told you this was a bad idea, Reny. I knew this would happen. She must never find out.” 
     “Darian, I should go. I feel so guilty. I…” 
     “Shh, Reny. I’m responsible too. It’s not your fault. I could’ve put a stop to it at any time and I didn’t.” He kissed her softly, holding her close, then picked her up bringing her back to the bed.  
     She let him because she did not notice the subtle changes in him. Like his eyes shifting from grey to black. He made love to her again, in the darkness long before the dawn. 
     In the morning, he rose early, making tea for them both as he prepared breakfast. He brought both to her in the bed as he gently woke her with soft kisses.  
     “Mmmm is it morning already?”  
     “Yes, Reny. I know I don’t have to say this, but no one may know about last night.” 
    “No one knows about us at all. I’ve kept our relationship secret as you asked me to.” 
     “Thank you, Reny. You know, if things were different, I think I could fall for you.” The way he spoke to her so softly, his voice alone aroused her in ways she’d never thought possible before she met him.  
     She laughed, “Yeah right, Darian. Now you’re just being cruel.” 
     “I’m serious, Ren. We have so much in common. Our conversations are stimulating. I like that because there are so few who understand me. I mean really understand me the way you do. You don’t think I could fall for you?” 
     “I don’t know, Darian, but I don’t want to talk about it because it will never happen. It pains me to admit that to you.” 
     “Why Reny? You can tell me anything. We’re friends you and I, are we not?” 
     “Exactly, we are friends. I want so much more from you. I want what you can never give to me, Darian.” 
     “What’s that, Renlyss?” His voice was smoky with unspent passion.  
     “Your love. I love you, Mage and I hate myself for it.” He kissed her tenderly, putting the breakfast tray aside for now. Breakfast could wait.  
     She slid on top of him, taking control. Bracing herself with her hands on his chest, she took what he offered, tossing her hair out of her fair face. Leaning forward, she kissed his lips as she continued her dance.  
     He closed his eyes, putting his hands on her hips. After long moments, he sat up, taking her in his arms and laying her down. He put her legs on his shoulders as he gave her what she wanted until she cried out.  
     He went to run a bath for them both soon after. She rolled onto her side to watch him walk away from her. His body was incredibly perfect. Hard muscle and smooth, tan skin.  
     After breakfast, he took her to her room by way of teleportation. There must be no witnesses. Tynuviel must never find out. He hadn’t meant to take it so far, but once he’d started, he found he couldn’t stop himself. She would be waiting for him, he mustn’t be late.  
     Jarlin greeted him when he opened his door. “Morning Darian, rest well?” asked the elf knowingly.  
     “Yes, as a matter of fact I did.”  
     When Ty opened the door, her face lit up. “Darian! I’m so glad to see you,” she hugged him close. “I’m so sorry about yesterday.” 
     “There’s nothing to be sorry for Shazzi. You look beautiful as always,” he told her, his face betraying nothing.  
     She pulled him to her, brushing her lips on his. He kissed her back, forgoing his earlier caution. He held her, putting his hands on her bottom, pulling her near. She could feel his arousal and it excited her, but it also made her afraid.  
     “I was hoping you would take me back to your tower. I really like it there.” 
     “Of course,” he breathed, steadying his heart. “Whatever you wish, my lady,” he said in his sexy voice.  
     “Take my hand, Shazzi,” he requested. She slid her tiny hand in his and he bent to kiss her. The whole room disappeared as everything faded into the background. Before she could catch her breath, they had arrived.  
     He was so good to her, so patient. He took good care of her. She was beginning to trust him and feel totally comfortable around him as she once did.  
    “I’ll go get a few things and we can go out by the water okay?” 
     “That sounds lovely, Darian,” she said with a smile.  
     She waited for him by the large windows. It was so beautiful here. She couldn’t wait to be with him. She thought of him all night, and as she slept, he was in her dreams.  
     He returned in a few minutes with a basket packed with food and drinks for them. He gave her his best  
  smile. She felt her heart flutter as he took her hand. It seemed after yesterday, he no longer felt it necessary to keep his distance. He touched her often, even kissed her without waiting to see if she’d mind.  
    She felt like something was not quite right. It wasn’t like Darian to go back on his word. She wasn’t exactly upset and she didn’t want to make a big deal out of it. The last thing she wanted to do was hurt his feelings. So she let him, as long as he didn’t take it too far. 
    They talked for a long time before eating or drinking anything. She was hesitant to break the spell of the day. He poured fresh lemonade for them and produced fresh fruit, bread and cheese. They were silent for a time as they ate. She felt relaxed and at ease with him for the first time in a long time. Although she knew that would change if she were to think anything inappropriate.  
     She wondered why that was. How could she sit here with him and not feel scared or sick to her stomach? But the moment she wanted to make love to him, she became overwhelmed with fear and anxiety. What was going on?  
     She looked over at him, he was so mmmm perfect, she thought. His hair was getting longer. Long, dark strands covered his eyes so she could not see them clearly. Which was a shame because he had beautiful eyes. His lips were so…  
     She leaned over, brushing her lips on his. He kissed her back, hungrily. It frightened her at first, until she realized he hadn’t tried to do anything more. She tried to understand how hard this must be for him. It had been a long time for him, she knew. He wasn’t used to such treatment. She felt his tongue seeking hers. Without fully comprehending what she was doing, she climbed into his lap, kissing him deeply.  
     She pressed herself into him and he held her tightly, running his fingers through her hair. His kisses were tender at first, gentle and loving. But as he grew more aroused, they became fevered and hungry. He laid her down, kissing her softly once more. As if he realized he was scaring her. He gently pressed against her and she moaned at the feel of him.  
     “Darian, I can’t do this, I’m sorry,” she said quietly, afraid of his reaction.  
     “I’m sorry, Ty. I was getting a bit out of control. When I’m with you, I just can’t restrain myself. I’m sorry,” he replied, kissing her again.  
     “Can we just talk for now?” she pleaded. 
     “Of course. What do you want to talk about?” he asked, showing no signs that he was upset.  
     “Tell me about your time in Piri-Tuma. What was it like? I want to get to know you, Darian Brade.” He smiled that smile that made her heart beat faster.  
     “That could take a really long time. Is there something more specific you’d like to know?” 
     “No, anything you want to tell me is fine.” 
     “Mmm, alright.”  
    “Oh, I know, how did you learn about herbs and plants?” she asked. 
     “Well, that was Master Donovan’s class. You see, he was a Master in herb lore. He had a passion for it like no other Mage I’ve seen. Anyway, I began in that class when I was around fifteen, I think. Everyone already hated me because I was the youngest student to ever be granted admittance to his class.” 
     “What was the normal age?” she asked, interestedly. 
     “Usually, the normal age to enter any class is late twenties or thirties. But definitely before fifty.” 
     “Why don’t you begin right away?” she asked. 
  “Because, it takes a while for the magic to manifest itself in us. Each Shivvendar is unique and different in their own way. Some begin at twenty-two, some thirty-two, some forty-two. But none before have been taught from  
  birth as I have been. And they hate me for it.” 
     “Well that’s stupid. It’s not your fault. You had no say in it, how can they blame you?” 
     “You must understand, Shazzi, Shivvendar are very jealous, spiteful and mean. They could not take their anger out on the Masters and Mages, so they took it out on what they could. Me, other students, and the girls.” 
     “How long did it take you to become a Master?” she said, absolutely fascinated.  
     “I did not really keep tabs on that sort of thing. I was too busy learning and trying to stay alive,” he lied to her because he must. He could not tell her much about Piri-Tuma. 
     “What do you mean, Darian?” 
     “In order to become a Mage, you must undergo strict training. It is not easy. Most don’t make it, Tynuviel,” he said quietly.  
     “What are you saying, Darian, they try to kill you?” 
     “Yes, but only after we have reached a certain level. Once a student becomes a journeyman, The Order believes you are good enough for accelerated learning. They begin to hamper our spellcasting. It only grows worse as we progress. By the time you are a Master, when you train, there is more than one Mage against you.” 
     “What do they do, Darian? How did you survive?” she asked in a small voice. She was having a hard time with what he was telling her.  
     “I survived by being the best they’ve ever seen. Yes, I was ruthless, I had to be! They would never show me mercy, could I do any less? I remember a time when I was a Master, I was approaching The Test of Power. I witnessed another Master get filleted and gutted like a pig. The blood, his blood was everywhere.  
     “He was trying to cast a protective shield, but he just wasn’t fast enough. As he was casting, he became agitated, losing his concentration. The Mages stood before him with throwing axes, machetes, daggers, you name it. He was nervous, he let the pressure get to him and he got cut to pieces before my very eyes for his trouble.” 
     “Oh Darian, I’m so sorry,” she gasped, covering her mouth with her hand.  
     “Don’t be, Shazzi, it made me the man I am today. I do not regret the harsh treatment, I relish it. You must understand, in a battle, there is no time for nervousness and uncertainty. The enemy will give you no time to collect your thoughts.” 
     “That’s true, Darian, but… did you have any friends?” she asked, changing the subject.  
     “When I was around seventeen, I think, I met this girl. Her name was Janessa. I had just left my math class and was taking a walk to kill some time. My next class wasn’t for at least an hour. I came upon her on my way to the gardens. She was sitting on a bench in the gazebo, looking out over the flowers. She had a pad of paper and pencils. She was sketching something, I couldn’t see what it was.  
    “I introduced myself and sat next to her to see what it was she drew. She was very good, her pictures had a life all their own. She made them come alive. Anyway, we talked the whole time. Before I knew it, my next class was about to begin. I bade her farewell. I thought it odd, a young girl by herself. I’d never seen one besides the cleaning staff and kitchen staff. She was my age and… well, I was curious.” 
     “Who was she, Darian? What happened to her?” 
     “Well, I saw her every day after that. I looked for her. She even drew a picture of me. I still have it.” By the way he spoke, the girl meant something to him and she felt a stab of jealousy.  
     “Anyway, we started spending more and more time together. We became good friends and told each other lots of things about our daily lives. She was shocked at the way we were treated, angry even. It was about six months or so when I began looking at her differently. I noticed her curves, saw how pretty she was.  
  “So one day my class was canceled due to an explosion in the prior class. The mess was extensive and more  
  than one student had been injured. I had the rest of the day off. She took me back to her room where we made love. I remember thinking that it was odd that she had a room to herself. That was a luxury reserved for Masters and Mages alone.  
     “We became lovers. We were together as often as we could be. Months drifted by as we enjoyed each other’s company. One day many months later, she was terrified. She took my hand and dragged me to her room. She was shaking from fear… When she spoke, I shared her fear.” 
     “What was it, Darian? What did she say?” asked Tynuviel, caught up in the story.  
     “She was pregnant. She missed her moon cycle and she knew we were in trouble. We tried to hide it, but as you know you cannot hide it for long. I tried to protect her, but I was only a novice. I couldn’t protect her from The Order and she knew it.  
     “One day four months later, I went to her room because she wasn’t waiting for me by the gazebo like she usually did. I couldn’t find her anywhere. Cold dread filled me with a certainty that I would never see her again. I returned to my room where a host of Mages were waiting for me.  
     “Darian, what did you do?” Tynuviel asked breathlessly. She was hopelessly caught up in the tale.  
     “They questioned me relentlessly. I wasn’t able to keep anything from them. What I wouldn’t speak aloud, they took from inside me, scouring my brain without mercy. The pain they caused me was unfathomable. I lost consciousness without even realizing it. When I awoke, only Aganor was there with me. The rest had gone. I struggled to raise myself off the floor. I was weak, sore and confused.  
     “I never saw her again. I know they killed her. I just hope they did it quickly and painlessly.” 
     “Oh Darian. I’m so sorry. What did they do to you?” 
     “Me? They promoted me to journeyman. Aganor told me there was nothing holding me back anymore. He said the only reason they hadn’t promoted me yet was my age. Now that I’d lain with a girl, he didn’t see any reason to hold me back anymore. That was when he told me that Janessa was the daughter of a Mage. She was to be a Breeder when she was a little older. I felt sick with this knowledge.  
     “I asked Aganor why they hadn’t killed me for what we’d done. He said it was because they all could feel my power and because he stepped in on my behalf. He wouldn’t allow any of them to touch me. I’ve never forgotten her, Ty. It was my fault. I never should have talked to her.” 
    “What about the child, Darian? They didn’t kill the child too, did they?” 
     “Of course the child was disposed of. I was not a Mage yet and so not worthy to spread my seed. The life I have lived, Shazzi, has not been an easy one. That I have survived at all where so many have not…” 
    She was almost sorry she brought it up, but his words were hypnotic and she wanted to hear more. He was opening up to her and she wanted to know the life he had lived before coming to her home, uprooting her heart and making her love him desperately.  
     She leaned into him, kissing him softly on his lips. How she wanted more! “Darian, tell me more. Please,” she pleaded, hoping he wouldn’t stop now.  
     “I’ve never told anyone that before, Shazzi. I… I don’t know what it is you want from me. What else could you possibly want to know?”  
     A thought occurred to her at that moment and she knew what she would ask next. “When I was held captive by Morphindinaetlus, he told me that you could not marry me. Darian, is this true?” 
     And so it begins, he thought sourly. “The wyrm is correct, love. I cannot marry you, though I would if I could.” 
  “Then why did you ask for my hand, Darian? You asked father for my hand and before the whole elven  
  community, you claimed me as your own! If you cannot marry me, then why did you ask for my hand?” she asked, as her cheeks heated with her anger and resentment.  
     “Shazzi, I thought you knew, truly I did. A Mage of The Order can never marry, I’m sorry.” 
     “You’re always sorry for something. Aren’t you, Darian? Why then ask for me to be your consort then?” 
     “Because I love you, Ty. I want to spend my life with you. I thought you knew these things.” 
     “So I would be nothing more than a whore! Your own personal sex object. Are you kidding me? Is this some sort of bad joke? No, of course not, because nothing with you is ever simple. Is it, Darian? 
     “You expect me to share your bed and have your children. I would be nothing more than a sex slave! Is that how you see me, Darian?” 
     “Of course not, Tynuviel. I want to be with you because I love you. I didn’t think it would matter because we love each other and we would be together just like we’ve always wanted. Why does it bother you so?” 
     “It bothers me because you weren’t honest with me. As usual, I see a pattern forming, Mage. I trusted you and you betrayed me. How could you? You should have told me Darian. But… there’s more isn’t there? Don’t try to deny it, I can see it in your eyes.” 
     “Tynuviel… Of course you’re right. I should have told you, I’m sorry. I thought you knew because you’re the Monarch’s daughter. The elves and Mages have a history going back through time.  
     “It doesn’t lessen my love for you, Shazzi. I know you’re upset and I’m sorry. But you would never be a whore. Don’t ever say that! Don’t cheapen my love for you that way. This isn’t easy for me, I’m not used to trusting and confiding in others.” 
     “What else aren’t you telling me, Darian Brade?” she asked hotly. She didn’t understand why she was so upset, she just was.  
     “You had extensive damage, Shazzi. When I healed you, I was very thorough. I am very good at what I do.” 
    “You know what else you’re good at, Mage? Lying. You’re good at lying! That’s all you do, isn’t it?” 
     “You know that’s not true.” 
     “Do I? How could I when you’re never completely honest with anyone but yourself?” 
     “Shazzi, you must believe me. I did everything I could, but… The damage was severe.” 
     “What are you saying, Darian?” she asked as cold dread filled her at his words. Her eyes felt hot and she could feel the tears building, but she squashed them immediately.  
     “Shazzi, I’m so sorry that I cannot know for sure. I don’t know if you will ever bear any children.” 
     His words hit her like a terrible blow, her knees buckled as she hit the ground hard. He was by her side in an instant, helping her up. In response, she hit him hard across the face. He was stunned momentarily by her violent reaction and she took advantage of it. She punched him in the chest, the stomach, wherever she could reach and he did not try to stop her. She slapped him across the face as hard as she could. She went to slap him again, but he grabbed her wrist, holding her fast.  
     “There’s more, Tynuviel. Raschel… He was under the Dark Mage’s power as well. He was the one imitating me.” 
     “What!” she screeched. “And you let him go? How dare you!” she slapped him again. He didn’t try to stop her because he felt he deserved it.  
     “He’s not like that. He was under a strong enchantment. I thought him dead, everyone did. He supposedly died in The Test of Power. I almost killed him before I felt the strong magic that enveloped him.” 
     “Then why didn’t you?” she asked vehemently. 
  “Because Nephraete stopped me. She said he had a purpose to fulfill. I wanted him to suffer for what he’d  
  done to you, but once I broke the spell, I couldn’t do it. He had no idea where he was or what he’d done. He was lost. He’s my friend, Tynuviel. The only one I ever had before I came here. Please, try to understand. I know it’s hard and you’ve been through a lot…” 
     “Why didn’t you tell me all this sooner, Darian? Why didn’t you tell me as soon as I awoke?” she asked, cutting him off. 
     “You would not even look at me, let alone speak to me. All you did was scream. How could I tell you? Besides, I thought it would be better to wait until you were stronger.” 
     “How dare you presume to speak for me?” she raged. “It is not your right to withhold information that concerns me.” 
     “I’m sorry, Ty. I won’t do it again, I promise.” 
     “You’re damn right you won’t! Your words are toxic, Mage and I want nothing more to do with you! Take me to my room, now!” she commanded, every inch the beautiful princess she was.  
     “Tynuviel, please let me explain. I…” but she cut him off again. 
     “I do not want to hear anything else you have to say. Ever. I am done with you, Darian Brade. I never want to see you again.” He wished she would have screamed at him rather than use the quiet tone she’d used. Devoid of any and all feeling. He merely nodded, for there was nothing left to say right now. He would give her a few days to cool off and repair the damage just like he always did.  
     He brought her to her room and left quietly, teleporting himself directly to his room where he sat writing in his tome until it was well past supper. A knock on his door brought him back to reality. He waved a hand, undoing the lock on the door, not even caring who it was. His visitor was quiet, he never heard footsteps until it was too late. 
    A soft hand took the tome out of his and laid it gently down on the table. When she saw his face, she gasped. “Darian, what happened to you? Are you alright?” Renlyss asked, touching him tenderly.  
     “I’m fine, Reny.” 
     “Who did this to you? How is this possible?” 
     “Tynuviel knows the truth now.” 
     “She did this to you? Darian…” she trailed off not knowing what to say. 
     “She was quite upset. She feels that I betrayed her and in a way, I guess I did.” 
     “What? Darian, you did no such thing. You did what you had to do to protect her. She was in a fragile state. What did she say?” 
     “She said…” By the way he hesitated, she knew it couldn’t be good. “She said she never wants to see me again. Renlyss, what will I do?”  
     “Darian, are you serious? She was that angry?” 
     “Yes. I’ve never seen her in such a state. The yelling and screaming I can handle. It’s the quiet malevolence that scares me.” 
     “She had no right to hit you the way she did, Darian. I know she’s upset, but this just isn’t right.” 
     “She had every right. I kept the truth from her and now… She was furious when she found out I could not marry her.” 
     “You are a Mage of The Order, you’re not allowed to marry.” 
     “Apparently, she was unaware of this. She thinks she would be my sex slave, nothing more. I guess I’m meant to live alone.” 
     At this admission, she laughed. “That is one thing you will never do, Darian Brade. Wherever you go, women follow you. They cannot help themselves. I cannot help myself. If Tynuviel does not want you, I would gladly take 
    
  her place. I’m sorry, Darian. I should have kept that to myself. I didn’t mean to say it out loud. I should go.” 
     She rose to leave, embarrassed with her words. When he was near, she seemed to lose her good judgment. He grabbed her wrist, pulling her into his lap.  
     “I don’t want you to go, Reny. Stay here with me, please. I don’t want to be alone.”  
     “Darian, are you sure? I don’t want to be second choice or whatever’s convenient. I love you. I know you have no feelings for me, but please don’t use me.” 
     “Reny, I care deeply for you. Don’t you know this by now? If you don’t want to stay, you know I will not force you to.” He released his hold on her, but she did not move. Instead, she put her head on his shoulder, resting her left hand on his chest. He ran his fingers through her soft hair as she looked into his eyes.  
     She sat up, putting her knees to either side of his waist, leaning into him. He moved to kiss her, but she held him back. She stroked his face, running her fingers across his lips. He kissed the tips of her fingers softly, his tongue playing over her skin. She sighed at his playfulness, falling in love with him a little more.  
     She brought her lips to his and it was electrifying. His kisses made her feel intense emotion. Her fingers undid the buttons on his shirt and her lips brushed the hot skin of his chest. She felt his hand slide behind her head, pulling her closer to him and she did not resist. His lips filled her with an erotic pleasure that was hard to contain.  
    Much later, they lay in each other’s arms, completely worn out. He drifted off with her head on his chest. Many men and Mage’s alike despised closeness after sex, but he relished it. The soft tenderness of a woman’s breasts as she lay against him after lovemaking was a fine thing indeed. He craved the closeness of flesh on flesh, it helped him to drift off more times than he could remember and this time was no different.  
     A thick mist began to form as he slid deep into Ru Nay’ Sha. He could not see what hid behind the layers, but he could see dark forms writhing and churning in the folds. He began making his way towards the misty curtain, but for every step he took, the mist receded. He heard soft whispers coming from the darkness around him, but could make out no words.  
     “Darian… child of The Order, return home! He would join with you. Fear not for your well-being, Mage. The Staff of Power will keep you safe. He needs you, child of the Dregian’s. Only you can do what needs to be done.” 
     “What is this?” asked the Mage cautiously. 
     “A warning. An omen of great import. Pay heed, Mage.” 
     “Who are you?” asked the Mage, taking a step closer.  
     “Don’t you recognize me, Darian?” asked the voice. It seemed familiar to him, but he could not place it. He approached the curtain of mist and this time it did not move. He peered in the dark folds as a pretty face came clearly into view. A face he knew. Janessa! But as he watched, her face changed. The flesh drying up and crumbling to dust before his eyes. A skeleton stood in her place. The vision was jarring and he tried to rouse himself, but was unsuccessful.  
     “Darian… The Dark Magic fills you and begins to take over. If you do not find a way to take control, you will surely die along with Corillia.” The voice was a dry rasp like dead crumbling leaves in autumn. 
     “I do not know where to start. I need to find the Morgonnate. Do you know where it is?” 
     At the mention of the book, the carcass leered, moving in to touch his face. He steeled himself to its touch and didn’t flinch. When bones leaned in to kiss him, he’d had enough. He sat up in bed, drenched in sweat and breathing hard.  
     “Darian, are you alright?” Renlyss asked, worriedly. It took him several long moments before he could answer her.  
     “Fine… I’m fine,” he replied, eyes wild.  
     “Darian, you’re not fine. What happened? What did you see?” 
     “Nothing. I saw nothing.” 
     “You cannot lie to me, Mage. I’m not stupid. The bimbos you keep company with might buy that, but I do not. Now, tell me what you saw. Together, we may be able to make sense of it all.” She waited patiently for him because she knew she couldn’t force him to do anything, she’d have to coax it out of him. 
  “It was dark and shrouded in mist. Whispers in the dark. Writhing shapes. My name… They knew my name. A familiar voice. When I came closer, I saw… Janessa. But that’s impossible. She’s dead! They killed her. The Order killed her. So long ago, Reny. So long ago. She told me I must go home, that he would join with me and that the Staff of Power would keep me safe.” 
     “Anything else?” she asked calmly. 
     “Only I can do what needs to be done. The Dark Magic fills me and if I do not find a way to control it, I will be lost. Nothing that I didn’t already know.” 
    “Who is the one that would join with you?” she asked. 
     “I’m  not certain. It cannot  be  the  Dark  Mage,  he will never join with me nor I with him.” 
     Renlyss retrieved the wine and two glasses, pouring them both equal amounts. Darian drank his down in one swallow, took Renlyss in his arms and made love to her until the demons inside him quieted.  
  
 
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
  28 
    
    
    
    
    
    
     In the morning, Renlyss rose before Darian. He needed his rest, he looked like hell. She was careful not to wake him as she prepared breakfast and hot tea. He still had not risen when she was finished, so she stayed with him, loathe to leave him alone and wanting to be there when he opened his eyes. 
     She perused the volumes on his shelves, choosing one about spell components for battle and sat down to read. It could be a long wait. She was halfway through the large volume when there was a knock on the door. She sat rigidly silent, unsure of what to do. Should she answer it? What if it was Tynuviel? She wished Darian were awake.  
     “Darian? Are you in there? I thought we could have dinner.” She sighed in relief when she heard Kyler’s voice. The look on his face when he saw her was priceless. 
     “Where’s Darian? What are you doing here?” he asked suspiciously.  
     “Shhh,” she commanded, waving him inside. “He is still resting, he’s not doing so well, Kyler.” 
     “What’s wrong with him. And what are you doing here?”  he asked again. 
     “I’m his friend. We’ve been friends since his arrival in Kiri A’ Nouell. He is not getting enough rest. The Dark Magic is taking its toll on him and I’m afraid. Kyler, we have to make sure he stays on track with his plans. He must leave soon, he cannot linger here. If he does, he will die. And I know neither of us wants that.” 
     “Did you stay with him last night?”  
     “Why do you ask?” she returned. 
     “I  think you know why Renlyss,” he responded in a cool tone.  
     “You are not his keeper Kyler. Do not dictate to me who I may call friend,” she responded icily.  
     “Tynuviel is in a delicate state right now and does not need any more distractions,” Kyler informed. 
     “Oh really? She’s in a delicate state? You should see what she did to Darian. She hit him so hard his whole body is bruised. Not to mention his heart. I hardly think she’s in as delicate a state as you might believe.” 
     “What are you saying, Renlyss? Why would Tynuviel… She knows the truth, doesn’t she?” 
     “Yes, but do not tell him I told you. He may want to tell you himself. He’s exhausted, Kyler. I’ve never seen him like this before. I’m not sure what else to do for him.” 
     “Tell me honestly, Renlyss, did you sleep with him?” 
     “I do not think that is any of your concern, Kyler. But I know you worry for your sister. As I already told you, we are friends. That is all, nothing more. I came by last night to check on him and found him in a bad state. I did what I could for the cuts and scrapes, but it is not those wounds I worry about.  
    “I know Tynuviel is hurting, but she had no right to hit him in that way. Darian is a good man despite his flaws and he loves her. Do you have any idea what this is doing to him?” 
     “I know,” the elf replied softly. “He said he needed to tell her the truth before going any further. But why? If he knew the pain it would cause them both, why tell her at all?” 
      “Have you learned nothing about women, prince? If Tynuviel found out later, she would have ended their relationship because it was built on lies. Darian did the right thing, though right now I’m quite sure he’s second-guessing himself.” 
     “How long has he been out?” asked the elf prince, a  bit worried. 
     “Since last night,” she replied evenly. 
     “Since last night!” the elf prince exclaimed. 
     “Shhh,” she commanded. “Don’t wake him, he needs his rest, Kyler.” 
    “No need to be quiet on my account,” drawled the Mage walking into the room. Dark circles hovered around his eyes, giving him a haunted look.  
     “Darian, you look like shit. Seriously. What’s going on? Are you okay? What happened with Tynuviel? What the hell happened to you?” 
     “Hey, I just woke up elf, one question at a time please,” quipped the Mage. “I’m tired, the Dark Magic is taking its toll on me and it takes more and more energy to fight it off. Energy that I do not have. Tynuviel… She said she never wants to see me again. I can’t blame her Kyler, really I can’t.” Darian was bare to the waist, dressed only in loose fitting pants that hung off his hips in the most delicious way.  
     “Did you get in a fight or something? Where did all the bruises come from?” asked the elf. 
     “Your sister,” said the Mage.  
     “She did that to you? Why?” 
     “She didn’t like the truths I expounded on.” 
     “What did you do?” asked the elf warily. 
     “I didn’t hurt her if that’s what you’re implying, Kyler. You should know me better than that. She commanded me to take her home so I did.” 
     “Since when have you and Renlyss been friends? Why have you not mentioned this to me before?”  
     “Elf prince, I do not need your permission to have friends besides you. We have been friends since my arrival here.” 
     “Darian, we both know that you cannot be just friends with a woman,” he emphasized just friends with finger quotes. “You can’t seem to help yourself. Did you sleep with Renlyss last night?” asked the elf. 
     “That is none of your concern, Kyler. I told you, we are just friends. Besides, Renlyss does not strike me as the type to sleep around.” 
     “I’m sorry. I just worry for Tynuviel. You know that.”  
     “Stop worrying about her. She’ll be fine.” 
     “So what are you going to do, Darian? You have to start putting your plans into motion.” 
     “Yes, you are correct. I need to see Kryndale and Kelindril,” responded the Mage.  
     “What do you need them for?” asked Kyler. 
     “They will be the only ones to accompany me, should they agree to do so.” 
     “Why allow them to join you, but not me?” asked the elf, more than a bit hurt. 
 “Because they are Gor Li’ Khan, Kyler. They will be safer than you could ever be. I don’t think Galavad would appreciate it if I got his successor killed. No. Not this time, friend. It is far too dangerous for you and I will not risk it.” 
    “I can take care of myself, Mage,” the elf said shortly.  
     “I know you can. You’re still not coming.” Without another word, the Mage pulled on a soft shirt and left them both standing there as he walked out.  
     He knew Kyler didn’t believe that he and Renlyss were just friends. His perceptions were accurate. Darian had never been “just friends” with a woman. He didn’t think it was even possible. Darian’s main objective in talking to a woman was to get her into his bed. That hadn’t changed, and now that Tynuviel no longer wanted him, he was free to do as he wished once more. The pain that those thoughts caused him was indescribable. The only thing that made any of this bearable was Renlyss. She would never walk away from him, he was sure. He did not lie to her when he told her if given time, he could fall in love with her. She was a much better match for him than Tynuviel. She always had been. The heart however, cares not for such things. The heart wants what the heart wants and everything else be damned.  
     Of course, this was all well and good, but that left him with no consort and being forced to go to the Breeders. He was sure Delvishan would not allow him his freedom for long. Delvishan would expect Darian to either find another suitable consort or go to the Breeders.  
     The Breeders were out of the question. The Mage’s opinion of them had not changed. A consort was easier to come by. After all, he was in Kiri A’ Nouell, where the most beautiful creatures lived. It shouldn’t be too hard to find… 
     Renlyss! Of course. Her words floated back to him. ‘If Tynuviel does not want you, I would gladly take her place.’ She was the obvious choice. She understood him like no other, being a mage herself. An understanding that Tynuviel would never have no matter how much time they spent together.  
     Renlyss was beautiful, sexy, and he wanted her… always. Their conversations were stimulating and he craved them. It kept his mind occupied and that was a good thing. The sex was incredible. He’d be an idiot not to ask her. Yes, he would talk to her when he returned to his chamber. She would wait for him, he knew.  
     Of all the women he’d known, and there had been too many to count, he felt he could give himself to her fully. She was the only one that he felt he could fall for, besides Tynuviel. They were so much alike. Because she was a mage, she was in a position to be much closer than any woman ever had. He did not push her away like he did all the others. Including Tynuviel. He let her in, if only a little, and it was more than any had ever gotten from Darian Brade. 
    He was able to talk to Renlyss about things he never could with Tynuviel, simply because she knew what he was talking about. He would have to explain too much to Tynuviel for her to begin to understand what he was saying. He did not tell her much of anything, but with Renlyss, he talked to her. Really talked to her. And this mattered to him, more than he previously thought possible. He craved that understanding in conversation. With a mage who was not hell-bent on killing him no less. A mage who was beautiful, sexy and full of life. He was not sure what to do; let Tynuviel go or fight for her? Hadn’t he caused her enough pain? Hadn’t he thought these same thoughts too many times recently? 
    Before he realized it, he was standing in front of Kryndale’s door. He went to Kryndale first because he knew him better than Kelindril. When the elf opened the door, he stood there shocked. 
     “Darian? What are you doing here?” asked the assassin.  
     “I thought we could talk about it inside,” the Mage said softly.  
     “Of course, come in,” the Tara Ku’ Mai stood aside, allowing the Mage to enter.  
     “I wondered if you would accompany me on a mission. I will not lie to you, it is extremely dangerous. Very likely I will not return.” 
     The Gor Li’ Khan kept his eyes on the Mage, studying him as if he would be able to perceive what was in Darian’s mind. When no more was forthcoming, he gave his answer. 
     “What is it exactly that you want of me, Darian? What is it that you plan to do?” asked the Tara Ku’ Mai. Which roughly translated, meant the water people. He noticed the Mage said he was unlikely to return. The Mage knew the Gor Li’ Khan could disappear when they wanted to. What did he have planned? 
     “First, I want you to know that I plan on asking Kelindril to come along as well. I need to surround myself with the very best.” 
     “Why Kelindril? He is a bloodthirsty killer. Reckless at best,” Kryndale warned. 
     “Because he is the best at what he does. Can you work together? Or will there be problems?” asked Darian seriously. 
     “I can work with him, I just prefer not to. He is no stranger to me. He was under my command once. Now, what is it you plan to do?”  
     When the Mage told him his plans, the Gor Li’ Khan objected fiercely. He tried to make Darian see the dire consequences should he guess wrong. The Mage was firm in his plans and would not reconsider.  
     “Will you go with me or not?” demanded the Mage. 
    The assassin blew an irritated breath. “Fine. I will go with you. Someone has to keep an eye on you. Tynuviel will never forgive me if something were to happen to you.” 
     “I am no longer any concern to her,” he said too quietly.  
     “Why not? What happened, Darian? You look terrible,” Kryndale had not noticed until that very moment how bad the Mage looked. He obviously hadn’t been resting well. The dark circles around his eyes were a testament to that. He looked haunted, as if his memories would not forgive him. The dark deeds that he no doubt had committed as a part of The Order resurfacing to confront him head on.  
     “It is not important anymore. It has no bearing on our journey. I need to speak to Kelindril now.” 
     “I will go with you,” said Kryndale immediately.  
     “No. That is not necessary. Besides, I think it would be better if I go alone.” 
     “You’re probably right,” admitted Kryndale.  
    
     “What do you want?” asked Kelindril in elvish.  
     “I need to speak to you, Kelindril,” responded the Mage in kind. “May I come in?” Kelindril seemed to size him up before standing aside. 
     “What is it that you want?” asked the assassin, in a none too friendly tone.  
     “I need your services Kelindril, will you avail them to me?”  
     “What is the job?” asked the Gor Li’ Khan. He did not let on that he was impressed with the Mage’s ability to speak elvish.  
 “First, you need to know that I want Kryndale to accompany us,” Darian said, as he watched the elf’s reaction  
  carefully. Kelindril was good, he let nothing slip. 
     “I would prefer not to work with him, but if I must, I will.” 
     “Good. You both feel the same. What I am planning is very dangerous.” 
     “That is the way we work best, Mage, the more perilous the better. You’ve come to the right place. Now, what can I do for you?” asked Kelindril, in a more conciliatory tone.  
     “I need to return to Morphindinaetlus’s lair,” said the Mage, pausing to give Kelindril time to digest what he’d said and to respond.  
     “Interesting. For what?” asked the elf. That the Mage had the balls to go back so soon was a testament to his courage. Or his madness. Or both. 
     “I need information that I believe only he can give me.” 
     “What is this information?” asked the elf, thoroughly intrigued.  
     “The location of the Morgonnate.” 
     “What is that?” asked the assassin.  
     “A book on Dark Magic.” 
     “Why would you want such a book?” asked the Gor Li’ Khan leader, keeping his emotions reigned tightly in.  
     “I thought it would be an easy read,” responded the Mage sarcastically.  
     “Isn’t The Order against its use?” asked the elf, ignoring the Mage’s caustic response. 
     “Yes.” 
     “And you would risk their ire?”  
     “One of their own is practicing its use,” said Darian tiredly. 
     “What proof do you have?” challenged the Gor Li’ Khan. 
     “I was his prisoner for weeks and he tortured me with it,” the response came through gritted teeth.  
     Kelindril rocked back on his heels as though punched by the Mage. The Shivvendar’s answer took the elf by surprise.  
     “I need this book in order to live.” Kelindril kept any emotion off his face. He wanted the Mage to continue. He had to know why Darian would risk everything for this book that may or may not exist.  
     “When I was held captive by the Dark Mage, my body must have absorbed the Dark Magic that he tortured me with. Now, I’m dying because of it. If I do not find this book and learn to control the Dark Magic, I will die.” Darian hated being honest about it, but he didn’t know what else to do. He did not like exposing his weakness.  
     “I will come with you Mage. The dragon will not get near you.” 
     Darian stayed for a few more minutes, mapping out their plans. He thought he could crack Kelindril’s tough exterior if they spent enough time together. Darian was curious as to why the elf was so wicked.  
     “Who guards you, Darian Brade?” asked Kelindril. 
     “What makes you think I need guarding?” Darian returned in an even tone. 
     “I would like to offer my services. I would like to take over your guard duty and dismiss the others. Gor Li’ Khan are better suited to protect you.” Obviously, Kelindril had been watching him for a while if he knew what time Jarlin left.  
     “Why would you do this? You despise Ni’ Kulana, Kelindril. Why would you want to protect one?” asked the Mage slyly. He liked to rattle Kelindril, the elf made it so easy.  
    “Because I respect you, Mage. You speak our tongue as one of us. No easy feat that. I have never met anyone like you before. You intrigue me, Mage and I would get to know you better.” 
     “I accept your generous offer Kelindril, thank you. I feel I must warn you though, while you are my Gor Li’ Khan protector, nothing you hear or see may be repeated. If you do, the consequences are dire,” Darian warned, in an ominous tone.  
     “The Gor Li’ Khan take their work very seriously. We are professionals in every way. I assure you, your privacy will not be violated, nor your secrets known,” promised the Lira Tu’ Malay. In common, it meant people who change. Chameleons.  
     “See that it’s not,” Darian said, leaving.  
     He returned to his room to find Renlyss still there, as he knew she would be. He went to her, brushing his lips on hers. She kissed him back feverishly as her hands roamed his body, coming to rest below the belt. It was easy to be with her, she didn’t fight his advances. She wanted him as much as he wanted her.  
     As they made love, he pictured her as his consort. He imagined himself being committed to her and the idea did not repulse him. He could see her as the mother of his children, Mage children and the admission astounded him.  
     Afterwards, they bathed and dressed quickly because he said he had a surprise for her. He took her small hand in his and teleported them both to Al-Dan-Tir. She was not quite prepared for it though. It was a new experience for her and she knew not what to expect.  
     When she took his hand, she heard his whispered incantation just before a dark speck widened in mid-air. They stepped through and it was like being sucked into a tornado, her limbs were pressed against her body so tightly she didn’t think she’d be able to move if she had to. The speed with which they arrived threw her off balance. If not for his steadying hand, she was sure she would have fallen.  
     They were in an alley of some sort. She looked around, but did not recognize her surroundings. The mouth of the alley was more than thirty feet away and it was dark already. Where had he taken her? He pulled her into a tender kiss and all her cares drifted away. She no longer wondered where they were. It didn’t matter to her in the least as long as she was with him.  
     “Come on,” he said huskily as he took her hand. He led her down paved street after paved street until she felt hopelessly lost. He led her to his favorite inn in Al-Dan-Tir. It was for the wealthy only. No one else would be able to afford such luxury, for it cost fifty gold for a bed for the night. Not many could pay such an exorbitant amount.  
    The sign on the inn read The Golden Mistress. When they went in, she could understand why. The furniture was posh and well made. The clientele were dressed in their finest. And Renlyss was no different. She was in a class all her own. 
     When they walked in the door, all eyes went to her. The women were staring at her with something bordering on jealousy. A woman in a finely cut gown approached them. 
     “Good evening Lord Breven, it is a pleasure to see you once again. What may I do for you?” she asked, as she looked Darian over with hungry eyes.  
     Renlyss couldn’t blame her, not really. The Mage was wearing a grey silk shirt that matched his eyes, black pants that fit him well, and black leather boots with silver buckles.  
    “A table for two in a quiet corner please,” he responded with a tiny smirk. 
     The woman showed them to the perfect table where they could be alone and unbothered. Renlyss could tell the wench wanted him for herself. She knew him by a fake name, that was wise with the Mages looking everywhere for Darian. Darian was ever careful and he took no unnecessary chances with his safety. She admired him as much as she was attracted to him. The nearness of him made her wet with want and his touch was electrifying. It made  
  her blood heat on contact.  
     “Darian,  this  place is nice. Do you take all your lovers here? You know that woman wants you for herself?” she asked a bit humorously.  
    “Yes. She tries to seduce me every time I come here.” 
     “Why haven’t you taken her up on her offer then?”  
    “She’s not my type,” he responded. 
     “She was breathing, wasn’t she?” she was joking with him and he pretended to look offended.  
     “You think I’m that easy?” he asked her with that gorgeous smile of his.    
     “Yes, I do,” she said, laughing at his attempt to look injured. It was at that time the serving girl showed up. 
    “What can I get for you this evening?” she asked sweetly as her eyes rested on Darian.  
     “We’d like Nykessa and tonight’s special, please,” the Mage took the liberty of ordering for them both. Normally, this would have bothered the petite elf, but somehow she didn’t mind because it was Darian who’d done it. She couldn’t be mad at him, at least not for very long. He was too damn good-looking.  
     “Do they know you’re a Mage?” Renlyss asked seriously. 
     “I doubt it. I do not advertise. It’s why I use a fake name, babe.” Mmm, the way he said the word babe… 
  “Why use Lord Breven? Don’t you think that’s a bit risky? What land do you say you’re from?” she asked him, taking a sip of her wine. 
     “I do not tell them anymore than what I need to for them to service me,” Darian responded softly, amused. 
     “It is an unusual name, don’t you think?”  
     “All the time,” he said, smiling that smile. “Reny,” his tone changed dramatically. He looked into her eyes and she began to melt where she sat. He took her hands in his, “I want you to be my consort.” 
     “What?” she asked, completely shocked. That was not what she’d been expecting him to say at all.  
     “You’re a perfect match for me, Reny. We already have a lot in common. You understand me like no one else can. And I know that you love me.” 
     “But you do not love me, Darian. You’re missing the most important part. I cannot be with you like that. Not while you still love Tynuviel.” 
     “I believe I can fall in love with you, Reny. We’ve shared so much already. We’re so much alike. Are you denying your feelings for me?” 
     “No. I love you, Darian Brade, but I also know you love Tynuviel, not me. How can you ask me to be your consort when you have no feelings for me? Do you think that’s fair to me?”  
     “I want to be with you, Reny. I am willing to commit myself to you. We can have the formal ceremony when I return from this quest, but for now please accept this.” He pulled a ring box from his pocket and opened it, holding it out to her.  
    “Oh Darian!” she exclaimed. The ring was beautiful, it easily cost him over ten thousand gold. The center diamond was a marquis cut with two rows of princess cut diamonds on either side of the center stone. The center stone must have been three carats at least.  
     At once, she knew it hadn’t been bought for her. He’d bought it for Tynuviel. She did not want to be a convenient answer to a dilemma. She wanted him to love her the way he loved Tynuviel. She wasn’t sure he was capable of loving anyone else.  
     “Darian, if things were different, I would jump at the chance to be with you, you know that. But, what would you do if tomorrow Tynuviel came to you saying she was sorry and that she wanted you back? What then, Mage? I do not want to get hurt.” 
     “What’s so different from the relations we have now?” he asked, more than a bit shocked she’d turned him down. 
     “What we have is special, Darian. I’ve always known that you are not the kind of man to settle down and commit to one woman. If I take this step with you and later on you leave me, I don’t think I could handle it. Right now, I know what we have and I do not expect anything more from you. As your consort, I would be devastated if you became bored with me.” 
     To her surprise, he laughed. “I could never become bored with you, Reny. You keep me guessing and I love that about you. Besides, after all the women I’ve been with, I think I’ve done all there is to do. I will be faithful to you if that’s what you’re worried about.” 
     “That is not my only concern here, Mage and you know it. If Tynuviel comes around six months from now, what will you do? It’s always been her, Darian. Every elf knows this. I know deep down that you would go to her without even thinking. I cannot be with you until you are over her. Your feelings for her will always get in the way of ours. And I cannot be in a relationship with you until this business is finished. I’m sorry, Darian.”  
     Even as she said those words, she couldn’t believe they were leaving her mouth. Was she crazy? This is what she’d always wanted. Darian all to herself. But she also knew he could not be hers. Not now anyway. It was too soon and they both knew it. He looked a bit upset that she’d turned him down. Almost as if he thought such a thing couldn’t be done.  
     He shut the ring box a bit harder than was necessary, probably to make a statement. She wanted to be with him, but not like this. Right now, she was here and Tynuviel wasn’t. He could say that it wasn’t like that, but she knew better. Darian did not like to be alone. Ever. She was convenient. To be honest, she was a bit angry at him that he’d done this. She was not some cheap whore to be trifled with.  
     “Reny, what’s wrong?” he asked. He could see the look in her eyes, he’d offended her. Damn! That was the last thing he’d wanted to do. Lately, it seemed he could do nothing right. “I’m sorry if I’ve offended you. That was not my intent. I thought this would be a romantic experience for us. I’d hoped you would say yes to my request. But I understand your reasoning. I do,” he reached across the table to clasp her hand in his.  
     “Darian, I want to be with you, just not like this. Give yourself some time to get over Tynuviel, that’s all I’m asking. Don’t jump into a relationship so soon. I do not think you realize all you’ve been through recently. You need some time to work through this. I will wait for you, but I cannot condone our appetite any longer. We cannot see each other anymore. Not until you are over Tynuviel. I’m sorry, Darian.”  
    “Well this is definitely not what I had in mind when I brought you here,” he said quietly. The food came soon after and they ate in silence.  
  After returning to his chamber that night, he decided to go to Tynuviel. He wanted to at least apologize to her. He brought her some flowers as he always did. He knocked on her door and when she opened it, he saw that she’d been crying. Her eyes were puffy and red. She was a disheveled mess, but still so beautiful. Reny had been right. He could not begin a new relationship because he was still very much in love with Ty. As soon as she saw who her visitor was, she was about to slam the door, but the Mage stopped her. 
      “Tynuviel please, I just wanted to say that I’m sorry. I should have told you sooner. I was just trying to protect you. Shazzi, I love you and you know that I would never hurt you. Can’t we please just talk about it?” In answer, she slammed the door in his face. In the days that followed, he went to her everyday with the same reaction. After a while she stopped answering her door altogether. Devyn looked apologetically at Darian every time, but there was nothing he could do.  
  Kelindril was waiting for him outside his door when he returned. He did not give him any time to say  
  anything before he said, “You are better off without her. It always ends like this, Mage. Always. Women are no good, they only use you up then cast you away. The supplies have been gathered and we are ready to go. We will leave at first light tomorrow.” Kelindril did not give the Mage a chance to speak. He was afraid Darian would want to stay for his heart. Kelindril was glad he’d given up women. They were useless.  
     Darian went inside without a word. The sun was beginning to set and he was out of time. Tynuviel was lost to him. He would try once he returned, if he returned. He called the demon to his side, they needed to be on the same page.  
     “Yes master,” he said snidely.  
     “We leave at first light,” the Mage said shortly.  
     Sigorna took a step closer to Darian and really looked at him. “What the hell happened to you? Looks like you got caught between a bunch of angry girls. Did Kyler do that to you? He’s jealous of us isn’t he?” The demon’s sense of humor went unnoticed by the Mage and this was highly unusual. He didn’t even run to defend that elf he called friend. What the hell was going on?  
     “Darian? You in there?” asked the demon, snapping his fingers to get Darian’s attention. The Mage finally acknowledged him and met his gaze. What the demon saw made his blood run cold. 
   The Mage’s eyes were black. Fully black. Not a speck of the silvery grey that once was. Madness lay beneath the surface. Madness and death. The demon did not show how alarmed he was at the sight of him. His mannerisms were not his own, they were becoming Dark. Like the magic that infiltrated his body.  
     Darian walked to a chest that he kept in his wardrobe and tucked something inside without Sigorna seeing what it was. He cast a spell on it, turning it invisible and defended it against theft with a particularly nasty spell. Anyone who tried to steal from him was unlikely to keep their hand if they succeeded in finding the chest and then picked the lock. 
     “Darian,  are  you  alright?  What  happened?”  tried  the  demon. He needed to get the Mage talking because he was curious as hell to know why he was so upset.  
     “Do I look alright to you?” he asked in a quiet tone that was devoid of all emotion.  
    “No. Duh, that’s why I was asking.” He received the barest of grins from the Mage. “So… are you going to tell me what happened? Or do I need to guess, cuz I’m pretty good at that too.” 
     “Tynuviel and I are nothing more than a memory. She told me she never wants to see me again. I asked Renlyss to be my consort and she refused. I guess I’m losing my touch.” The demon laughed a great belly laugh.  
     “That’s  what  all  this  is  about?”  he asked, waving his hand to take in the Mage’s appearance.  
     “I don’t see what’s so damn funny,” the Mage retorted.  
     “You’re upset over a coupla’ girls! Are you serious, Darian? What’s happened to you anyway? The Darian I know would not be concerned with that crap. Just go get laid and forget about it. Go get yourself a girl. Hell, go get two! Live again, Darian. It’s not the end of the world, it’s the beginning of living again. Why give yourself to only one woman when you can have as many as you want? Stop being a sniveling idiot.” 
     “You know, you’re right. What the hell! I have no limits anymore. I’ll see you in the morning.” Darian left without another word. He went out immediately to find someone, perhaps two someone’s to spend the night with.  
     He imbibed a healing potion so he did not look like a beaten dog, and cast a spell to clean himself and his clothes. He wanted to be fresh for his night of debauchery. Almost at once he saw his target. Kylee, a beautiful elf that had heretofore not paid him any attention at all.  
     “Kylee, I haven’t seen you in a while. How have you been?” 
  “The answer is still no, Darian. I’m not like that and you know it,” she smiled at him though. She couldn’t  
  help it, he was too damn gorgeous.  
     “Aw c’mon, Kylee. That’s not why I’m talking to you. I thought we were friends.” 
     “We are, just gently reminding you is all.” 
     “I’m injured, truly,” he said with a smile as he moved on, still looking. He heard music and laughter from a distance and followed it to a party out in the forest. Elves loved music and dancing. He approached cautiously, observing that the girls outnumbered the men by about four to one. He smiled, this shouldn’t be too hard.  
     “Mind if I join you?” he asked, as he held out a bottle of Nykessa. At once, four of the girls came up to him, two at each arm and pulled him into their circle.  
     “What are you doing out here all alone, Darian?” one of them asked, looking Darian up and down appreciatively.  
     “It seems I am once again a market commodity. Would you care to dance?” he asked with that smile of his.  
     “That would be wonderful. I’ve often wondered how it would be to dance with you,” she smiled at him as he took her hand. After the dance, she pulled him into a kiss. Elves were forward creatures and he was forever grateful. They wasted no time.  
     “Are you going to keep him all to yourself Kizziah?” asked another lovely elf. “Or are you going to share?” 
     “Ladies, there’s enough of me to go around, I assure you. No need to fight.” It was nice to see he hadn’t lost his touch.  
     “How have you been, Valdeira?” he asked the other elf as he danced with her. The dance was a sensual one and she touched him often.  
    “Fine. Why are you dancing with me?” 
     “You asked me too,” he said, in that tone that he used when he wanted something. He brought his lips to hers and she leaned into him, tasting him.  
     “When last we met, you did not want me. What’s changed?” she flirted with him as he kissed her softly. 
     “For me, everything. You look simply stunning tonight Val.” She noticed he had a habit of shortening names and decided she liked it. “You make me want to do something rash tonight.” 
     “Oh yeah? What are you going to do about it?” 
     “Whatever you let me,” he smiled at her, knowing he’d accomplished what he wanted. It could be worse really. At least he didn’t have to be alone. Why sit in his room alone and suffer when he could experience life again. Taste the sweetness that he was addicted to. 
   Kizziah wasn’t about to be left out of the picture. She put her arm around him on his right side and he held her close. They were both kissing him and touching him and before long, he had them both back in his chambers. Jarlin gave him an approving nod and a smile of disbelief.  
     Kizziah was more restrained, but far more lovely. Darian wanted her badly. But he could not break Valdeira’s hold on him without hurting her. So he did the only thing he could, he took her first, fulfilling her need while he watched Kizziah. He held out his hand for her to join with him and she hesitated briefly before coming to him. She was not used to this and that was why he liked her. He did not like easy women who slept around. He preferred a bit of a challenge. In all honesty, he was never challenged too greatly. It was always easy for him. He had Valdeira on her knees and as he finished her off, he was kissing Kizziah. She kissed him back, but with reserve.  
     He quickly cast a spell to clean himself and the sheets and she visibly relaxed. He understood how women thought, their moods and feelings. He no longer paid any attention to Valdeira.  
     He only saw Kizziah. Her lavender eyes, her silvery hair with its lavender streaks and how it shone in the moonlight. He kissed her softly, taking his time because he knew she was uneasy. He parted his lips, kissing her and making her knees grow weak. His tongue sought hers and she gave in to him, a soft moan escaping her. He brushed his hand on her breast to gauge her desires and she leaned into him, kissing him fervently.  
     Backing her to the bed, he eased her down, kissing her softly as he lay next to her. He wanted her to be comfortable with him because it would be so much better. Valdeira tried to join in, but Darian gently pushed her away, he was done with her. He did not even notice when she took her leave.  
     Kizziah warmed up to him quickly once Valdeira left. She slid on top of him as he nuzzled her neck. She sighed softly as he put his hands on her hips. He groaned as her hips met his. She gasped in intense pleasure, pausing briefly before resuming her dance.  
     This was what he’d been waiting for. “You won’t let me down, will you?” she asked huskily, as she kissed his chest.  
     “Of course not,” he replied, understanding her meaning. “I can last as long as you want me to.” 
     “Mmmm,” she said in response, grinding her hips into his.  
     He rolled her on her side, taking control and she did not fight him. She had never experienced such intense pleasure before. He felt her need and he gave her what she wanted until her cries grew weak and only then did he give in to his need. 
 Ru Nay’ Sha took him as he held Kizziah close, her head on his chest. Thankfully,  
  he did not dream. Blackness enveloped him and he gave in to it.  
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     Sometime in the night she awoke, craving his touch, and he fed her until she was full. Afterwards, they slipped deep into Ru Nay’ Sha, fully satisfied. The morning light coming in through the windows woke them both. He rose to wash quickly and brush his teeth before returning to bed once more.  
     “Can we do this often?” she asked, kissing him softly.  
     “Anytime when I am here. I am leaving today and I don’t know when I’ll be back.” She pouted at the news. In response, he kissed her brow.  
     “Once more then?” she asked, touching him gently, but urgently.  
     “Mmmm,” he replied and hoped that Kelindril would be late.  
     They’d only begun when there was insistent knocking on the door. Using his magic, he unlocked the door, knowing it was the Gor Li’ Khan leader. As he’d promised, he was discreet. They never saw or heard him. Kizziah’s lust made him forget about everything else. Her cries of pleasure drowned out his thoughts as he moved in to finish her off. She kissed him before she left, reminding him to come see her when he returned.  
     He rose to bathe in hot water soon after. “Damn Darian, you’re late,” the elf said.  
     “Hey, can you blame me?”  
     “What the hell were you doing to her? Shit Mage, I think I’m deaf.” 
     “What?” cracked the Mage with a smile. “You should have heard the other one.” 
     “Other one? How do you do it?” asked Kelindril, amazed. 
     “Quite easily actually. You should try it sometime. Do you have any idea what you’re missing?” Abruptly, the assassin’s mood changed. The perceptive Mage picked up on it immediately.  
     “Is Kryndale here?” asked Darian to switch the subject and put the elf at ease once more.  
     “Yes, we are all ready and waiting,” replied the Gor Li’ Khan.  
     “Can I ask you something Kelindril?” 
     “Depends on what it is,” he answered.  
     “Why do you only speak your native tongue? As Gor Li’ Khan, I know you know several languages.” 
     “I do not like to use any other language but my own. Any other is inferior.” 
     “I see,” said the Mage. “And the reason for the abstinence?” At this question, Kelindril grew stiff. Darian knew at once he’d hit a nerve. Now we’re getting somewhere, he thought. “We don’t have time for that tale, even if you were willing to tell it, which I know you are not.”  
    When Darian opened the door, he was face to face with Kyler. “You didn’t think you were leaving without saying goodbye, did you?” asked the elf.  
     “Of course not, Kyler. And this isn’t goodbye, I’ll be back to crimp your style in no time,” Darian said, with false hope so his friend wouldn’t worry. If Kyler knew that the Mage did not expect to return from this trip, very likely he would have forced himself into their equation.  
     Darian looked around for Tynuviel, but she was nowhere to be found. He did not let his sadness show. The perceptive elf prince knew exactly what he was thinking. “I tried to get her to come, but she wouldn’t. She won’t even talk to me, Darian. Don’t worry though, I’m sure she’ll come around. By the time you come back, she’ll probably be waiting for you.” Now who’s giving false hope? Thought the Mage. He gripped Kyler’s hand in farewell, then they took their leave. This was one of the hardest things Darian had ever done. Walking away from his only friend, the only one he trusted… the Gor Li’ Khan had given their word to protect him and they would. With their very lives if necessary.  
     Darian led them to the council chambers where the gate he created was waiting to transport them to the dwarven homeland. His stomach churned at the thought of having to face the dragon once again. Hopefully, he was not yet fully healed and if he was, maybe he would be hesitant to fight once more. They both had a competitive advantage but were unable to find the other’s weakness. Yet. Darian was intelligent enough to know that eventually one of them would win out. And he hoped it wouldn’t be the dragon. 
     Darian looked every bit the powerful Mage that he was. The dark blue robes of his order kept him safe like no armor could. Tiny pockets inside kept his ingredients safe and ready for use. The cowl was deep and full, effectively blocking out his features completely when he pulled it up. He wore a thick silver medallion around his neck, that had a strange symbol on it. He carried a magical haversack that carried an unlimited supply. He was fully stocked with everything he thought they’d need on this journey.  
     In the council room, Galavad waited for him. Alone. That couldn’t be good. He must have something to say. Darian steeled himself to hear it because he was sure it would be about Tynuviel.  
     “Darian, may I have a moment?” asked the Monarch. Darian was tempted to tell him no, but thought better of it.  
     “Of course,” he replied and the Gor Li’ Khan melted into the background.  
     “I know what’s happened with Tynuviel, Darian. Why did you not tell us the truth from the beginning?” 
     “Because it wasn’t your truth to hear. It was hers and I felt she was not ready to hear it. Now that she knows, it is her truth to tell to whomever she wishes.” 
     “I detect a bit of anger and sadness,” prompted Galavad.  
     “You are observant,” was all the reply the Mage gave.  
     “Darian, I am concerned for your well-being. What will you do now?” 
     “What I always do Galavad. Win,” he said it matter of factly with no boasting. The Monarch wondered what it would be like to be so confident.  
     “What will you do when you return? Will you seek her out?” There was no need to name names, he knew whom Galavad spoke of.  
     “I… do not know, Galavad. She does not wish to see me anymore. I have tried to no avail. I don’t know what else to do.” 
    “I will talk to her for you,” he held up a hand to forestall the Mage from speaking. “I want to do this for you as much as for myself. I need to know why she is so upset. I know that you did everything in your power to save her and that you have done so at great personal cost. What I am trying to say, is that I understand if you find someone else and there will be no harsh words said about it.” 
     Darian cracked a genuine smile, “Thank you, Galavad. But I must leave so that I can accomplish what needs to be done and get back quickly.  
     “Darian, where are you off to? What do I tell her should she ask?” 
     “Don’t worry, she won’t,” the Mage assured, moving to the gate and activating it quietly. He chanted for several long minutes as the gate began to take on a light all its own. Darian sent the Gor Li’ Khan in first and when his time came, he paused, turning to look at Galavad. For a moment, it appeared the Mage would speak, but the moment passed and he was gone. For some odd reason, the Monarch had the strange feeling that he would never see him again.  
    
     The appearance of so many elves straight into the larder startled the dwarves and they hastily ran to alert Branson Thundershield because he hadn’t known they’d be coming. The only warning was the gate lighting up, but it had not been there that long so they were still becoming used to its presence.  
     Kelindril stood watching, awaiting Darian’s arrival. He looked nowhere else, his attention solely focused on the gate. It was left to Kryndale to talk to the dwarf king.  
     “Branson, it is good to see you once more. I trust you remember me from our last visit?” asked Kryndale, bowing respectfully.  
     He always was better at that nonsense, thought Kelindril.  
     “I do… Kryndale ain’t it?” 
     “Yes, good dwarf, you have a sharp memory.” 
     “What’s yer business here? I heared no word o’ yer arrival.” 
     “I am sorry Branson, Darian will be here shortly and perhaps he will be better suited to explain.” As soon as the words left his mouth, the Mage’s form became visible in the gateway.  
     Darian wasted no time once he was through the gate. He immediately deactivated it so that no one else could come through. He’d spotted Kyler following them and had a feeling the elf would try something rash.  
     “Branson, I am sorry we came unannounced, but it was important that I got here as quickly as I could.” 
     “What’s the meanin’ o’ all this Darian. Where’s Kyler?” asked Branson, searching the faces for the elf prince.  
     “He is not with me this trip. Too dangerous by far. I need to see Morphindinaetlus and quickly.” 
     “Are ye sure that be wise boy? That dragon’ll tear ye limb from limb. I heared he was plenty sore with ye the last time ye came through. What ye be needin’ to see him fer anyhow?” 
     “I believe he has information that I need.” 
     “Ye don’t be lookin’ too good, Mage. Are ye feelin’ alright?” 
     “No, I’m not. I need a magical item and I believe he knows where it is. If I don’t find it soon…” he let the implications hang in the air because he just didn’t have the energy anymore to say the words.  
     “Ye be needin’ anythin’?” asked the dwarf. “What ‘ere ye need, ye’ll have it.” 
    “Thank you Branson, but we must leave at once. There is no time to waste.” 
     “O’ course. Drago, ye go an take ‘em to the door. An take Grymstone with ye.” 
     “O’ course me king,” said Drago. They left moments later.  
    
     Darian was loathe to stop, but knew they could not go all night. He felt the weight of his burden threatening to overwhelm him. He was awake long into the night, his mind overactive and he could not quiet it.  
     “Is Ru Nay’ Sha eluding you as well?” asked Kelindril, sitting next to him. 
     “I am a haunted man, Kelindril. The things that I have been witness to, as well as the acts I have been forced to commit. The blood that stains my hands…” he was guessing that Kelindril’s story was similar, except for the magic. “So, what is the name of the girl who messed you up?” asked Darian. 
     “What are you talking about?” the elf bristled at the remark because it was too close to home. He had never talked about any of it to anyone. How could the Mage know?   
     “Look, we’re going to be traveling together for a long time, so you may as well tell me your story. Maybe talking about it will help to bury it in the past where it belongs.” He was too damn perceptive. Kelindril did not like his personal business to be known. He thought he left that part of his life in the past and was not eager to dredge it up again.  
     “There is nothing to tell. Everyone has a past. Are you eager to tell me about yours?” retaliated the elf.  
     “Point taken. Why do you and Kryndale hate each other?” If it was possible, this topic upset the elf even more. “Wow, do you have anything that’s not a deep, dark secret? Are we just going to sit around in the dark and not talk?”  
     “I barely know you, so excuse me if I don’t open up right away and tell you everything. When’s the last time you had a soul cleansing talk?” Darian’s silence was all the confirmation he needed.  
     “I’m not the one that needs it Kel. Me, I have made peace with my ghosts and skeletons. There is nothing hiding in my past that I care about,” he lied easily. But more importantly, he was convincing. Even Kyler who knew him best could not tell when he was lying. Not when Darian did not want him to.  
     “I thought a Mage of The Order could only sleep with the sterile whores they provide.” Darian was sure he was trying to goad him into replying. “How is it that you can sleep with others?” asked Kelindril.  
     Darian knew communication went both ways. Maybe if he opened up about some things then Kelindril would feel comfortable enough to do the same. “I have always been a bit of a rebel. I tend not to follow direction if I think it stupid or if I just don’t want to. Anyway, did you get a look at her? She is beautiful. I have a thing for women, I love them and what they can do for me. But I figured something out,” he left his words hang there because he knew Kelindril would want to know, whether he would admit it or not.  
     “What’s that?” asked the elf after a few moments. 
     Darian smiled to himself in the dark. “That as long as you are good to them, they will give you anything you want. But you also must show them that you won’t put up with any nonsense. Some, not all, will push the boundaries. And if you let them, then you are lost. Most of the girls in Piri-Tuma are badly mistreated. I would spoil them a bit when they were with me. It’s the only happiness they knew. I bought them small gifts, remembered their birthday, little things like that. It made a big difference to them. They never refused me, and they did whatever I wanted them to.” 
    “Didn’t they have to anyway? I mean, that’s why they are there.” 
     “Yes and no. They cannot refuse our advances, but they do not have to do anything we say. The Mages are not supposed to force them to do things they don’t want to do.” 
     “I thought that’s why they were supplied to you. To do anything you want.” 
  “Within reason, yes. Some Mages like things that are… let’s just say unclean. They cannot force the girls to  
  do it, but they do and they have. If the girl refuses, they have them beaten. Or they beat them themselves.” 
     “Darian, why did you leave Mogan Dar?” asked the elf, curiously. 
     “Well, I thought I should see the world and experience life beyond our walls before they killed me,” he said without humor.  
     “Why are they hunting you? From what I’ve seen and heard, you are neither dangerous nor mad. The Order has sent out warnings about you with a rough sketch of you. They say that you are not to be approached because you are extremely dangerous and borderline insane. This is not true. I see intelligence in your eyes. You are sharp, quick and dangerous, but not in the way that they describe.” 
     “Is this the reason you chose to be a part of my personal guard?” Darian asked. 
     “In part, yes. I wanted to get to know the Mage that The Order searches for.” 
  “I’m afraid that cannot happen without paying a heavy price. Are you willing to pay it, Kelindril?” asked the Mage.  
     “What is the price?” he returned, clearly interested.  
     “The price is me getting to know you. A sharing of information. There are limits however. There are certain things that I cannot speak of, for The Order’s sake and my protection as a Mage. However, you have no such limits. Do you agree?” 
     Kelindril thought for a while before answering, “I agree.” He clearly had reservations. He would have to live with that. Darian intended to get to the bottom of Kelindril’s bloodlust.  
     “Good, you can ask a question, then I ask a question. Sound fair?” 
     “Yes, that’s fair,” agreed the elf.  
     Darian knew he would have to give up valuable information, but he believed it would be worth it to gain Kelindril’s trust. Maybe he could get him to return to the way he used to be so long ago. Kryndale obviously had known him in different times. Darian did not think he was always like this. Something had to have been the catalyst.  
     “Why does The Order hunt for you?”  
     Damn! It would have to be that question, thought Darian. “They search for me because there is one among them that wants to see me dead. He would take my staff for himself. What is the story behind you and Kryndale?” He felt, rather than saw, the elf flinch.  
     “That is a long story.” 
     “We have time,” the Mage quipped.  
     “So we do. Many years ago, Kryndale and I worked together in the same unit. He was in command at the time. This was before Thelarki…” he drifted off, as if he’d just caught himself before saying something forbidden. For now, Darian let it go because it was not what he was after. “We were on a mission that had lasted far too long for all our tastes. We’d been working together for over twenty years. I began to think that I should be able to take over my own unit. I was Kryndale’s second in command and I had plenty of experience. Thelarki kept denying me my requests, saying that he felt I was not ready.  
    “What it comes down to is this, a disagreement over how things should’ve been handled. I thought my way was better and of course he felt his plan was better. I took a few that were loyal to me and agreed with my way of doing things and moved. Kryndale was furious, but had no choice but to follow me to back me up. The whole thing blew up in my face and our whole unit ended up dead. We were the only two that walked out alive. But we bathed in blood before we did. When we returned home, Thelarki gave me my own unit and separated us. Ever since, we have not spoken to each other.” 
     “That had to be hard on you both,” observed the Mage. 
     “It was. I still feel so guilty. It was my fault they died. I should have listened to him. It haunts me to this day, their blood stains my hands. What was it like in Piri-Tuma? I’ve heard the stories of the women that are thrown at the Mages.” 
     “Since you do not partake, why would you want to know?” asked the Mage curiously.  
     “I was not always the way I am now, Mage. The women?” he prompted. 
     “Some of the most beautiful girls for humans. They bring them in young and are broken in by high ranking Mages.” 
     “Broken in? Does that mean what I think it means?” 
     “If you are thinking that they are taken from home at a young age, usually before their fourteenth year, brought to Mogan Dar and forced to have sex with high ranking Mages, then yes, you are correct.” 
     “That’s repulsive, Darian.” 
     “Yes well, they are Ni’ Kulana, so it should not matter to you anyway.” 
     “Have you ever broken one in?” 
     “I believe it was my turn. And yes I have. When was the last time you were with a woman?” asked Darian. 
     “Over a decade ago. Did you break them as harshly as the others?” 
     “A decade! By the stones! How do you do it? And no I did not.” 
     “I just don’t crave them. How did you do it then?” 
     “I remember a time when the head of my order sent this young girl to me. She was a pretty thing. She was young, curvaceous and very scared. I tried to imagine what it was like to be her. Her whole life had changed abruptly and now she was forced to sleep with a bunch of men that she did not know. She did not know that this life awaited her. The Order sends out Mages to search for new girls once or twice a year. Only the heads of the different orders are allowed to break in the girls.  
     “She was hesitant of course because by now she understood what was going on. When she saw me, I could see the desire in her eyes. I wanted her to feel comfortable around me, it makes things so much better when they want to be with you versus when you take it by force. I courted her for days. We talked, she told me about her home and her favorite things to do. She loved books. She told me her favorite book was The Mage and the Dragon. I happened to have that very book in my library.  
     “The next day when she came to me, I had the book wrapped up for her. She knew it was a book of course, but she did not know which book. When she saw what it was, she threw herself in my arms. I could feel her young breasts against my chest, firm and soft. I guess she was a bit embarrassed, but that didn’t stop her from kissing me.  
    “I could tell she’d never done it before, but it was nice, innocence with a taste of curiosity and playfulness. We spent a lot of time just kissing and touching. I wanted to take it slow with her because I wanted her to enjoy the lovemaking when it happened. Every day she came closer to initiating contact. I knew her life would be very different when her time with me was up, so I was patient. After a week and a half we made love for the first time. I kept her around for over a month before I let her go. I heard she hated me for it. I guess she thought she’d be with me always. When was your last relationship?” 
     At the Mage’s question, Kelindril visibly tensed. He obviously did not want to talk about it and that was precisely why Darian had brought it up.  
     “A very long time ago. I was young, too young I guess. I fell in love and we were together for over a year. She knew what I was and that I had to be away from home a lot. I decided that I would ask her to marry me. I had a mission, thankfully, not too far from home. I was only gone for three weeks and I bought the ring from an elven jeweler on my way back. It was perfect, I knew she’d love it. When I got home, she was gone. All her things… gone.  
  I found a letter in the bedroom. I didn’t want to read it.”  
     “What did it say Kelindril?” asked the Mage. Darian could tell he did not want to relive the memory.  
     “She said that while I was away, she fell in love with someone else. And to please forgive her. Please understand, she said. Who does that? I wasn’t gone that long. How do you fall in love in three weeks? Anyway, after her I swore off women. I have not had a relationship since.” 
     “That’s not exactly something to be proud of, Kel. You know that not all women are like her, don’t you?” 
     “After her, I didn’t dare trust anyone. She hurt me deeply, Darian, and I cannot believe I’m telling you this. I’ve never spoken of this to anyone before.” 
     “Do not worry, Kelindril, I will not break your confidence. What you tell me will never go any further.” 
     “It had better not, Darian. I do not trust easily, Mage.” 
     “So, why let it get to you? Find another, there are plenty, believe me,” the Mage said with a smile. 
  “I have come to understand that I do better on my own. Then my judgment is unbiased. And I no longer miss it,” the elf replied. 
   “Really?” replied the Mage knowingly. “Then why do you stare at Kylee?” asked Darian and was rewarded by a strangled sound coming from the elf.  
     “I do not stare,” said Kelindril quietly. “I admire. She is beautiful, Darian.” 
     “Yes, I know. I have pursued her myself to no avail. She is looking for a meaningful relationship. Something she knows I can never give her. She’s waiting for the right elf to come along. Are you the right elf, Kelindril?” asked the Mage slyly. 
     “No. I am not interested in her.” 
     “Then why go out with her at all?” 
     “How do you know about that?” asked the Gor Li’ Khan, shocked.  
     “Mage,” responded Darian, pointing at himself.  
     “She asked and I found I couldn’t say no to her. But once we were alone, I became very uncomfortable and restless. I didn’t want to be there anymore, so I just disappeared.” 
    “In time, it will become easier for you. I think she would be good for you, Kel. She’s been hurt too. It’s been a long time since she was in a relationship as well. But for some reason, she sees something in you. Do not take that lightly. I can see that you are attracted to her. Take a chance and live once more, Kelindril. Put the past to rest for good.” 
     “No. I cannot, Darian. The things that I have done and seen, no girl could forgive me for. The blood that stains my hands… It is unforgivable. There are things that we were made to do. Horrible things. Innocent lives have we taken. I see those images whenever I close my eyes. Most nights, Ru Nay’ Sha escapes me. I lie awake quite often these days, Darian.” 
     “Kelindril, you are a haunted man as well. I understand how it is to feel these things. But I can also assure you that it will get better now that you are with me. I will never misuse your skills like Thelarki has done. And please do not insult me by pretending not to know what I am talking about. I know what he has done. And for that, if ever I get the chance to meet him, he will answer for.” 
     “I cannot forgive myself for the things that I have done, Darian. I am a tortured creature.” 
     “I forgive you, Kelindril. Care for a drink?” asked the Mage, making a bottle of Nykessa appear out of thin air.  
     “That would be a good thing indeed,” the elf responded.  
     They passed the bottle between them, feeling no need for glasses. After they polished off a second bottle,  
  Kelindril began to loosen up, if only slightly. Darian would take what he could get.  
     “Kelindril, be honest with me, are you attracted to Kylee?” 
  “Yes, but there is a tug of war going on inside me. I want her, and yet, it terrifies me. I do not know which I feel the stronger. I cannot believe I’m telling you this.” 
     “I believe in order to trust each other, we need to feel comfortable around each other. We need to get to know one another,” said Darian.  
     “From what I’ve heard, you are not a trusting individual either. What makes you think that this is even possible?” asked the Gor Li’ Khan.  
     “Because I have to believe that no being can be too far gone to change,” the Mage said quietly. 
     “Are you looking to change, Darian?” Prompted Kelindril. 
     “Maybe, maybe not. Either way, change is coming my way whether I want it to or not.” 
     “Meaning what, exactly?” 
     “I’m dying, Kelindril. A very slow, painful death. That is the reason that I go to see Morphindinaetlus. I need to know if he knows where the Morgonnate is. This book, I fear, is my only chance for survival. The Dark Magic eats me alive and consumes me bit by bit. Every day I am further from the man I was the day before. Soon, very soon, I will be lost to it completely. And when that happens, I will no longer be safe to be around.” 
     The elf couldn’t have been more astounded if Darian had punched him. He knew the Mage’s situation was serious, but he never thought it was this serious. If the Dark Magic was taking him over this quickly, could they even get to the book in time to save his life? Even if they managed to find it? What made him think the dragon would even talk to him again? The last time they met, Morphindinaetlus was bent on killing Darian. The assassin didn’t think his viewpoint had changed.  
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     In the morning, Drago and Grymstone led them to the great stone door. The Mage remembered the last time they’d come through here. A great winter storm had raged outside, blocking the door for a week before they could break free. He hoped there would be no repeats. He needed to get to Morphindinaetlus quickly. He needed that damn book. Inside of him a war raged, terrifying and powerful. The darkness threatened to overpower him and he had to use all the training The Order had provided to control himself and remain conscious. His mood was dark this day and he missed Kyler and his easy conversation. Kyler provided a stability that, until now, the Mage had not even noticed.  
     Drago pulled open the door and the companions exited the dwarven fortress. Darian turned to speak quietly with the dwarves. “Give us about a fortnight there and back. It should not take too much longer than that. I will need to come back through here. Very likely, I will be exhausted and possibly injured…” Darian drifted off. 
     “Don’t ye worry, Darian. We’ll keep an eye out fer yer return, don’t ye doubt,” responded Grymstone.  
     “My thanks good dwarf. We must take our leave. Fare thee well and may your weapons smite yer enemies!” Darian intoned. 
     “May Delvishan guide yer steps n’ the Weave respond to yer call,” the dwarves responded.  
     It had been a very long time since Darian had heard those words. The Mages had kept themselves sealed up inside Piri-Tuma for too long. They needed to step outside and become involved with Corillia’s people once more. For too long, they’d been closed up with nothing more than their dusty books, spells and potions. That was something that Darian had every intention of changing. For a Mage to be effective, they needed a deep understanding of the world around them. Right now, all they knew was Mogan Dar.  
     He turned his back on the dwarven stronghold of Thunder Peak, for what he felt would be the last time. He looked to Kelindril and nodded that he was ready. It was an action that was not lost on any of the Gor Li’ Khan.  
     Kryndale’s expression soured visibly, but there was nothing he could do. He suspected that Darian was trying to get closer to Kelindril. Good luck, he thought. No one had been able to do that for a very long time. Kryndale didn’t understand how they had gotten to this place in time. He and Kelindril used to be close, had trusted each other much like Darian and Kyler did. That’s all in the past, thought Kryndale. He no longer trusts anyone but himself.  
     The sun’s brightness was deceiving because it certainly held no warmth. The chill breeze that hit them when they stepped out of the warm dwarven tunnels was enough to throw them into shock. They drew their fur lined cloaks about them tightly, trying in vain to seal in the last remnants of warmth.  
     They followed Darian’s lead as he seemed to know his way effortlessly. He’d obviously been here more than once. The way down the mountain was treacherous and slow going. The steep, jagged rocks were covered in ice. Rarely were they bare. He took them down a path he had found long ago. It was hard to find and not visible from afar.                       
    The Gor Li’ Khan were used to harsh traveling conditions, so they were able to keep up with the Mage. He wasted no time getting down the mountain and did not break until it was just too dark to see. They were forced to build their shelters by a guarded light from the Mage. No sense in letting the dragon know they were here yet. The element of surprise would definitely work in their favor.  
     He just hoped there would be no repeat performances. Nephraete and Calisha were not here to help him this time. There was only one other mage with them, Loganthar. Darian did not think the elf would be able to save him if something went amiss. He missed Lorin’s ready smile and willingness to help no matter the danger. But the Gor Li’ Khan were better suited to the task at hand and more likely to escape unscathed. They would be his secret weapon.  
     He thought of Tynuviel and a terrible sadness filled him at her loss. Everything that they’d been through, only to end up here at this impasse. He ached to be with her. If only she would let him explain. Every time he was close to her… That’s it! He thought. They must have implanted the same ward within her as they did with every Mage. He became enraged at the very idea. No wonder why she couldn’t stomach the thought of being with him. He would have to let her know, if she’d let him. No matter, if I must, I will force her to listen to me, he vowed. She must know at any cost, she had to rid herself of it. He could not help her do it, it was her task and hers alone. His temper flared and he fought to control it. Save your anger, he told himself over and over like a litany against his savage temper.  
     It explained so much! When he took her to his tower, they came so close to making love. He felt sure if that magical ward had not been placed inside her, they would have. He’d had no intention of stopping himself. He clenched his fist as if it was wrapped around the Dark Mage’s neck, choking the life from him. He would pay dearly for this. Darian could handle himself and even expected violence because it was a way of life for a Mage of The Order. But for Tynuviel, she was an innocent. She never should have been subjected to the Mage’s tormented world. Darian would take from him what he treasured most.  
     “Darian, are you alright? You seem… upset. Can I get you anything?” asked Kelindril.  
     “They buried a ward deep inside her brain, Kelindril. That son of a bitch will pay for that!” 
     “A ward? What are you talking about, Mage?” asked the Gor Li’ Khan, confused.  
     “Each and every Mage has one buried deep inside their brain. This is what keeps us from falling in love. Keeps us in line. I know because I found one inside of me too. It took me some time, but I was able to break it and rid myself of it. Now she must do this too. The problem is, she won’t speak to me. I cannot tell her of it because she won’t see me. She has to know. Damn it!” 
     “Do you think that’s the reason she won’t see you?” 
     “In part, yes. Not the whole reason though. I’m sure even without the ward, she would be angry at the truths she had to hear. I’ve never seen her like that before, so angry. I could see it in her eyes, Kel. I knew I’d lost her. I just  
  don’t know if there’s a chance of going back. Not anymore.” 
     “You’re not going to give up, are you? That does not seem like you, Darian.” 
    “No offense, but how would you know? You don’t even know me.” 
     “Maybe not, but you are a Mage of The Order. A Mage of The Order does not give up. Will you pursue her?” Kelindril asked, unsure why it was so important to him. He barely knew the Mage, why should he care? There was just something about Darian, he felt drawn to him.  
     “I don’t know, Kel. I… Maybe I should let her go. She’s probably better off without me complicating her life.” 
     “You don’t really believe that. Do you?” asked Kelindril.  
     “I’m no longer sure what I believe, Kelindril.” 
     “But you still love her, don’t you? Otherwise, you would not be so upset.” 
     “Yes, I still love her, but I’m not sure that it is enough anymore. I’ve tried unsuccessfully to talk to her. When we return, I will try again. Maybe she just needs time to process.” 
     “You sure did not waste any time finding someone to share your bed,” Kelindril observed.  
     “I have needs, Kelindril. She was adamant about not seeing me anymore. What am I supposed to do, wait forever by myself? I think not.”  
     After the sun set, the temperature plummeted to well below freezing. The shelters they had built kept the worst of the wind off them, but the cold was biting. The fires they built were also sheltered from the wind and the eyes of the dragon.  
     Darian drifted off, his rest fitful at best. Kelindril did not give himself over to Ru Nay’ Sha. He stayed awake to keep an eye on the Mage, whose mood had become darker with every step they took.  
      Sometime during the night, Kelindril heard a faint noise outside the shelter he shared with Darian. He climbed out to take a look. He heard it again, faint, soft. Another would have dismissed it as nothing more than the wind. But he was a Gor Li’ Khan. He knew the sound for what it was, a predator. They were good, but he was better. He silently woke Nymdal, Gavil, and Floran.  
     They blended into their surroundings and disappeared from sight. Kelindril had no need to tell them what to do, they already knew. They were the best of the best. His unit had never made a mistake. The sound became louder as they drew near. There was not much cover to hide behind, the landscape was a barren tundra. They followed the tracks easily enough and from close inspection, they appeared to be inhuman. They did not look like any animal tracks they’d ever seen either. That left… 
     All at once, the creature rushed them. It was big, hairy and white so that it blended with the frozen landscape. It was all hard muscle and insanely powerful. Upon seeing that it’d been found out, the creature howled in anger and came at them in a rush. Gavil already had his blades drawn and was in attack mode. The big creature saw the elf and took a swipe at him with his huge appendage, but the agile elf ducked the fatal blow, coming up inside his defenses. Gavil’s keenly sharp blade sliced easily through muscle and bone. Hot blood sprayed in a wide arc. The beast moved to strike at the elf, but Gavil was already gone. He was fast. Floran used Gavil’s distraction to the fullest, materializing at the creature’s back to deliver the killing blow.  
     Twin elven daggers honed to perfection, carved through the beast. Its lifeblood poured freely from the ghastly wounds. It took a step toward Kelindril, but its legs would no longer support it and it collapsed heavily onto the frozen ground. Kelindril got behind it and wrenched its head back so he could slit its throat. The creature bled out fairly quickly and died within minutes.  
 Kelindril turned and found himself face to face with Darian. He could not tell if the Mage was upset or not.  
  He still had so much to learn. He had not even heard the Mage approach, so silent was he. Like death. His eyes were intense and the Gor Li’ Khan found it hard to maintain eye contact.  
     “Good work, my trust was not misplaced,” said Darian, as he turned and went back inside the shelter. Ru Nay’ Sha took hold of him quickly and he knew no more.  
     In the morning, the grisly death of the creature was plainly visible for all to see. Kryndale was abashed because he hadn’t been the first to hear the assailant. By the time he was aware of the intruder, it was already over. He hated to admit that Kelindril was damn good at what he did. Not a one of them had even been injured in the incursion.  
     Darian had risen before all of them. There was a fire already started and breakfast was cooking. Kelindril was never far from the Mage’s side. The copper streaks in his golden hair shimmered in the sun and his gold flecked, copper colored eyes shone with an intensity all their own.  
     Kryndale decided it was time to put the past in the past where it belonged. This had been allowed to go on for far too long. And he was sick to death of it. He approached Kelindril cautiously, he did not want to startle the volatile elf into action. “Good work last night, Kelindril. You dispatched that creature quickly before most of us were even aware,” Kryndale said sincerely. He really did admire Kelindril’s tenacity.  
     “That’s not surprising,” responded the elf.  
     “Look, I was hoping we could talk.” 
     “We have nothing to say,” Kelindril said tightly.  
     “I believe we do and I’m not leaving until it’s said.” 
     “Fine, if it’ll get you to leave quicker,” said Kelindril. Neither one had noticed that they were now alone, the others had moved way out of earshot, giving them the privacy they needed to say what needed to be said. This had been a long time coming. They both knew it, if they were being honest with themselves.  
     “Kelindril, you’re one of the best and I consider myself lucky to know you. What happened long ago… it’s done and over. It’s time we lay that to rest. We used to work well together and I believe we can once more.” 
     “I don’t think that is a possibility anymore Kryndale. You know it, I know it. We just don’t see eye to eye and we haven’t for a very long time.”  
     “I agree, but I also think it’s time for a change. We’re going to be traveling together for quite some time. It will be a lot easier on all of us if we could at least be civil. The last thing Darian needs right now is more complications. Don’t you agree?”  
     Kelindril stayed silent for a long time, digesting the words of a former friend. How had they let it get this bad? They used to be friends once. Could they ever be again? Kryndale was obviously really trying. It couldn’t have been easy to make the first move like that. He even spoke in their native tongue, knowing Kelindril’s preferences. Damn it! Though the others were out of earshot, they were openly watching the unfolding drama.  
     “I guess we would work better as a team that is united, instead of pushing and pulling everything apart.” Kelindril offered his hand in truce and Kryndale smiled and shook it warmly.  
     “This calls for a drink!” called Darian with a smile. This was the beginning of change for Kelindril. The Mage intended to see that the elf return to the way he was before he corrupted himself. Darian knew the deep feelings of guilt that the Gor Li’ Khan felt. He’d placed the blame firmly on his own shoulders. And after hearing his confession, the Mage was inclined to agree with his assessment. But enough was enough. He’d punished himself long enough and it was time to live again. And Darian thought he knew exactly how to make that happen.  
 They all shared a glass of Nykessa and the company’s spirits were high. At long last, they each felt the old tension slip away. The strain that was once readily apparent, was now dissipating like fog in the morning sun. Now  
  Darian would have the benefit of their collective knowledge.  
     They walked with the Mage, the others trailing behind. Kelindril noticed Darian stroking the Demon Stone more than once. He wondered if the Mage was even aware that he was doing it. The atmosphere here was too cold for the demon. He would never survive without a considerable amount of help from the Mage. The elf wondered if the Mage could somehow communicate with the demon through the Demon Stone.  
     While the sun was out, the temperature rose if only a little. But by nightfall, the temperature would once again plummet. They needed to find shelter before then. Last night was too hard on them. Darian regretted pushing them so hard, but his sense of urgency drove him to irrational behavior. That could and would get you killed in this frozen wasteland.  
     At least this time around, he didn’t have to put up with Shaz. The elves would not slow him down, they could keep up with him. His thoughts turned to Tynuviel. He had to find some way to speak to her. She needed to hear what he had to say. The fact that they’d put a ward inside her was incomprehensible. She would need to be strong to break its hold on her. He couldn’t do it because it would cause her great pain and could very well kill her. No. This was something she would have to do on her own.  
     They did not stop until it was time to set up camp for the night. Darian pushed them relentlessly and they responded. He could feel Sigorna stirring restlessly. He wanted to come through, but Darian held him in check. This was no place for him. The last time, the only reason the Falahari did not perish was because of Darian. If he had not been fast enough, the cold would have killed the demon. He was used to a place much warmer than here.  
     The Gor Li’ Khan set up the camp quickly, according to Darian’s specifications. They learned fast and their memories were sharp. Before long, they had supper heating over the fire, their soft voices drifting to where Darian stood alone.  
     “Darian, are you hungry?” asked Kelindril. “Here, it’s vegetable stew,” he said, proffering a hot, steaming bowl. The Mage shook his head, declining the offer. “You need to eat to keep your strength up. Here, take it and see that you eat it.” The elf demanded, not taking no for an answer.  
     Darian smiled to himself, but did not let the elf see. Kelindril was right of course, he needed to eat. He just didn’t feel like it, but he took the bowl anyway.  
     “Come by the fire, Darian. Warm yourself and eat with us. It will do you some good.” Kelindril stood there until Darian followed him back to the camp. The easy conversation did not halt when the Mage joined them. They just simply included him at once.  
     “Darian, what’s the wildest thing you’ve ever done?” asked Nymdal, taking a bite of the stew. Darian took a bite and found that it was delicious. His stomach rumbled and he realized how hungry he was. He took several more bites before answering Nymdal. 
      “The  wildest  thing,  hmmm,”  he  replied thoughtfully. “I’ve done so many it’s hard to pick just one.” 
     “Tell us your favorite then,” urged Nymdal, eyes alight from the flames of the fire.  
     “Alright, when I was still in Mogan Dar, I had many different lovers. I saw this young girl down in the kitchens when I went for a bite to eat late one night. She was beautiful, with hair the color of warm caramel and eyes the deepest green…” Darian was obviously reminiscing from the distant look in his eyes and the way he spoke, almost dreamily. “I am not one to pass up an opportunity like that so I flirted with her, telling her how beautiful I thought she was.” 
    “Darian, what if someone walked in on you? Don’t you get punished for that?” 
  “Oh absolutely! But the risk is a big turn on to me. I couldn’t help myself. I lifted her onto the table and we made love. Then I snuck her into my chambers where we could be alone and be far more adventurous. We were  
  actually still lovers when I left Mogan Dar. She is a vivacious beauty. I would definitely like to see her again.” 
     “Darian, isn’t that against Order law?” asked Kelindril.  
     “Yes, it is. But I was never one to follow directions too well. Especially ones that didn’t seem to make sense to me. I mean, why let a beautiful girl like that go to waste? Don’t you think she craved the touch of a man? Let me tell you, she did at that! What we did was extremely dangerous, but it was a huge turn on for both of us. Oh don’t look at me like that Kel, I took every precaution necessary. After all, I did not want to get her killed, nor did I want to be beaten.”  
     “Darian, you sure live an exciting life,” said Nymdal.  
     “I do at that Nym. I live my life to the fullest, to derive the greatest pleasure that I can. After all, we have but one life to live. We may as well enjoy ourselves while we are here, right?”  
     “I guess so, but at what cost, Darian?” inquired the elf.  
     “She remains unharmed to this day. I made sure she was safe. No one has found out about us. I would definitely like to rescue her from that place, but it’s just too dangerous right now. When the time is right, I will set her free.”  
     Darian finished off his stew and Kelindril refilled the Mage’s bowl. It would not do for the Mage to be malnourished. He’d already lost too much weight. His propensity for pushing his body beyond its limits was taking a toll on him. His only saving grace was his workouts with staff and sword. It kept him toned and in shape.  
     “What about you Nym? What’s the wildest thing you’ve done?” inquired the Mage. 
  “After a story like that, how’s anyone supposed to compete? I got nothin’,” said Nymdal, sheepishly.  
     “We’ll have to work on that Nym. You really need to let loose and live,” replied the Mage.  
     “Are you implying that I do not know how to have fun?” asked Nymdal, with a ready smile. Darian liked him instantly. The laughter that followed surrounded Darian and let him, for just a moment, pretend that the severity of their situation did not exist.  
     “Darian, you are unlike any Mage that I have ever met. They are just a bunch of pompous asses. But you, you have true skill and knowledge. You also have a great sense of humor. You definitely need to smile more,” remarked Nymdal. 
     “I would if there were something to smile about,” replied the Mage.  
     “Is there something that we can do to help?” asked Nymdal seriously.  
     “I do not think anyone can help me. Not anymore,” said the Mage quietly.  
     “Darian, what will happen when we reach the Ancient Mountain?” asked Kelindril, trying to get the conversation back on track and away from the Mage’s love of Tynuviel. That would end up to be a big distraction that they could not afford.  
     “We will have to be extremely cautious. The dragon will be on alert for anything amiss because even now, he will be healing from his injuries. He will be volatile and try to kill me on sight. I will call the demon to my side, we will need his help along with any of his ilk that he brings through.” 
    “How will you get Morphindinaetlus to tell us what we need to know?” 
     “A bargain must be struck. It will be the only thing that will keep me alive. I need the information that I’m sure he has and he will not give it up cheaply.” 
     “Wait, you do not even know for certain that the dragon has the knowledge that you seek?” asked Kelindril, seemingly the only one of the elves that picked up on the Mage’s wording.  
     “He must. Morphindinaetlus is working with the Dark Mage and has been for some time, apparently.” 
  “That doesn’t mean the Dark Mage entrusted him with this knowledge. Mages are a cagey lot and you are  
  no different, Darian. You know better than any of us how untrusting a Mage can be. How could you bring us all this way not knowing for sure?” asked Kelindril, more than a little upset. If the dragon did not know whatever it was that Darian needed to survive, then they’d wasted precious time. Time that the Mage did not have.  
     “Relax, Kelindril,” said Kryndale. “I do not think that Darian would have risked this if he was not certain. He knows what he is doing. Besides, this was the best choice. The only choice. For if the dragon does not know, then what else is left for us? Even if he does not know what Darian needs, he has to know something that will be of help. The Dark Mage uses the dragon for only the most important deeds. And this one, I think, would be one of those.” 
     The Mage stayed quiet during the debate. He had nothing to offer. Nothing that would comfort them at least. Let them think what they will. It matters not to me, thought Darian.  
  I need them to accompany me and will do whatever is necessary to make that happen…  
     “What will you bargain for the information that you desire?” asked Kelindril.  
     “That will not be discussed,” said the Mage firmly.  
     Kelindril refilled Darian’s bowl with hot vegetable stew to defuse the tension and to make sure that the Mage ate. It had the desired effect. Conversation flowed once more and laughter soon followed. Kryndale caught Kelindril’s eye and he nodded his approval. Kelindril was good with Darian. He’d gotten the Mage to eat not one, but three bowls of stew. The elf smiled and to his surprise, Kelindril smiled back.  
     The night was silent, cold and dark. There was no sound outside of the wind. The Gor Li’ Khan were tense and on edge from the night before. Kelindril was especially alert. Kryndale came over to stand next to him.  
     “Do you sense something?” asked Kryndale, feeling nothing himself.  
     “No. Nothing, it’s just… After last night, I’m on edge I guess. Something just doesn’t feel right. Can you feel it?” asked Kelindril.  
     Kryndale stood quiet for a few moments before replying, “Yes, I feel it.” He didn’t know if it was the remnants of the earlier conversation or if it… There it was again. But closer this time. The sensation of malice and dissent was palpable.  
     “I’m sorry about Nephraete, Kryndale. I know that could not have been easy to take,” said Kelindril, in a rare display of concern. “How are you holding up?” 
     “Every day is just another reminder when ere she is near. I really love her, Kelindril, and I cannot believe that her father would do that to her.” 
     “Thelarki cares nothing for others’ feelings. He only thinks of himself. Since Mishtari’s death… Not even his own family matters anymore.” 
    “He has become increasingly obsessed with Nephraete’s visions,” agreed Kryndale. “I will never return to Kaleika Bay,” admitted Kryndale.  
     “Nor shall I. Though for different reasons, I suspect,” replied Kelindril.  
   “I cannot do his bidding anymore, Kelindril. I will not kill innocents in his name any longer. They haunt me in my dreams and the guilt weighs heavily on me and drags me down,” confessed Kryndale.  
     “I know what you mean. That day so long ago… I will never forgive myself. Their deaths are on my hands, Kryndale. You had every right to be angry with me. You were right, your plan was better. I should have listened to you and they would still be alive.” Kelindril’s admission caught Kryndale off guard, he never expected that.  
     “Is that why you stopped talking to me and became how you are now?” asked Kryndale.  
     “In part, yes. I did not become this way overnight. It took a long time. It began with…” Kelindril drifted off, unable to finish the painful thought.  
  “It began with Elyssa didn’t it?” asked Kryndale, finally beginning to understand the elf who once used to  
  be his friend.  
     “Yes. I loved her, Kryndale, really loved her. I was going to ask her to marry me. I even had the ring. I can’t believe I’m telling you this.” 
     “I can’t believe you haven’t told me before now,” replied Kryndale and he meant it. They used to be good friends and the fact that Kelindril had never mentioned or talked about his experience, slightly offended him.  
     “I was hurt and embarrassed, Kryndale. It was nothing personal. I just didn’t want to talk about it.” 
     “It helps to talk about such things. Share the pain with another. Did she ever say why? I mean, we weren’t gone that long. How could she do that to you?” 
     “I don’t know. I tried to talk to her, but she would never see me. I still don’t know why.” 
     “Kelindril, you can’t remain alone forever. Move on, you can find someone in Kiri A’ Nouell,” said Kryndale.  
     “What if I like being alone? At least I can count on myself,” replied Kelindril. 
     “I’ve seen the way you and Kylee look at each other. The interest is definitely there. You should go for it. Live again. Take it slow if it makes you feel better,” said Kryndale.  
     “I do not know if I have the courage to start over,” admitted Kelindril. “I never want to feel the way Elyssa made me feel again. That is a pain that I cannot get away from. What if it ends the same way?”  
     “I do not think it will. Kylee is special. She does not seem like that to me. She really likes you, Kelindril. Take a chance,” said Kryndale.  
     “What about you?” 
     “I’m still in love with Nephraete. I have no room in my heart for another right now. Not sure if ever I will,” replied Kryndale. 
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     A week and a half later, they stood in front of the Ancient Mountain. Darian did not let his uneasiness show. He needed them to be confident and strong. If they knew he was feeling this way, they may turn back.  
     The Mage moved to a spot in the base of the mountain wall. He kept his back to the elves as he worked his magic to open the door they all knew was there, but could not see. As he invoked his magic, runes began to light up on the mountain wall. A doorway began to appear. The portal opened silently, much to their relief. Darian was the first to step inside and he motioned for the rest to follow. Kelindril was beside Darian a moment later.  
     The Mage waited until they were all inside, then sealed the opening so that no one could follow them. The air was dank and stale, the stench of the wyrm overwhelming. Darian took his time, the tunnels twisted and turned back on themselves in many places. They had a long walk ahead of them, but they must take care or become hopelessly lost. The Mage suspected that these tunnels snaked through the whole mountain.  
    He removed a small orb from a pocket in his Shryvven, whispered an incantation and stroked the orb lightly. A soft glow began to emanate from the orb in the Mage’s hand, giving the elves and Darian enough light to see by. He did not need to tell them the importance of secrecy, for they understood all too well. They were Gor Li’ Khan. No sound came to them from the deep, dark tunnels. Everything was absolutely still. They made their way slowly, not daring to rush for fear of alerting the dragon.  
     Darian was overcome with memories of his last visit here. Tynuviel remained close to his heart and his thoughts were of her. His anger returned at the horrifying things she’d lived through. He clenched his fists until his knuckles were white. His mood blackened considerably. He had to regain control; else, there would be no bargaining with the wyrm. There would be only death.  
     Darian motioned for them to stop for the night. The Mage needed rest because he wasn’t looking too good. Kelindril forced the Mage to eat even though he didn’t want to. Darian just wanted to rest, but the Gor Li’ Khan knew that would not be enough.  
  In the morning, they continued deeper into the mountain. The air became warmer and it was a sign that  
  they were getting closer to the inner tunnels of the wyrm and his lair. Mid-afternoon on the twelfth day, they stood just around the bend from Morphindinaetlus’s lair. The sound of his labored breathing reached their ears. Good, Darian thought, he has not completely healed yet. He may be in a bargaining mood… 
     Darian’s nod to Kelindril was almost imperceptible. The Gor Li’ Khan vanished from sight, blending in with their surroundings expertly. Darian could sense their presence and location, though he would never tell them this. They fanned out and began their entrapment of the dragon. Darian waited until they were in place before entering the chamber.  
     Morphindinaetlus smelled them at once, his head shooting up from a resting position. “Mage, you are a fool to come back here! Do you know what you’ve done to me?” Morphindinaetlus screamed. The sound was deafening. The dragon was livid. Not a good thing to witness. “Give me a good reason why I should not kill you where you stand, you impudent bastard!”  
     “I think we can come to an understanding,” the Mage replied confidently. He needed the information the dragon had and he was not leaving without it.  
     “What understanding would that be, Darian Brade? Why should I not inform the Dark Mage that you are here? He would love to get his hands on you!” the dragon raged.  
    “Because I can offer you something that he will not,” said the Mage softly.  
     Darian was crafty, intelligent and thorough. If he was offering something that the Dark Mage would not, that meant he would want something in exchange. The wyrm was not opposed to bargaining with Darian, he just wasn’t sure if he wanted the Mage dead, more than he wanted to know what he was offering. His curiosity won out in the end. “And what would that be?” asked Morphindinaetlus, intrigued.  
     “Freedom,” Darian whispered, but it was as if he shouted the word. The Gor Li’ Khan could not believe what they were hearing. Was Darian An Gla’ Mah? He couldn’t be serious! Maybe he was playing the dragon. He would not really set the dragon free. Would he?   
     Darian felt the tendrils of Dark Magic that bound Morphindinaetlus. He realized that he’d felt them as soon as he’d entered the chamber. Something inside of him tugged hard, as if trying to close the distance to the giant wyrm. The Mage felt confident that he could break the bindings, but he wouldn’t even attempt it until the wyrm gave him what he wanted in exchange.  
     The dragon laughed. Darian didn’t move. “You’re serious? I do not think you have what it takes, Mage. You do not possess Dark Magic or the knowledge to use it.” 
     “How little you know, Morphindinaetlus. I do possess Dark Magic. And I can free you.” 
     “What do you want in return, Mage?” asked the dragon, dreading the reply. “I think I would rather torture you instead.” 
     “You’d still be the Dark Mage’s bitch in the end, with no hope of freedom without me,” replied the Mage, his tone sharp. He got the desired reaction; the dragon roared in anger, his pride wounded. And for a dragon, that was a serious offense.  
     “What do you want, Mage?” asked the dragon, seething in anger. “Speak!” 
     “The Morgonnate,” Darian replied quietly. He held his breath, his heart pounding in his chest. He needed the book and if Morphindinaetlus didn’t know where it was, he wasn’t sure what to do next.  
     “You seek the book of Dark Magic? Why would I tell you its location, even if I knew?” asked the wyrm.  
     Darian tried not to lose hope at the dragon’s words; this was all part of the game. The Mage showed no weakness. “You will tell me what I wish to know or you will remain a slave to him forever!” Darian roared, a touch of magic to his words, as he tugged hard on the dragon’s binding with his magic.  
     The dragon’s flame came without warning, but Darian was prepared for this possibility. The flames were turned away by his protection spell and this made Morphindinaetlus howl in frustration.  
   “Are you quite finished?” mocked the Mage. “Are you ready to make a bargain? Or do you need more time to think about all the long years left to you to do the Dark Mage’s bidding?” 
    To the Gor Li’ Khan’s surprise, the wyrm laughed. “You are a devious bastard, Darian. A credit to The  Order.  You  must  have  been desperate to come back here to me, knowing that I would kill you and suck the magic from your bones.” 
     “If you should choose to do this, you will remain tied to the Dark Mage. It is your choice. Freedom? Or slavery?” asked Darian. Long minutes passed as the wyrm contemplated his choices. The Gor Li’ Khan stood rigid, waiting and watching for any sign of the dragon’s treachery.  
     “Fine, free me and I will tell you what you wish to know.” 
    “I am no fool wyrm. I will not free you until I have the book in my hands. Where is it?” asked the Mage darkly. He would not give in to the dragon. He was not afraid of him.  
     “Why should I trust you, Darian? Once you have the book you will renege your offer. Why should you let me go free? I am a threat to Corillia and you know it.” 
     “A bargain is a bargain. I am a man of my word. The book for your freedom, that is the deal. Do we have an accord?” asked Darian.  
     Morphindinaetlus remained quiet for a long time before answering. He weighed his options. He wanted Darian dead and that was no secret. Yet, here the Mage was, offering him his freedom for the Morgonnate. That was a huge price to pay, but his freedom was worth so much more.  
     “Morphindinaetlus, you vile beast! When are you going to track down Darian Brade?” he heard the Dark Mage’s voice inside his head. How he hated that voice. He hated being bound to do his filthy bidding! If he was such a powerful Mage, why didn’t he go after Darian himself?  
     “Morphindinaetlus! Answer me! What are you doing? I need Darian brought to me alive.”  
     That had never been a part of the agreement. Darian was to be his; the staff was to go to the Dark Mage.  
     “The Morgonnate is far from here, Mage. You must go through the Haunted Lands, past the lair of the Banshee. The phantoms of the Haunted Lands guard this book and they will not give it up easily. You will need courage, which I know you possess aplenty. But those that you bring with you? Will they? Is this book worth what you know will happen?” 
     “Ally yourself with me and my cause and we will make the Dark Mage pay for what he has done.” Now the dragon was too shocked to laugh.  
     “What? You cannot be serious! You are, aren’t you?”  
   “Yes, I am. Think of all the killing, Morphindinaetlus. You can kill and eat as many goblins, orcs and fire dwarves as you wish. And Mages.” 
     “Mages?” Now he had the wyrm’s interest.  
     “Yes, Mages who have turned against The Order; Mages who belong to the Dark Mage are yours. You may touch no others. Agreed?”  
     “Morphindinaetlus! When I get my hands on you, I’ll kill you myself!” 
     “Agreed,” said the powerful dragon. “But you must free me now so that I may help you. Because if you do not, the Dark Mage will kill me.”  
     “Agreed,” replied the Mage. He immediately began working on the Dark bindings. He pulled power from the Weave, letting it build as he withdrew The Staff of Power, commanding it to obey. The wyrm felt the powerful tug on the Weave and licked his lips, the hunger plain on his wicked face. The smell of Darian and his magic aroused the hungry dragon’s appetite.  
     The Gor Li’ Khan stood in stunned silence, disbelief at the Mage’s actions readily apparent in their eyes. For some unknown reason, Kelindril trusted that Darian knew what he was doing. He knew the Mage would not get them killed. Instead, they had a new ally, Morphindinaetlus. Takasha! Could they trust him? Kelindril wasn’t so sure. What was to stop him from immediately turning on them and immolating them all? His injuries were not so bad that he could not kill at least half their number. It would take a lot more than that to hold the dragon back. However, he was in a great deal of pain, from the claws of demons, Kelindril knew from the look of them. They were not healing as they should be. The demons had gotten the dragon good. Morphindinaetlus had to have been near death when he flew off that day. It seemed so long ago now.  
    When Darian began to work on the bindings, the Dark Mage sensed what he was going to do. Screaming in frustration, he opened a portal to the dragon’s lair and forced two Dark Mages through.  
     Darian Brade had always been a favored target among many Mages. None had bested him yet because he was just too powerful. But distracted as he was? They had a chance. They began their Dark spells, but they were at a serious disadvantage. They had no knowledge of the Gor Li’ Khan. Kelindril and Kryndale took point, the rest falling in behind them. They circled the two oblivious Dark Mages, not striking until they were certain of success. Just as the Dark Mages reached the climax of their chant, the Gor Li’ Khan attacked, breaking the Mages’ concentration.  
   Darian lost himself in the task set before him and put his faith in the Gor Li’ Khan. He knew the Mages would not make it past them. At least, he hoped not. He could not worry about that now; he had a bigger miracle to accomplish. He felt the darkness swell inside of him, and this time he let it come. He called it closer, inviting it to wrap around him. Using Dark Magic without knowing how, was incredibly risky. However, Darian did not see a way around it. Besides, magic was magic, right?  
     He reached out with his magical senses, feeling for the threads of Dark Magic that he knew were there. He could feel them. Somehow alive. The Mage began to pick at them, loosening their hold.     
     Morphindinaetlus sat very still, letting the Mage work. His golden eyes were intent on the young Mage. He suppressed an overpowering urge to eat Darian. The great wyrm knew if he did this, he would be a slave to the Dark Mage forever. He needed the arrogant ass and this ground on his nerves. He could feel the Dark threads begin to loosen and he was shocked that Darian was actually releasing him. When had he learned Dark Magic? Thought the dragon. Hmm interesting.  
     Kelindril struck from behind, but the Mage was quick and caught only a glancing blow. The Mage snarled and quickly cast another spell. Kelindril used his innate ability and blended in with his surroundings. The Mage gave a surprised grunt and lost the spell he’d been about to cast. Apparently, the Dark Mage was not too picky about the Mages he chose. These two lacked finesse and the usual flair of The Order’s Mages. The Dark Mage must be desperate indeed to employ their kind.  
     Kelindril and Kryndale worked in tandem to bring down the first Mage. They kept the Mage off balance and unable to concentrate as they chipped away at his protective shield.  
     Finally, Kryndale nodded to Kelindril that the shield was down. Kelindril moved in for the fatal strike. He disappeared so that the Mage would not be able to defend himself and struck with his sword. The blade’s keen edge sliced through the Mages midsection, disemboweling him easily. The two Gor Li’ Khan leaders worked well together, just like old times.  
  Nymdal and Stilhan worked on the other Dark Mage, wearing him down until they could strike. Nymdal  
  struck from the front, the Mage laughing at him because he could not break through his protective shield. But the laughter died abruptly as Stilhan’s sword knifed through his heart, killing him instantly.   
     Darian worked furiously on the Dark threads before him. He knew it wouldn’t be long before the Dark Mage sent more reinforcements. 
  “You must find another lair, Morphindinaetlus. The Dark Mage knows where you are and he will come for you when you least expect it,” said Darian. 
  “Ha! Even at my worst, I am more than a match for him, Mage. He cannot kill me by himself. He has not the power,” the dragon rumbled.  
    “He will not come alone. You know this,” Darian talked as he worked. This always amazed the dragon, for this was not the first time they’d teamed up. Darian possessed much natural skill that the others worked hard to achieve. Magic came easily to Darian Brade. Morphindinaetlus respected him even though he’d come to despise the young upstart. Darian was damn good at everything he did and that was something the great beast could revere.  
     The Mage plucked another thread free and saw it dissolve as his body absorbed it. He felt an electric charge as it surged through his system. It felt damn good too. He grinned rakishly as he continued with his work.  
     “Mage, are you alright?” asked Morphindinaetlus. Darian had been acting strange since his contact with the Dark Magic. The great wyrm noted that the Mage’s eyes, always grey with silver flecks in them, had turned completely black. He deduced that it must be something about the Dark Magic. No wonder the Mages of Old had discontinued its use.  
     Darian could see the intricate pattern created by the Dark Magic and he could make out each individual strand. As his body absorbed it, he became intensely aroused. It was such an incredible feeling, unlike anything he’d felt before. The Dark Magic whispered to him; it knew his deepest desires because it was now a part of him. It whispered to him of the Morgonnate, telling him the power that could be his if he could only find it.  
     He unraveled the rest, and within minutes, Morphindinaetlus was free. Darian did not stop there. He removed the Orb of Healing and began to sing to it to bring it to life. He let the power build and then healed the dragon’s wounds. Darian needed the beast at his best, if they were to overcome the Dark Mage. Then, before the wyrm could object, he bound the beast so that they could communicate through long distances. Darian expected a fight to the death, but the dragon seemed to understand what he was doing and why. He received no resistance from the wyrm, not that it would have mattered. Darian was too powerful with the Staff of Power in his tight grip.  
     When Darian was finished, the dragon gathered himself up, nodded his thanks to the Mage, and took to flight. His belly was empty and a great hunger gnawed at him. Darian looked around and placed powerful wards to protect the wyrm. If Morphindinaetlus would not abandon his lair, he would fortify it against the Dark Mage and any he sent. Darian only wished he could be there should any attempt to visit the wyrm. He smiled to himself, admiring his handiwork. 
     Kelindril wasted no time, he began berating Darian in elvish. “Mage, have you lost your mind completely? What are you thinking setting Morphindinaetlus free? We cannot trust him; he has ever been our enemy. What is this madness?” asked Kelindril.  
     “I had no choice. Do you honestly believe that I would partner with the wyrm if I had other options?” 
     “I would hope not. What can be so important that you would free the beast?” 
    “Knowledge, it is power. He has information that I need. Remember when I came to you and asked you to accompany me? I told you then what my plans were,” the Mage replied.  
     “No, you told me that you needed to speak to the dragon. Not that you planned to ally with him,” Kelindril said angrily.  
     “What difference does it make? This does not concern you, Kelindril. Just do as you are told!” Darian commanded. 
     Kelindril looked on the verge of attacking the Mage, but he knew better. Darian was powerful, he could feel the pull on the Weave every time he cast a spell. The elf may have promised to keep the Mage’s secrets, but that was because he did not realize at the time how difficult a task that would prove to be.  
    They needed to be on their way quickly, in case the Dark Mage sent more Mages through the portal. Since there was no risk of discovery from the dragon, Darian used his magic to open a portal that would take them directly to Thunder Peak’s door. As promised, Grymstone was there to open the portal.  
     “Ye made it!” exclaimed the dwarf cheerily. “Are ye hurt?” he asked as his gaze washed over them all.  
     “No, we’re fine, Grymstone. But we need to return to Kiri A’ Nouell at once. I need to talk to Galavad. The next phase of my journey is about to begin.”  
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     Darian was the first to step through the gate into the council room in Kiri A’ Nouell. Galavad, Kinistaya, Nephraete, and Kyler were all present. Darian noted that Tynuviel was absent. He sighed in disappointment. Although truthfully, he hadn’t expected her to be there.  
     Kyler surged forward to meet Darian and clasped his hand warmly. The Mage’s eyes danced with delight; he was glad to be home among his closest friends once more.  
     “Darian, what happened? Are you alright? Did Morphindinaetlus know the book’s location?” All the questions came tumbling out one after the other. The elf was obviously anxious.  
     “All in good time Kyler,” the Mage reassured. “I do not want to discuss such matters right now. Right now, I want a good hot meal and several glasses of Nykessa,” he said seriously. They made their way back to the Mage’s chambers. 
     “Mind if I join you?” asked the elf.  
     “Of course not. How is Tynuviel?” asked the Mage, afraid of the response.  
     “She’s fine, but she has not mentioned you at all. I’m sorry, Darian,” said Kyler, knowing how it would affect the Mage.  
     “I did not think she would, my friend. I have something very important to talk to her about. If you come with me, do you think she’ll see me?” asked the Mage hopefully.  
     “I do not know, Darian. She has been very withdrawn and quiet since you’ve been gone. We can go see her if you like.” 
     “Yes, I’d like that. I just… I can’t believe this is happening.” The Mage drifted off, reflecting inward.  
     Kyler knocked on his sister’s door. They only waited a few moments before she appeared. So beautiful, Darian thought, as his gaze started at her feet and worked its way up her body, pausing on her breasts, then finally making it to her face.  
     “What the hell is he doing here?” she yelled.  
     “Calm down, Ty, I just needed to see you. Can we please come in for a moment?” Darian asked, very nearly pleading.  
     “Whatever you have to say can be said right here. I don’t want you in my room Darian Brade,” she said hotly.  
    “Tynuviel, you’re being unreasonable. Please, let us come in for a minute. What he needs to tell you cannot be said out here,” Kyler said softly.  
     “Then it doesn’t need to be said at all!” She shouted, slamming the door in their faces. 
     “Sorry about that,” said Kyler.  
     “I can’t really expect her to change overnight. It would be nice though. Let’s get some food, I’m starving,” the Mage said.  
     They made it to Darian’s chambers and Kyler told Jarlin to have some food sent to them. Several minutes later, Jarlin knocked on the door and brought in a tray laden with food. Darian was pleased to see that Jarlin brought several bottles of Nykessa as well. That was why he was Darian’s favorite guard.  
     “So, what exactly do you need to tell Tynuviel, Darian?” asked the elf curiously.  
     “I would rather it be her to hear it first, since it concerns her,” the Mage responded.  
     “As you wish,” Kyler said evenly. “Let’s eat, the food smells good.”  
     Darian opened the first bottle of Nykessa and poured them each a full glass. He took a swallow, then started on the food. He really was hungry.  
     “Are you going to tell me what happened?” asked Kyler.  
     “I don’t want to talk about it right now,” the Mage said firmly.  
     “Mother is almost ready to have the twins,” the elf continued, as if the Mage hadn’t even spoken.  
    “Yes, she is,” the Mage responded, a bit distractedly. His thoughts seemed far from here.  
     “Darian, you okay?” asked Kyler.  
    “I’m fine. More wine?” It was going to be one of those nights. Darian was not in a talkative mood. He was pensive and preoccupied.  
     Darian knew that Tynuviel was behaving exactly as he predicted, but that didn’t make him feel any better. He wished she would let him explain. She needed to know about the ward that was inside her. How was he supposed to tell her when she still refused to talk to him?  
    After Kyler left, Darian went to find Kizziah. He knocked on her door and moments later, she opened it. When she saw who her visitor was, she smiled and pulled him inside. His lips were on hers before she could even close the door. He was in a rare state tonight. The Mage was definitely hungry, his hands ran over her slim form as they deftly undid her dress. His lips found her breasts as she sighed in deep contentment. His tongue toyed with her nipples, making them hard.  
     So aroused was he that he had not even bothered to ward her chambers. He let her take control and she pushed him gently down. Her hips moved in a steady rhythm, but suddenly, he needed something else. He rolled her over, trailing kisses down her belly. Her excited moans told him she was enjoying his attentions. His tongue tasted and teased her until she could take no more. He did not relent until she was thoroughly satisfied. Only then did he rise up to make love to her. She did not fight him, nor did she stop him. She gave him everything he wanted and more. His breathing quickened and his thrusts became harder as he neared an explosive finish. He groaned in deep pleasure, but she quickly realized that he was not sated.  
  They kissed for a long time as he regained his composure. When he was ready, he lifted her into his lap and she took it from there. Her pleasure was so intense this time that she could not keep it to herself. Her screams  
 of pleasure lasted long into the night because Darian could not get enough.  
     Sometime during the night, he awoke. She was resting peacefully next to him, but that was about to change. He healed her as she rested, it had been a long night and was about to get longer. This was not the first time he’d demanded so much attention. Nor would it be the last. Darian had an incredible appetite. And he was starving. His tongue woke her, he’d found every pleasurable spot and exploited them all now. His tongue delved deep inside her and she moaned, gasping for breath. She moved her hips to his lips, sighing in pleasure. He withdrew from her long enough to give her what they both needed. She relaxed into him as he entered her and she cried out, clutching him. She could feel him moving inside her and it thrilled her. She wanted him, needed him and she begged him to give her more. Minutes later, his thrusts became harder, filled with need. She rolled him over and brought her hips down roughly. This excited him and he grabbed her hips, forcing her down until they both gave in to the pleasure.  
     In  the  morning,  the  Mage sought out Kyler. As he left Kizziah’s room, Kelindril gave him a knowing grin.  
     “I don’t know how you do it, Darian.” 
     “What?” the Mage asked.  
     “Nothing,” the Gor Li’ Khan replied, innocently.  
     “Let’s get some breakfast, I’m starving,” Darian said.  
     “Yeah, I bet you are,” Kelindril said, laughing.  
     They found Kyler and they all retreated to Darian’s room. As they ate, Kyler again asked his friend questions.  
     “So Darian, are you going to tell me what happened?” 
     “Of course. What is it you wish to know?” 
     “What did Morphindinaetlus say? Does he know the location of the book?” 
     “He told me it lies within the Haunted Lands, past the lair of the Banshee.” 
    “He gave up this information without a fight?” Kyler tried to hide his surprise, but wasn’t sure he was successful.  
     “Why do you find that so hard to believe?” asked the Mage.  
     “Because after the last time you saw him, he wanted to kill you. What changed?” 
     “Well, you’re going to find out sooner or later. I made a bargain with him.” 
     “WHAT!” Exclaimed the elf. “Darian seriously, I do not understand you anymore,” the elf said, heatedly. “How could you? After what happened to my sister, how dare you!”  
     “Oh calm down and stop acting like an elfling!” Darian retorted, just as heatedly. “The wyrm would not give up the information unless I had something suitable to offer him.” 
     “Which was what, exactly?” asked the elf.  
     “Freedom.” 
     “Did you just say what I think you said?” asked the elf, absolutely stunned.  
     “Did I stutter? I don’t need to remind you that it’s my life at stake, not yours. If I do not find that book in time, I will die. That is a fact. So unless you want that to happen, you must accept what I had to do. I set him free from the Dark Mage and we gained a powerful ally.” 
  “You cannot tell me that you trust him? Now who’s acting like a novice?” the elf said in a cutting tone. 
     “I bound him and he let me do it without a fight. He knows I was his only choice. The Dark Mage would never have set him free. He would have hunted us all down, not just me. I did us a favor. Do you think it was easy for me? Do not think that I have forgotten anything he has done. I did the only thing I could do. He will fight on our side and as you know, he is a great ally. He wants the Dark Mage as much as we do.”  
 “I still don’t understand how you could do it. There must have been another way Darian. Anything would  
  be preferable to this,” the elf said. He was angry with Darian. “How could you make such a decision by yourself? It doesn’t just concern you, it concerns us all.” 
     “It was the only choice I had left!” the Mage shouted. “I do not expect you to understand. The only one that has any knowledge that can save me is the Dark Mage. Do you think he will be willing to help me? No! He will not. So don’t sit there and judge me. You are not a Mage of The Order, I am! I made the decision and I will live with its consequences whatever they are!” he slammed his hand down on the table, upsetting their glasses and spilling their contents.  
     “Yes, you will,” Kyler said quietly, as he rose and left.  
     “That went well,” Kelindril said in elvish.  
     “Do you think I was wrong to do what I did?” asked the Mage.  
     “To be honest, at first I was pissed off, Darian. But after what I witnessed, I have to say that I trust your judgment. It is your life on the line, no one else’s. On the other hand, you have to see Kyler’s side of it too. His sister was raped and tortured at their hands and then you free the enemy. I can understand why he’s so upset.” 
     “Kyler used to trust me, but not anymore. He questions all my decisions like I’m an incapable idiot. I did not need him to become a Mage of The Order and I don’t need him now.” 
     “You don’t mean that, Darian.” 
     “Sorry, but I do. If he cannot trust me, then why are we friends? Friends trust each other. I never question him when he is tracking something. Why? Because I don’t know shit about tracking anything. I cannot read the ground the way he can. I track by magic. I give him the respect that he deserves, why can’t he do the same for me?” 
     “He’s just angry, give him time. He’ll come around.” 
     “I can’t wait for that anymore. Either you’re with me or you’re against me. Obviously, Kyler has chosen his path and I have mine. Apparently, they no longer intersect.” 
   Kelindril felt the ground drop beneath him. Kyler and Darian had been friends for  
  several years now. How could they not see their way through this? It was just another challenge, another battle. One they were apparently losing. He didn’t understand why, but their argument bothered him more than a little. There must be a way to make them both see reason.  
     Darian was no longer hungry. The loss of Kyler had affected him more deeply than anyone would ever know. But he was a Mage of The Order, he could not show weakness. Not now, not ever. He was angry too. Kyler should know him by now. He did what he had to do and no more. The thought of Morphindinaetlus free was not a comforting one. That’s the last thing he wanted to do, but he had no choice. He needed the information the wyrm had and he paid the ultimate price for it. A knock on his door brought him out of his contemplation.  
     Kelindril came trotting up to him, his face flushed. This cannot be good, thought the Mage. “Darian, the council has assembled. They want to see you now.” Kyler must have told them already. Great, what else can happen?  He thought viciously.  
     Before he left his chamber, he made sure he looked the part of a powerful Mage. He needed to intimidate the elves. He needed their support now more than ever. He wrapped himself in his Shryvven, pulling the cowl up to hide his face. He donned the big, silver amulet with the strange arcane symbol on it and wore his Mage ring on his left index finger. Now he was ready.  
    The Gor Li’ Khan accompanied him to the council chambers. What better witness than their own people? Would Kyler still discount what the Mage had to say when he heard the Gor Li’ Khan’s account of the situation? He was angry and more than a bit hurt by Kyler’s behavior. They had been friends for a long time and Darian had never given him a reason not to trust him. Maybe the Mage wasn’t always up front about what he knew, but that did not  
  mean that he would do anything to endanger the elves.  
     The council room was full and the many faces did not look happy. “Darian, I believe you know why you have been called before this council,” said Galavad, none too pleased.  
     “I came out of courtesy to you and your people. For I cannot be summoned like a dog, Galavad,” the Mage responded acidly.  
     “Very well,” the Ac Quay’ A replied. “The elves demand an account of your actions since you left Kiri A’ Nouell. We have heard troubling news, Darian.” 
     “You have no right to demand anything of me. Again, out of courtesy, I will tell you what you wish to know,” he responded darkly. “As you know already, Morphindinaetlus is a powerful enemy, even when injured. When we returned to his lair, he still had not recovered from his injuries inflicted upon him from the demons. He was irritable and for a dragon, this is dangerous. He had no desire to see me, but I needed the information that I knew he possessed. I had to take my chances because I have nothing left to lose.” At this, he looked to Kyler who would not look at Darian. There was not an elf in the room who did not see the rift between the two who had been so close.  
     “The wyrm tried to make me believe that he was unaware of the book’s location. I knew that if anyone besides the Dark Mage knew about it, the dragon would know. He wanted to kill me where I stood and I doubt we would have been able to stop him if that’s what he truly wished to do. However, I knew that I would have to bargain with him. He told me what I wished to know was very valuable and that I had better have something of equal value or he would not part with it.  
     “Morphindinaetlus has treasure aplenty, what would he want with more gold? No, the thing that he would desire was the one thing I did not want to give him, but was the only thing of any value. The bargain that I made with him was the hardest decision I have ever made. The choice was taken from me before I ever stepped into his lair.” 
     “Darian, what did you offer him?” Galavad asked, fearing the answer.  
     “His freedom,” the Mage admitted. 
     The council room erupted in uncontrolled chaos. The elves shouted in their tongue and nothing could be understood over the din. Nephraete sat in shock, unable to say a word. She knew for Darian to do this, he would have had no choice. He hated the dragon as much as the elves, maybe more because of their history. Calisha squeezed her hand lightly under the table. He could feel her dismay at the Mage’s words.  
     The Mage let them battle it out because he had no desire to stop the tirade. Grey smoke began to circle the Mage and it only fueled the fire in the elves. Seconds later, the demon stood beside Darian; actually towering over the tall Mage.  
     “What’s the matter with all of you!” the demon shouted to be heard. “How dare you question Darian’s motives and reasoning. He has ever been there for you, saving your sorry asses time and again. He put aside everything to rescue your daughter, elf king. The dragon would see him dead, have you all forgotten this? Have you even given thought to how hard this was for Darian? His love for Tynuviel drives him to stupid heights sometimes, but one thing is for certain, Galavad; he loves your people and he calls this his home. A Mage of The Order has no friends in Mogan Dar. And yet I have seen many of you stand toe to toe with him in battle, never worrying for your safety. You trust him with your life in battle, why can you not trust him now? Do you really think he will mislead you? Kyler, you should be ashamed of yourself for the way you are acting. You are like a brother to him. You have said so many times. How can you believe that he had any other option?” 
    “I am  inclined to trust Darian’s word. I believe he had no other choice. For if he had, he would have done anything but set the wyrm free,” said Killini. Many of the elves looked abashed. Killini was right.  
     “What do we do now Darian?” asked Galavad. 
     “Morphindinaetlus has told me the location of the Morgonnate. I must gather together supplies and go after it.” 
     “Where is it, Darian? I would accompany you,” said Nephraete. At this, Kyler got up and stormed out. 
     “In the Haunted Lands, beyond the lair of the Banshee.” Gasps and exclamations from the elves filled the air.  
     “You cannot go there, Darian, it is not safe,” said Galavad.  
     “I must, there is no other choice for me. If I do not get that book, I will die a horrible, painful, maddening death. I know there are many who would not feel any sense of loss at my demise. However, I still have much to accomplish. Delvishan has chosen me to lead The Order and I cannot ignore his calling, though there is much that I would rather do.”  
     “What of Morphindinaetlus? What is his part in this?” asked the Monarch.  
     “He will help us in any way that he can. I broke the bonds of Dark Magic that held him. He hates the Dark Mage as much as we do. Dragons are proud and the Dark Mage made a grave error in binding the dragon to do his bidding. I bound him instead and commanded him not to harm anything but the Dark Mage’s hordes.”  
     “We should have trusted you, Darian. You have never led us astray. Kyler came to me very upset and when he told me what you had done, I called a meeting. For that, I am sorry.” 
     “You have the safety of your people to consider, Galavad. You did the right thing. I harbor no ill will toward you for that. A good leader thinks of his people first.”  
     “Thank you for your understanding. Now, what’s the matter with Kyler?” 
     “I was hoping you could tell me. I know he’s upset about what I did, but he should know by now that I wouldn’t have done it if I had any other option.” 
     “I know, Darian. He will too, he just needs some time. What happened to Tynuviel has deeply affected him. They are very close as you know.” 
  “I do, but this has been going on for a while now, Galavad. He is troubled and must work it out on his own. I cannot wait around for him to figure out where he stands where I am concerned.”  
     “You will have the support of the elves on your journey. Take what supplies you need and go with Shenna.”  
     “I wish to accompany you, Darian,” said Calisha. “I think I can be of service to you. The Haunted Lands is not to be taken lightly.” 
     “Your company is most welcome, Calisha,” said Darian sincerely.  
     “You will also have the Gor Li’ Khan at your back, Mage,” ensured Kelindril.    
     “Thank you Kel,” the Mage smiled warmly at the elf. Kelindril’s journey has just begun, but he still has a long way to go yet. Darian would continue to work on him.  
     After the council broke up, Nephraete went to see Kyler. She was worried about him. She could not understand why he was so upset with Darian. The Mage would never endanger them. He would leave first and Kyler knew this. When she returned to their room, he was there.  
    “Kyler, what’s troubling you? This is so unlike you,” she asked. 
     “How can you ask me that? After everything we have been through together, don’t you know me at all?” 
     “Kyler I know you are upset, but I don’t understand why you are directing your anger at Darian. You must know he would not have allied himself with the dragon unless he had no other choice.” 
     “Keep telling yourself that, Nephraete. That’s what he wants you to believe. He’s good at manipulation. He’s so good at it that I doubt you’d even be aware that he was doing it.” 
     “You’re being unfair, Kyler and you know it. Darian is your best friend.” 
     “Not anymore he isn’t. And if you’re going to continue to defend him, then I don’t think we should be together anymore.” 
     “Kyler, you can’t mean that! I love you, you know I do. Something is going on with you, can you not see this?” 
     “What I see is that my best friend betrayed me and my lover is following in his footsteps. Just go Nephraete and take your things with you. It’s obvious you’ve made your choice already.”  
     He turned his back on her and waited for her to go. He could hear her crying as she packed up her things and he almost reached out to her, but his heart turned hard. She betrayed him by siding with the Mage and he could not abide that. He heard the door close softly and he hung his head. What’s wrong with me? What have I done? He thought sadly. 
     Darian opened the door to find a most unlikely visitor. “Nephraete, what’s wrong?” he asked, guiding her inside and bolting the door behind her.  
     “Kyler just broke up with me,” she sobbed.  
     “What? What the hell is the matter with him?” asked the Mage irately. “I accept that he’s pissed at me, but that does not give him the right to treat you this way. I’m going to go talk to him.” 
     “No! Please don’t. I don’t want to be alone right now, Darian. I know something is troubling him, but I do not know what. He is different somehow, darker. I don’t like it, Darian.” 
     “It’s gonna be alright. Let me get you some wine.” He poured them both a healthy amount and they sat on the divan talking. “At what point did he tell you to get out?” asked Darian, as gently as he could.  
     “When I told him he was being unreasonable where you are concerned. He told me that you had betrayed him and now I had. He said that we couldn’t be together anymore and to take my things and go.”  
     She began to cry again. Darian hated to see a woman cry. Especially one as beautiful as Nephraete. He was angry all over again with Kyler. How could he do this? What was really going on with him?  
     Darian held her as she cried. He whispered soothingly in elvish to her as he stroked her hair. She remained in his arms long after she stopped crying. It felt good here on his chest. She felt safe and warm. He smelled incredible and he was so damn sexy. She could feel his sleek, hard body beneath her hand, which she placed on his chest. Darian would not hurt her the way Kyler had. Before she could stop herself, she brought her lips to his, kissing him the way she’d daydreamed of since their last kiss.  
     He broke it off much to her dismay. “Nephraete, what are you doing? You do not want me, you love Kyler and we both know that. You are upset and hurting right now and this is not the solution.” 
    “But he doesn’t want me anymore, Darian! Are you saying that you do not want me either?” She saw something flash briefly in his eyes, but could not comprehend what it was. His silvery grey eyes softened as he looked at her.  
     “Nephraete, I’ve wanted you from the minute I laid eyes on you in Mishkalan. But I have not the heart to corrupt you. I am no good for you and you’re in love with my best friend. Regardless of how he’s been acting, I cannot take this step with you.”  
     His voice was soft, sexy and how did he manage to turn her on without even touching her? Was that even possible? He was so damn gorgeous! She wanted his lips on hers… She would have to play his game to get what she wanted. It was obvious he was playing hard to get.  
  She put her head back down on his chest and he visibly relaxed. Before long, she felt his fingers in her hair, stroking softly. It was meant to put her at ease, she knew. But instead, his touch set her nerve endings on fire and  
  sent jolts of hot pleasure through her straight to her core.  
     She let her right hand slide down his chest slowly so he wouldn’t suspect what she was up to. How was it that he could make her feel these things so strongly? She loved Kyler, but he her hurt her. Here she was, with his best friend. No, that wasn’t quite right. Here she was with his hot, gorgeous, sexy, delicious best friend and all she could think about was Darian’s lips on hers. He’d stolen a few kisses from her and she even slapped him for one of them. But if she was being honest with herself, she couldn’t stop thinking about them. His lips on hers… How she wanted to feel them again. And more, so much more. She knew Darian could take her to places she didn’t even know existed.  
     His sharp intake of breath when her hand closed around him aroused her more than she believed possible. His gaze turned hungry, predatory and it made the blood pump violently through her veins. Her touch was soft, gentle and she felt him grow beneath her tiny hand.  
     She brought her lips to his again and this time Darian folded her in his arms, deepening the kiss. She moaned softly at his touch as he stroked her thigh. When he found no resistance, he brought his hand to her breast, stroking lightly, softly. She responded to him, moving into his lap.  
     “Nephraete, I don’t want you to regret this night. Please, I’m begging you, stop this now before it’s too late.” 
     “Shhh,” she placed a finger on his lips as she undid his shirt. “Don’t try to tell me that you haven’t wanted this for a long time, Darian. I can feel your desire when you look at me and I know what you want.” She felt his body responding to her nearness and she smiled.  
     “But you are not like this, babe. This isn’t you.” 
     “I want you Darian Brade and I have for some time. Will you cast me away when you’re through with me or will you keep me by your side?”  
     Her lavender eyes were captivating and he felt at peace inside. The way she made him feel… was exhilarating. He had no cares, no worries. Kyler was a fool indeed to let her go. He kissed her softly, tenderly and she moaned quietly against his lips. His tongue teased hers and his hands were on her breasts once more. He was so gentle with her. Her hand was tiny and warm on his chest and he liked the way she felt against him. He wanted her, he always had. His friendship with Kyler was the only thing that had restrained him. In the back of his mind, he knew this was not a good idea, but he just could not stop himself.  
    She did not even realize that he managed to undo her dress, so deft were his hands. She felt the soft fabric slip off her shoulders and fall to her waist. He ran his hands over her breasts slowly, her nipples responding to his touch. A moan escaped her lips as she arched her back, pushing her breasts into his hungry hands.  
     “Nephraete, you are so beautiful. Your breasts are perfect and lovely. Takasha, you make me so hard!” he mumbled, as he leaned forward to capture her left nipple in his mouth. She flushed at the compliment. Kyler never spoke to her like this! She wondered why not? 
     He picked her up so easily and brought her to his bed, where he laid her gently down. His lips kissed her breasts so softly as his tongue played over her nipples. Her breath quickened and she could not help but think how right this felt. She wondered if he felt the same. He lifted her hips as he pulled her dress down until he had it off. The sight of her in just her panties aroused him completely and he knew he’d have to be careful with her. She was small and petite and he was…  
     He kissed her again as his hands roamed across her too soft skin. Her hands got his belt off in record time and he had to admit he was impressed. She knew exactly what she wanted and he would give it to her.  
     Her shapely legs wrapped around his waist and her hand found its way inside his breeches. He groaned in pleasure as her hand closed around him, stroking him softly. She broke off the kiss and for a moment, it was like a glass of cold water had been tossed in his face. Until he felt her lips wrap around him. Where had she learned to do that in such a short time with Kyler? He moaned at her touch, running his hands through her silken hair.  
     The sounds Darian was making aroused the seer. It took her a moment to realize that she was making him feel this good. She was truly stunned. After all his exploits, how could she, a virtually inexperienced lover, make him feel anything at all? And yet, his breathing was coming quick and harsh as she took him deeper. She couldn’t stop the smile that his pleasure gave her. She gazed up at him as she continued to administer to his needs. His head was back, his eyes were closed and his lips were parted. The sight of him like that sent desire spiking through her. 
   She wanted to be with him for a long time and at the time, she felt so guilty. Not anymore. The way Kyler treated them both was wrong on so many levels. She knew something was wrong with him, but that did not give him the right. And now, the thing that he’d been so afraid of happening, was occurring. Kyler was the catalyst. He pushed her directly into his best friend’s bed.  
     Gods! The sight of him fully aroused made her feel so many things; excitement, fear, trepidation. But excitement won out. She wanted him inside her. She took him deeper and he groaned, gripping her hair tightly in his fist.  
     “Mmmm gods, Nephraete, where did you learn to do that?” he asked huskily. She laughed softly, pleased that she was making him feel good.  
     “Just because I’m a good girl doesn’t mean I don’t know how to please a man,” she replied.  
     “Kyler’s an utter fool to let you walk out of his life,” he mumbled, then moaned as her strokes deepened.  
     Her tongue swirled around his length, driving him insane. He thrust his hips gently, moving in and out of her easily, slowly drawing out the pleasure her lips gave him.  
     He rose briefly to remove his breeches. He was not sure how much more he could take before he would need to be inside her. He eased her on her back, trailing kisses down her body. She stiffened briefly, but he gently pressed on her left thigh to get her to relax. His lips on her skin sent electrifying waves of pleasure coursing through her body. He tugged her panties off and she felt his tongue penetrate her and she gasped aloud, trembling gently. She raised her hips to his lips wanting more, needing more and he gave it without hesitation.  
    He could feel her trembling. Whether it was from pleasure, fear, or a mixture of both, he wasn’t sure. He wanted to make her feel safe and wanted. He did not want her to be afraid of him or the sex. They would be great together, he knew. He’d felt it the moment they were bonded to each other. He took his time with her because he knew this to be the best course of action. She was obviously afraid and he needed to ease her fears. Turning back was no longer an option for either one of them.  
     She felt his hand on her inner left thigh as he gently held her down. She had no intention of stopping him. She was indeed nervous, but more to the point, she was aroused. He had always excited her. The only thing standing in their way had been Kyler, but he conveniently removed himself from her life. She was determined not to feel guilty or remorseful tomorrow morning. Especially after she’d witnessed Darian’s gifts.  
    The way Darian made love was so different than Kyler. The way the Mage made her feel was too hard to put into words. The pleasure was almost unbearable. She was thankful for the wards placed on his room because she couldn’t restrain herself. She could feel them and how strong they were. Darian opened himself to her for the first time and she could feel everything he felt. She could feel how turned on he was and how much he wanted her. How much he needed her.  
     He rose from his position and she stiffened once again. He was ready and she was afraid. He seemed to sense her fears because he took his time. He kissed her softly as he gently penetrated her. She moaned, gripping him tightly. He waited for her to calm down, kissing her neck and stroking her thighs. His thrust was gentle, slow and she began to relax. He could feel her thighs relax and he took what she offered. He filled her easily and she moaned in equal parts pleasure and pain. But the pleasure was quickly winning out.  
     Everything seemed to fade to black. It was almost surreal, like a fantastic dream. To say that Darian was a talented lover was an understatement of the greatest degree. She preferred not to think about how he became so good. She tried to take control, but soon realized he was too big for her to handle on top. He seemed not to mind either way. He was just as happy to take control and she let him.  
     The pleasure that coursed through her was undeniable and she wanted more. He put his right hand under her left knee and she sighed, craving his touch. The sensations that she felt from him drove her to the brink and back again. Not only could she feel what she herself felt, but she could also feel what he felt. She was not sure how much longer they could go on before giving in to the ecstasy.  
     He made love to her slowly. She knew he did not want to hurt her. He was far from hurting her! His strokes became deeper and he sensed that she was close to giving in to the rapture. Sweat dampened his brow as he fought to control himself. He wanted to make it last. He didn’t want to withdraw from her. He felt certain she felt the same. She kissed him softly as she wrapped her legs around his waist, urging him on. Her slim arms slipped around his neck. The force of his hips told her he was close to a dynamic finish. She could take no more. She arched her back as ecstasy claimed her. Spasms rocked her body as she clutched at him fiercely, grinding her hips into his. That’s when he lost control. He drove himself into her, groaning in absolute pleasure as he spilled into her. She kissed him tenderly and his tongue found hers in a kiss that promised so much more pleasure.  
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     In the morning, Darian awoke before the seer. Quietly, he healed her because he knew she needed it. She was not used to his size. Few ever were. Then his hunger got the better of him and he was kissing her inner thighs and gently running his tongue over her smooth skin. It had the desired effect. She moaned in her sleep, relaxing her legs, giving him access to her. His lips found all the sensitive, pleasurable spots and he worked them like the master he was.  
     His tongue swirled around and then dipped inside her. He repeated this process loving the way she tasted. His tongue teased her until she sleepily opened her eyes, letting a moan escape her lips.  
     “It wasn’t a dream then?” she asked, between sighs of pleasure.  
     “It’s all real, Shan Ta’ Zi,” he assured her.  
     “Darian, I’ve never experienced anything remotely close to last night,” she admitted, a bit ashamed.  
     “I know, it wasn’t hard to tell. It’s alright, Nephraete, I like that about you. It’s what attracts me to you. Besides your undeniable beauty, of course.” She actually blushed! This was going to be a lot of fun.  
     His lips made her want him and before long, he retreated from her to lay next to her. He gazed into her eyes as she kissed him softly. He rolled her onto her left side, moving in behind her. He lifted her right leg with his right hand and stroked her lightly. She sighed and leaned back against him. He was careful not to hurt her as he broke through her defenses. She cried out at the extreme pleasure he gave her. Kyler had never done anything like this at all. The Mage held her tightly as he made love to her. She couldn’t believe how much more she felt in this position. She wanted to do this all the time with Darian. Was she falling in love with him? He would never feel the same about her, she was sure. He liked the freedom to be with whoever he wanted. Would he want to be with her?    
     He groaned softly. She was still so new and he filled her so completely that the sensual assault was a bit overwhelming for them both. She could not keep quiet and this pleased him. He liked to know that he was making her feel this good. It was a huge turn on to him. He cupped her breast with his right hand and kissed her shoulder tenderly as he gently stretched her with each thrust. His hunger would not be contained so easily.  
     Without breaking contact with her, he grasped her hips and forced her onto her belly. His thrust was good and deep and she howled in pleasure as he took her to the brink of ecstasy and pushed her over the edge. His orgasm was as extreme as he knew it would be since their first kiss. She was out of breath from her screams of pleasure and it made him smile.  
     “Are you hungry?” he asked, brushing the hair out of her face.  
     “Mmmhmm, but not for food,” she smiled wickedly.  
     Wow, had he miscalculated her! Her appetite was as capacious as his. And she knew he had the goods to deliver. Her lips sent shivers of pleasure through him and it wasn’t long before he was up for another round of lovemaking. After all, it was his favorite pastime. Each time, he tried something new with her. Something he felt certain Kyler had not tried yet.  
    He rose and went to get a bath going. He made sure the water was not too hot for her. When he was satisfied, he returned for her. Leading her by the hand, he brought her to the tub. He climbed in first and lifted her easily into his lap. He was so strong! He made sure her back was to him as he gently eased her hips down. She bit her lip because she was afraid of the pain this would cause, but to her amazement, it was not that bad. The pleasure far exceeded the pain. It wasn’t even pain per se so much as it just felt weird. 
     Darian put his head back as he continued to guide her movements. The water seemed to be helping the situation along quite nicely and she gasped as his hips met hers. He was so gentle with her, knowing she was still new to this game. She could not believe how gentle he was. Especially considering what she knew about him and his sexual exploits. He did not seem to be the kind of man with a lot of patience. He came across as the demanding type; in it for his pleasure only. She quickly realized that she had badly misjudged him.  
     His hands covered her firm breasts as he pushed her down atop him. He groaned softly, she fit him like a too tight pair of leather gloves. She began to let go of her fears and took back some control. She braced herself on the sides of the big tub as she rode the tidal wave of pleasure that was Darian Brade.  
     The feeling of fullness that he gave her was incredible. The pleasure that he gave her, Kyler could never hope to match. No wonder why Kyler was so afraid, he should be. She understood why so many women fell prey to Darian Brade. She was hopelessly lost.  
     He could feel the fires within her growing, spreading the heat outward like a hot, humid breeze. The force of her hips began to slowly increase and he could feel her excitement growing. He moved his left hand beneath the water to gently stroke her. This had the desired effect. She tossed her head back as she cried out, her body shaking with pleasure. He released his control and gave in to the ecstasy, groaning deeply as he pushed her down firmly atop him. His hips ground into hers, the force of her pleasure leaving her weak and trembling.  
     “Are you okay? Did I hurt you?” he asked worriedly.  
     “Are you kidding?” She turned to face him and her smile was all the answer he needed. She kissed him softly. She’d never made love like this before. She was sated for now.  
     “Different than Kyler?” he asked her curiously. 
     “Mmmmhhhmmm,” she purred in satisfaction. “Darian, he was totally justified to be afraid of you stealing me away from him.” 
     “Would that please you?” he asked huskily.  
     “Would you even try, or am I not worth your attention?” she returned.  
     “Have I not proven to you that you are? I’m not sure what else I can do to confirm this to you,” he said, as he kissed her neck. It sent ripples through her entire body. “Would that please you?” he asked her again.  
     “Yes, Darian, it would. There is something about you that draws me to you.” 
     “After all that, I am starving. Let’s get some food,” he said softly in her left ear.  
   She dried herself off and went into his bedroom to dress. She chose something that she felt sure would get his attention. When he came into the room, fully naked, she was not disappointed by his reaction.  
     “Whoa! Nephraete, you look, simply… stunning.” His eyes roamed her body and she was pleased she had chosen well. Her hair she had pulled into a ponytail and the dress she donned was deep blue silk. She suspected it was his favorite color. She wore a silver belt of tiny rings around her slender waist and silver slippers. The deep blue dress really brought out her silver hair and violet eyes.  
    A knock on his door broke his attention. He frowned, he wasn’t expecting anyone. He hurriedly pulled on a pair of black pants that fit him well and went to see who called.  
     “Is she here, Darian?” asked Calisha, as he pushed his way past the Mage. 
     “Sure, come on in,” replied Darian sardonically. 
     “What do you two think you’re doing?” asked Calisha angrily. 
     “What are you talking about, Cal?” asked Nephraete, abashed. 
     “You know very well what I mean.” 
     “Excuse me Calisha, but you do not own her. Why exactly are you here?” demanded the Mage.  
    “I worry for her moral principles.” 
     “Are you trying to say that I am bad for her?” asked the Mage derisively.  
     “Darian, you and I both know that she is just a plaything for you. You have absolutely no intention of maintaining a relationship with her.” 
     “How can you be so certain? You do not know me as well as you think you do, Calisha. I know I have a bad reputation with the ladies; I cannot blame you for that. But believe me when I say that I am looking for a consort; someone I can give myself to fully. I tire of playing around and want to find someone that I can be myself around; someone that I can share my life with, such as it is.” The Mage was shocked to find that most of that was true.  
     “And you think Nephraete is the one for you? What about Kyler? How will he feel when he finds out you’re here?” asked the Crebellan.  
     “Calisha, I tried to find you last night. Kyler broke it off with me because I supported Darian. When I couldn’t find you, I wound up here with Darian. I needed someone to talk to, I was very upset.” It bothered the Mage more than a little that he was the second stop. Why not the first? He never came in second. In anything.  
     “And you think having torrid sex with his best friend is the right answer?” 
     “Um, he’s not speaking to me anymore either,” Darian interjected.  
     “How do you know if we made love or not, Calisha?” Nephraete asked, a bit hotly. She appeared flustered and embarrassed.  
    “I always know, Nephraete.” 
     “I do not begrudge you your appetite, Cal. Why are you so angry?” 
     “Because he is in love with you,” Darian said quietly. “As I suspect you already knew.” 
     “I do. Is that what this is really about Calisha? Are you just upset because I wound up here with Darian and not you?” 
     “I’m sorry, I should not have burst in here. I have no right to feel the way that I do.” 
     “Cal, I’m sorry.” 
    “I’m supposed to protect you. I cannot guard you against a broken heart.” 
     “And  you’re  afraid  that  Darian is not the right choice for me.” It was a statement of fact, not a question. “You think he will hurt me, don’t you?” she asked, stepping close to the Crebellan.  
     “Who can say for sure? I just don’t want to see you hurt, Nephraete,” he said softly, as he held her hand. “If you think this is the right path for you, then I support you and I wish you well. And I am sorry to hear about Kyler. He has been acting strangely of late.” 
    “Yes he has,” said Darian. “Any thoughts as to why that is?” 
     “No. I would still accompany you, Darian,” said Calisha. 
     “Your company is most welcome, Calisha. For what it’s worth, I’m sorry that we hurt you. That was never my intent. I will take care of her.” 
     “May we speak alone for a moment?” asked Calisha. 
     Darian felt like a young boy caught with his pants down, dick in hand. He led Calisha across the room where he warded it for silence. He knew there was still something Calisha felt needed to be said without the seer overhearing.  
     “What’s on your mind Calisha?” asked the Mage. 
     “What are your intentions toward her, Darian? Do you even care for her, or is she just another notch in your belt?” 
     “Look Calisha, she came to me last night very upset. We talked for a long time and she made the first move, not me. I tried to put a stop to it, but she was insistent. She knew what she wanted and I gave it to her.” 
     “That’s not what I asked you. Is it Mage?” said Calisha tightly.  
     “We both have a lot going on right now. I doubt she really wants to be with me Calisha. I think it was more or less about revenge. I believe she turned to me because Kyler was so afraid I would steal her from him.” 
    “That does not justify your actions. You of all people should have maintained your integrity and protected her honor. She’s in a delicate state and instead of being a gentleman, you were a wolf. I know you are a Mage of The Order and you are used to this treatment, but she is not like that, Darian. Do not turn her into one of your bimbos. She is better than that.” 
     “I told her that last night.” 
     “Before or after you took advantage of her?” Calisha said acidly.  
     “Before, of course. It wouldn’t have made much sense afterwards.” Before the Mage knew what happened, the Crebellan’s fist landed square on his jaw. Damn! That hurt. Calisha was strong. Darian blocked punch after punch. He did not want to fight Calisha. Nephraete looked on in horror. She could not believe this was happening! 
     “Calisha! Darian! What are you doing? Stop this idiocy. You’re acting like a bunch of children.” 
     “Do you not think I am good enough for her? What have I ever done to you, Calisha?” 
     “I know how you are, Mage. You will tire of her and cast her aside as you always do. I have seen how you are with women.” 
     “Please tell me this is not just about your jealousy.” 
     “You claimed to love Tynuviel, but look how you have moved on so quickly. Never a care in the world for you, is there? There are always more women, why stick to just one?” Calisha knew he’d hit a nerve when he mentioned Tynuviel.  
     “Ultimately, it is up to the lady. If she wants to leave with you, I will not stand in your way,” Darian said quietly. Calisha now felt bad for bringing up Tynuviel. But he had to protect the seer from this Mage. Darian was no good for her, he knew. Hopefully, she would see it as well. Darian cancelled the ward and walked to the bedroom where he finished getting dressed.  
     “Calisha, what is wrong with you? What did you say to him? You upset him,” she said admonishingly. 
 “I spoke the truth, Nephraete. You do not belong here with him. Please, come back with me. I am supposed  
  to protect you from situations like this.” 
     “Why are you so sure I will get hurt, Cal? He’s been very good to me. Am I not good enough to love?” she asked, tears in her eyes.  
     “Of course you are! That’s not what I meant,” he said earnestly as he held her close. “I just do not believe he is capable of loving anyone, Nephraete and I don’t want to see you get hurt, that’s all.” 
   “There are some things that you cannot protect me from Cal. I have to make my own decisions. If I get hurt, then I get hurt. Will you be there for me if that happens?” she asked as she reached for his hand.  
     “You know I will.” She kissed him lightly. 
     “I’m sorry about that, Darian,” she said after she walked Calisha to the door.  
     “I understand how he feels, Nephraete. He just worries for you. Maybe I am no good for you. No good for anyone,” he whispered so softly she could barely hear the words.  
     “Darian, he is just overprotective and jealous. Don’t take his words to heart. Hey,” she said, as she approached the Mage and made him look at her. “If you want me to go I will. I don’t want to and I don’t think you want me to either. Do you?” she asked softly.  
     His lips crushed hers in a hungry kiss. She was caught a bit off guard at first, but she returned it in kind. He grinned rakishly at her and turned to pull his shirt on. 
     “I have tried to get Tynuviel to see me. Really, I have. It’s not like I just moved on. I guess maybe I moved a little too fast by some observations. How long can I wait though? It’s been months since her abduction. She won’t even look at me now. I cannot blame her for that. I know I hurt her more than anyone ever has. And I will have to live with that. I never meant to hurt her, you have to believe me. That’s always been the last thing I ever wanted to do. I move on because I must. What else is there? Should I just lock myself in my room and mourn a life that can never be? That isn’t me, Nephraete. I begin to think that it might be better if we remain apart. All the pain I have caused her… She’s probably better off without me. Maybe someday, she can know happiness.” 
     He pulled her to him and held her for long moments. He brought his lips to hers in a tender kiss that made her knees weak. His stomach rumbled loudly and they both laughed. 
     “That was not sexy at all!” he said, amused. “I told you I was hungry,” he said with a smile.  
     “You have a beautiful smile, Darian.” 
     “So I have been told,” he responded lightly.  
     “Of course you have,” she said, blushing fiercely.  
     “Hey, I didn’t mean it that way. I’m sorry. Sometimes I should just keep quiet.” 
     “No. I shouldn’t be so sensitive. I’m not good at witty banter, I guess.” 
     “Stick with me and you will be,” he said with one of his winning smiles. “Would you like to get out of here for a while? I know the perfect place to go.” 
     “That would be wonderful.” 
   He buttoned up his dark blue shirt and pulled on a black leather  vest over it. Then he pulled on a fine cloak and took her hand in his. “Have you ever teleported before?” he asked and without waiting for a reply, he brought them to Al-Dan-Tir. He did not want to bring her to the same inn as Reny. Calisha really hit the mark when he called him a wolf. He had more than one inn here in Al-Dan-Tir that he frequented with his “bimbos.”  
 The late afternoon sunlight shone as they walked into The Affluent Circle, another wealthy inn. Darian only liked the best of the best. He spared no expense when courting a lady. And it always paid off for him. Always. Women spread their legs so easily for him after an expensive night out. Women spread their legs for him no matter what he did.  
     “Is this Al-Dan-Tir, Darian?” asked the seer in wonderment.  
     “Yes, it is,” he gripped her hand in his as he led her out of the mouth of the alley. 
     When she saw where he was taking her, she came to a stop. “What’s wrong, love?” he asked. 
     “Darian, this place is very expensive. I don’t think we should go there.”  
     He chuckled. “Why not? I can afford it and you’re a princess.  It is a place worthy of us both. Come,” he coaxed.  
     She still remained hesitant. “Please, let me spoil you a little, Nephraete. I want to, really.  What are you afraid of?” 
     “I… I do not know,” she replied, shaking her head.  
     “I was being serious before when I said I was looking for a consort. This is the kind of life you could expect with me. Come, I want you to experience this, Nephraete.” 
     He seemed sincere, so she followed him. She was not exactly sure why she felt so troubled. She knew he would keep her safe. It just… didn’t feel right. She suddenly wondered how many others he’d brought here. The sign on the inn next door said The Lusty Maid.  
     Darian held the door open for her and she walked into sheer opulence. Only the finest furnishings decorated this place. And the clients… They were in a class all their own. These were not just mere merchants. The ladies were dressed in their finest clothes and jewelry and the men wore their best. It seemed like more than a simple inn; more like a social club, a meeting place for the well to do. Some tables held several men and women all vying for each other’s attention. 
     When the Mage and the seer entered, it seemed they’d captured everyone’s interest. The talk even ceased at some tables. A beautiful, finely dressed woman sauntered up to them with a smile that Nephraete was sure was fake. Her sight never left the Mage as she looked him over with eyes that were interested in more than mere gold. It became obvious to the seer that he’d been here before. Probably many times. Her words confirmed Nephraete’s suspicions.  
     “Lord Beltran! It is always a pleasure to see you. How may I serve you on this fine night?” 
     “A table for two in a quiet corner. We wish to be alone and undisturbed.” The seer noticed a small pouch of gold change hands.  
     “Of course! Right this way please,” she said, leading them through the crowd. Once seated, she told them the serving wench would be right with them and while she thought neither saw her, she gave the seer a hateful look.  
     “She lacks personality and finesse,” remarked Nephraete when the woman was gone. 
     “So she does,” the Mage chuckled. “You however, lack neither.” The Mage’s eyes sparkled with amusement and something that was hard for the seer to identify. He seemed about to say something more when the serving wench arrived to take their order.  
     “What can I get for you?” she asked disinterestedly.  
     “Is that any way to greet a regular client?” asked Darian scathingly. Upon hearing the speaker’s voice, she blanched. 
    “Lord Beltran! I apologize for my behavior. I’m just having a rough night. Please don’t tell mistress Dialade. I will get your first drinks on the house.” 
     “That’s more like it. Make it Nykessa for the lady and for myself, Cryvellan brandy.” She paled when she heard his order, but dared not speak up. It would take her more than a month’s salary to pay for the brandy alone. How was she going to survive?  
     “Lord Beltran, do you think that was altogether fair? I saw the way she paled at your request.” 
     “Be at ease Nephraete. She cannot afford it. It would take her about two months wages to pay for that. I would never do that. I just want to teach her a lesson. I will pay for the drinks at the end of our service.” 
     “More than two months pay! Takasha! What did you order?”  
     “Cryvellan brandy is made by the Mages of The Order and they do not trade much of it, which keeps the price very high. Nykessa is also very expensive because the elves do not trade much of it either. Only the elite can afford it.”  
     The girl came back with their drinks and the seer could tell that her hands were shaking. It was hard for Nephraete not to say something at that moment.  
     “Would you like something to eat? We have fresh venison, a roast, or chicken.” 
     “We’ll have the roast please,” said Darian.  
     He watched the girl’s hands shake and he almost told her. Almost. But this was not the first time he’d encountered her attitude and he was sick of it. He had always been polite and tipped very well. He was not like a lot of the other male patrons. He never put his hands on the girls. He had no need to. Women had always been more than willing to share his bed. He knew this bothered the tiny seer. He could see it in her eyes, hear it in her voice. Her mannerisms spoke volumes. She undoubtedly knew he’d brought many lovers here. He would need to end it with her. She could not live the life that he had to; she could not be a part of it. He’d known it from the very beginning. It was one of the main reasons why he didn’t want to become involved with her. She was too delicate for him. He needed someone tougher, someone more like him. Someone who could stand up to him, even when he was angry. 
     Someone like Tynuviel. He welcomed the pain those thoughts caused him. At least he had not lost all of his humanity. He kept the pain close to his heart so that he would never forget. He still hoped that one day she would be able to forgive him. He just hoped it would be before he found himself a consort. Although the bond between a Mage and his consort could be broken, he did not want to cause anyone else any pain. He’d already caused enough.  
     He’d lost his best friend, the only girl he’d ever loved, and he was dying. How harsh was that? What else could happen? He shook off his funk and entertained the seer the rest of the day. He told her stories and they talked of many things. Finally, it was time to go. The relief on the young wench’s face when he paid her for the drinks was palpable.  
     “Thank you Lord Beltran! Thank you! I promise I will never do that again,” she kissed him on the lips and dashed away.  
     Once back in the Mage’s chambers, they made love. Nephraete could not wait to be alone with him. Success once more. It never failed. Afterwards, he held her close when the grey mist began to swirl about the room.  
    “Hurry, dress!” He commanded her. He pulled on his pants and his shirt hung unbuttoned on his frame when the demon arrived.  
     “Smells like sex! You’re not alone, are you, Mage? Who’s with you?” asked Sigorna.  
     “That’s none of your concern,” reprimanded the Mage.  
     “Come on out girl, you cannot hide from me. I can smell you. And you smell… satisfied,” the demon said with a grin. His shock was complete when Nephraete walked in, looking devastatingly beautiful. She looked as if she just stepped from a bath, but Darian knew she had not the time.  
     “You’re banging Kyler’s girl?” he said to Darian with a lecherous grin. “Does the elf know? You have to tell me the details. How did this happen?” asked the demon, sitting on a corner of Darian’s big bed.  
     “As I said, it is none of your concern.” 
     “Aw c’mon Darian, that’s not fair!” said the Falahari, sounding much like a spoiled child.  
     “It is not what it seems, I assure you,” said Nephraete smoothly.  
     “Mmmmhmm,” said the demon. “Little seer, I am not stupid. I know you just had sex. You are still flushed from your pleasure.”  
     “What do you want, demon?” asked the Mage, losing his patience. “And watch your tongue, there is a lady present.” 
     “What the hell is going on, Darian? We need to talk.” Darian left Nephraete in his bedroom and took the demon to the outer rooms.  
     “You are correct, Falahari. There’s no point in denying it since you already know.” 
     “I knew it!” 
      “It isn’t that simple. Kyler has been acting strangely for far too long. He dumped the seer and she came to me.” 
     “So you thought you’d inject her with comfort?” grinned the demon, letting his eyebrows rise and fall.  
     “For what it’s worth, I tried to stop her.” 
     The demon laughed, “Yeah, it looks like you tried real hard, Darian.” 
     “I do not want to jeopardize my friendship with Kyler. I need to end it with her.” 
     “I thought you said he dumped her anyway. Have at it my friend!” grinned the Falahari.  
     “I need to find out why Kyler has been acting so strangely, it is not like him. And he would never speak to me again if he knew about us.” 
     “He has been particularly pathetic lately, I must admit.” 
     “Can you help me figure out why? Do you know of anything that can cause this type of behavior?” asked the Mage. 
     The demon was quiet for some time, thinking. The Mage remained quiet, letting him concentrate. In the meantime, Darian brought down the ward that he’d constructed for their privacy.  
     “Darian, there is a ward around your room and I’d be willing to bet, around Kyler’s as well.” 
  “What?” asked the Mage. “What kind of ward? Why can I not sense it?” This is not good. What kind of magic could get this close to me without me being able to sense it? He thought.  
     “Because it was placed here by one such as myself. Someone summoned a Falahari demon to place wards around this place. I will need to see Kyler’s room as well to confirm my suspicions.”  
     “Why does it not affect me like the elf?” asked Darian. 
    “Because the wards that surround you are more severe than those around a king’s treasury,” remarked Sigorna. “I believe that someone had those wards placed to drive a wedge between you and the elf. And it worked. But who would do such a thing?” 
     “Can you find out for me, please? It is urgent. The one responsible may be the traitor I am looking for,” said the Mage seriously.  
     “Of course. It may take a while though. The demons are not likely to part with this information cheaply.” 
     “Maybe this will help,” remarked the Mage, removing a fat pouch from his Shryvven and handing it to the demon. 
     The Falahari opened it, checking its contents. “Gold and gems, very good Mage. This will be a start.” 
     “There will be plenty more if they reveal what I wish to know.” 
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     The demon began to unravel the wards. “They are subtle, Mage. The one that did them was good. But I am better. That should narrow things a bit,” the Falahari remarked once he was finished. The grey smoke began to swirl, swallowing up the demon as he returned to Oblivion.  
     Just as the demon had dispersed, a pounding on the Mage’s door startled him and Nephraete.  
     “Darian, if you’re in there, the Monarch requests your presence at once! The queen is about to give birth. She needs you.” Darian jerked open the door. 
     “Give me a moment, I must change clothes and prepare.” The elven guards did not wait for him, they returned to the Monarch.  
     “Do you think Kyler will be there?” asked Nephraete worriedly. “I do not want to see him.” 
     “I will get Calisha to stay with you until I return,” Darian responded, as he took off his clothes and began rummaging around for what he wanted. She took the time to admire his body, but all too soon, he found what he was looking for. He kissed her before he left and she missed him already. Not too long after, Calisha came to sit with her while the Mage was away.  
     The Monarch and the queen’s ladies in waiting were anticipating his arrival and let him straight in. “Darian, thank Shenna  you’re  here!  She’s  been calling for you,” said Galavad sounding more worried than ever he had.  
     Darian made his way to the bedroom where the queen lay, moaning in pain. She looked huge and ready to burst. He whispered soothingly to her as he prepared himself for the delivery of the elf twins.  
     “Shhh, I’m here to help you, Tiriel. Just take it easy and you’ll be fine.” 
     “Dar…ian! I’m…glad…to see…you,” she huffed. 
     “Try not to talk. Save your energy because you will need it,” he motioned for one of the elf maidens to lay a wet cloth on the queen’s forehead. He put his hands on her belly, concentrating deeply. He could feel the twins life force and it was strong. They were ready to grace this world with their presence.  
  “Do not push until I tell you, no matter how strong the urge is. Do you understand?” he asked her. She  
 nodded tiredly, taking his advice and did not speak. He checked her to see how dilated she was and found she was ready. Darian thought it was still a little too soon. She should still have more than two months to go, but the babies decided it was time.  
     He used his magic to ease her pain, and finally, she relaxed a bit. He did not want to relieve all of it because he was afraid she would fall into a restful state. Her water had broken before he arrived and he could tell she was having a hard time refraining from pushing.  
     “When I count to three, push, alright Tiriel?” she nodded faintly at his words. It was all she had the strength to do. “One, two, three, push!” he coaxed.  
     Finally, after about an hour of this, he was able to see the head of the first child. He let a bit of magic wash over her, taking away some of her pain. She screamed in agony, grasping the sheets in a death grip. He put his hand on her belly, trying to discern the problem. She was losing blood at an alarming rate and he had to staunch the flow before she died.  
     He was able to free the first child, cast a quick spell to clean him, he noticed absently that it was a boy, and told one of the ladies in waiting to clean the babe. As she did as instructed, an arrow came through the window killing the young elf who took her place.  
     Darian could not stop to help because the queen needed him right now. He heard the  alarm  rising  in  pitch,  but dared not turn his attention from the pale figure before               
  him. 
     He  was  able  to stop the flow of blood just in time as she was ready to deliver the second child. The wait was not so long this time and he saw the babe’s head in less than twenty minutes. But again, just as he’d freed the child, this one a girl, she began to hemorrhage. The Monarch was shouting to save her. Outside, the alarm was still going off and arrows were bouncing off the trees around them. Darian’s concentration was needed, now more than ever. It was utter chaos. He was thankful for all his training for he maintained his focus.  
     An arrow struck the Mage’s protective shield, disintegrating on impact. Another followed quickly, striking the elf to the Mage’s left, killing her instantly. The Monarch called for his guards to put an end to the threat, demanding that they find the one responsible. Through it all, Darian never lost his concentration.  
     Darian knew he was losing her. She was far too pale and weak. He begged her to hang on for a few more minutes as he worked tirelessly on her. He put everything he had into saving her life and when it wasn’t enough, he pulled the Orb of Healing from his Shryvven and began to sing to it earnestly. He needed the power it offered to save Tiriel’s life.  
     Once he had the power to an acceptable level, he let it slowly envelope her. His hands ran the entire length of her body, he spared not an inch of it. He threw himself completely into the Orb’s depths, giving everything he had. Slowly, so excruciatingly slowly, her color began to return. Her body began to relax as her pain was taken away. When he was finished, Tiriel rested peacefully on the bed and Darian could barely stand.  
     He told the remaining ladies in waiting to replace the sheets and her clothes. He staggered to a chair and sat down heavily.  
     “Darian, thank you! Will she be alright? How are you? Do you need anything?” rushed Galavad.  
    “You’re welcome, yes she will. I’m fine and no,” mumbled the Mage tiredly. Kelindril grasped the Mage’s upper arm, hauling him to his feet.  
     “C’mon Mage, you need rest. Let’s get you back to your bed.” 
     “The elf maidens… I could not help them. If I had, Tiriel would have perished,” he said, full of regret.  
  “We all know, Mage. You were very busy at the time. Do not let guilt eat away at you. There is nothing you  
  could have done. When we find the one responsible, they will pay dearly,” the Gor Li’ Khan assured. “Now, let’s get you to your bed. You need rest.” 
    “No,  I  still  have  much to do,” he mumbled. The Gor Li’ Khan was barely able to decipher the Mage’s words. 
     The elf guided him back to his room where Nephraete was waiting. She gasped at the sight of the Mage. He looked so weak and forlorn, not the powerful Mage that had left earlier. She watched as Kelindril easily manipulated the Mage and smiled to herself. She was thankful Darian saw something in him and that the elf had volunteered to be his personal guard. Darian did not seem to fight him off like he would anyone else, Kyler included. Kelindril helped him to get undressed and into bed. He closed the Mage’s bedroom door behind him and stood guard just outside so no one could enter.  
     “Thank you Kelindril, for everything. Would you like something to eat or drink?” Nephraete asked softly. She spoke in the common tongue because she was unaware of the elf’s preferences.   
     “No, thank you, Nephraete. I am on duty and I take my work very seriously,” he responded in kind. Nephraete did not know enough about him to be shocked at the change in language. His voice was smooth and held no accent.  
     He is the epitome of what a Gor Li’ Khan should be, thought the seer. And he was an exquisite specimen. She briefly wondered if any girl could ever get close to him again. He spoke to her, breaking her concentration.  
     “What are you doing here, Nephraete? What happened to Kyler? Does he even know about you and the Mage?” he asked.  
     She looked hesitant to answer, so he added, “My loyalty is to the Mage. I work for him now and he has my trust and I will never betray that. I have seen much since I came to work for him that I will never speak of. You can tell me if you wish it and it will remain right here between us.” The elf eyed the Crebellan askance as he spoke.  
     “How do you know anything is going on, Kelindril? I am not like that, you should know,” she defended herself and that was all the answer the Gor Li’ Khan needed for confirmation.  
     “You can say what you will seer, but I know what is going on. It is impossible for a woman to have a mere friendship with the Mage. I do not believe that such a thing is possible.” 
     “I did not mean for it to happen, it just did. But I am not sorry.” 
     “Yeah, I bet you aren’t,” Kelindril laughed and Calisha stiffened.  
     “What’s that supposed to mean?” she asked, slightly offended.  
     “I think you know. Nephraete, if you are going to be with the Mage, you must grow a thicker skin. The life that he leads is so different from the one you are used to. We have done many jobs for the Mages of The Order. I have seen what they are like, what they demand and expect. Although Darian differs in many ways from them, in many ways he is the same. Just be sure you know what you are getting yourself into.” Calisha relaxed at once, when he saw Kelindril trying to talk some sense into his lovely seer.  
    “Like you care!” she remarked angrily, as unwanted tears sprang to her eyes. “Back home, none of you showed any interest in me. Not one of you tried to help me with my father. You all knew what he was doing was wrong, yet not one of you stood up to him. I was an outcast, unwanted. A freak that none of you wanted to get involved with.” Tears fell freely at the painful memories. “I had to flee my home and come to a place where none knew me to find love.” Calisha looked deeply hurt by her words, but he comforted her nonetheless.  
     “Nephraete, you couldn’t be farther from the truth,” Kelindril said gently. “I meant no offense. Many of the Gor Li’ Khan were interested in you. You have no idea how many! Kryndale was the only one brave enough to try and make it past Calisha. It was the Crebellan that scared us all off. Not you. Never you,” he said quietly as he looked  
  Calisha in the eye. She noted how he said ‘us’, grouping himself with the rest.  
     “Oh,” she could not contain the pain and sorrow she had lived with for so long. It was all a lie! How could she be so stupid? She cried with such force that her small body shook with the force of it.  
     Kelindril could not remain doing nothing. He crossed the room to her and took her in his arms. “Shh,” he whispered. “It’s alright Nephraete. You found the love you were looking for. You had the courage to leave your land behind when so many of us had not the stones to follow through. You are correct when you say that we knew what your father was doing was not right. We should have put a stop to it. I do not know why we let it go on for so long. Forgive me, Nephraete. I should have stepped in. I am sorry,” said Kelindril. “But I make a promise to you now, nothing will get past me this time. You will be safe, always,” he whispered.  
     She quieted in his arms, but she did not let go of him. He was a part of her, a part of her past. He was home and she just wanted to be a part of it for a little longer. Finally, she pulled away from him. 
     “Please Kelindril, have a drink with me,” she pleaded. He nodded his consent and sat at the table with her. “What do you know of Cryvellan brandy?” 
     “Where did you hear that name?” he asked. 
     “Darian ordered it the other day. He took me out for breakfast,” she responded vaguely.  
    “The elves do not have any, so it must have been outside elven borders,” Kelindril said, prompting her to reply. She did not.  
     “It  is  a  brandy  made  by  the  Mages of The Order. They do not trade much of it, so it keeps the price obscenely high. It is aged as well, which adds to its value. I have heard that somewhere inside Piri-Tuma, they have bottles that date back to the Niv Dol’ Meh.” 
     “What? Do you think it’s true?” 
     “Where the Mages are concerned, anything’s possible. How did Calisha handle you and Darian?” asked the Gor Li’ Khan, again looking to the Crebellan. 
     “He  was  more  than  a  bit  upset.  I do not know what was said because Darian put a ward around them, but I could tell it wasn’t very congenial.” 
     “I do not doubt. I don’t believe Calisha likes you with Darian. Nephraete, at the risk of overstepping, may I be honest with you?” he asked.  
     “Of course, Kelindril. What is it?” 
    “I do not think Darian is right for you. He is a Mage of The Order and used to getting his way. Can you live with that? Can you live with the knowledge of the things he has done and will do? Nephraete, you are a gentle soul and deserving of someone who truly loves you and will cherish you. Darian, like all Mages, loves women and himself. You have something special with Kyler. I know that he’s been off lately, but he will figure it out. He will want you back Nephraete. He would be stupid not to. Can you look me in the eye and honestly say that you do not love him? This fling with the Mage is all it is. Things have been heated between you and Darian for a while now. Are you willing to throw away your relationship with Kyler for this? What will you do when the Mage tires of you?” Kelindril hated speaking these words, but someone must. He needed to get through to her because he did not want to see her get hurt.  
     “You think I am just a plaything for him?” 
     “I do. All women are playthings for Darian Brade,” responded the Gor Li’ Khan.  
     “He told me he is looking for a consort.” 
     “Really?” asked Kelindril, a bit shocked.  
     “Yes.” 
     “What about Tynuviel?” 
     “She still refuses to see him. He cannot wait forever, Kelindril. A man has needs.” 
     “Yeah, and he has more than most, believe me,” the elf assassin responded.  
    
     Darian did not wake until late the next day. He was drained and exhausted. He knew he should end it with the seer, but could not bring himself to do so yet. He admitted that he was being a bit selfish. But damn it! She was so tight and it made him feel so good that he wanted more. He was alone in the bed. He could see the sun was beginning to set. When he sat up, he noticed he was naked. He didn’t remember getting undressed. His feet touched the floor and he went to find some clothes. He found a soft pair of pants and pulled them on and went out to the overlook.  
     He had an incredible view and it wasn’t until now that he regretted it. He saw Tireniel walking hand in hand with Tynuviel. So she was moving on. So be it, he thought. At least she’s with Tireniel. He will be good to her, I just wish it was me. 
     He  went  back  inside  where he could not see them anymore. The pain that it brought him was sharp and felt like his heart was being carved right out of his chest. Cool, small hands touched him on his back and it made him incredibly hard. Like dwarven forged steel.  
     He turned to find Nephraete standing there in a dark red dress. He spoke no words, he just took her in his strong arms and kissed her as he put his hands on her ass. She leaned into him, feeling how aroused he was already. She put her hands on him and he growled deep in his throat. His pants could contain him no longer. She pushed them down as her lips touched his hot, hard skin. Her tongue was soft as silk as she gave him what he’d been craving. A soft moan escaped his lips as she toyed with him, but it turned quickly to a deep moan of pleasure. She stroked him as she toyed with him and this drove him wild. He became very rigid and she could feel him swell between her lips and she knew he would come soon. She did not stop though and within minutes, he exploded.  
     “Nephraete,” he said gutturally, “That was some damn good lip service,” he was out of breath from the exertion.  
    He took her by the hand and pushed her gently down on his bed. He was going to make love to her, and he was already up for it. She was able to take her dress off before he got on the bed. She smiled at him so seductively that he paused for a moment. She motioned for him to come closer as she spread her legs for him. His tongue delved deep inside her, tasting her. She moaned loudly, unable to help herself. His talented tongue was urgent and demanding. It wasn’t long before she reached her climax and he worked tirelessly to satisfy her. He did not retreat until the aftershocks of her pleasure had stopped. He was already hard again and he penetrated her easily.  
     She howled in pleasure. He was not as gentle as he usually was. He had a wild look in his eyes and if she was being honest, it really turned her on. The orgasm ripped through her, exploding behind her eyes, momentarily blinding her. His thrusts were deep and hard and before too long, he stroked her pleasure center making her climax again. The way her body gripped him fiercely from the inside out gave him a powerful climax. His whole body shook as his thrusts slowed to a stop.  
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
     “I am glad you wanted to see me, Tynuviel. I’ve been worried about you,” said Tireniel, as he held her hand in his.  
     “I must admit, it took a lot for me to ask to see you.” 
     “I am glad you did,” he said. He was not about to say anything like ‘I know,’ or ‘I know how you must feel,’ because he didn’t. He could not imagine what she’d been through.       
     He knew she was refusing to see Darian. He had no idea what was going on and did not want bring up the subject of the Mage. She seemed to be in a good mood and he didn’t want to ruin it. They had been friends for a long time now and he honestly cared for her. He loved her and wanted to be with her, but he also knew this was not what she needed right now. She needed a friend, someone she could talk to that she trusted. They had history and that was something.  
     “I’ve been refusing to see Darian,” she said quietly. It was as if she had been reading his thoughts, but he was guarded against such an offense.  
     “Really? Why?” he asked. He felt safe since she’d brought it up.  
     “I… do not know really. Tireniel, I am so confused lately. When I first woke up, I saw him and I could not believe he was there with me. I hated him and I was utterly terrified of what he would do to me. I really thought it was him doing all those terrible things to me. Then when we would get close to intimacy, I became afraid, sick, or angry. I couldn’t get far enough away from him.  
     “Then when he told me about Raschel, I was furious. I still do not understand why they let him live. My father has given Darian what he wants and I just don’t get it. He is the one responsible for…” she choked on her words and clenched his hand so tight he thought she might break it.  
     “We don’t have to talk about it if it bothers you this much Tynuviel.” 
     “It’s okay. I need to talk about it to someone that I can trust. We’ve been friends for many years and I know my secrets are safe with you.” 
     “I will always be here for you, Tynuviel.” She squeezed his hand in thanks. 
  “While I was held captive, I was tortured and raped. I was shown horrible images of things that were not true. Darian having sex with Nephraete. Darian having sex with many women. Always Darian and painful images. I could not take it anymore and somewhere along the way, I guess I began to believe them. Pretty stupid, huh?” she asked. He was not sure how to respond with what she just told him. His heart broke for her and at the same time, he was profoundly angry at the injustice done to her. He wanted to kill Raschel himself.  
     “Not at all, Tynuviel. Please, do not blame yourself.” 
     “The dragon’s words, it seemed, held more than a little truth.” 
     “What did he say?” 
     “He told me that Darian could not marry and I was so stupid, I did not believe him. After all, Darian asked for my hand before all of Kiri A’ Nouell. If he cannot marry, why would he ask for my hand?” 
     “Tynuviel,  a  Mage cannot marry. You are the daughter of the Monarch, how can you not know this? A Mage takes a consort, he asks for her hand and there is a formal ceremony. A bonding ceremony. It’s a lot like a marriage, but quite different as well. He loves you, Tynuviel. I know you must know this.” 
     “I do, but I no longer know how I feel about him. I cannot think of him without intense emotion washing over me and I don’t like it. I think of everything he’s ever done and it makes me hate him. I want nothing more to do with him and yet I crave his presence. I am hopeless. He has not even tried to see me in a while and I fear he has given up and found someone else. Maybe it’s for the best. All we ever seem to do is torture each other and cause each other so much pain.” 
     “For what it’s worth, he really loves you and is trying to make it right with you. But you are also right in fearing that he will  move on. Eventually, he will. He will grow tired of waiting around. I know he says otherwise, but…” he trailed off. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that.” 
     “It’s okay, Tireniel. That’s one of the things I love about you. You are always honest with me even when you know you may hurt my feelings.” She stopped and took his other hand in hers. They stood there for long moments before they began walking once more. Tireniel walked her to her door and made sure she was safely inside before he returned to his room.  
    
    
  ﴾﴿       ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
     Kyler’s dreams had been dark of late and he was no longer sure what was happening to him. He’d sent Nephraete away and probably into the Mage’s arms. He had not felt like himself in so long now he was no longer sure who he was. He’d lost his best friend and his lover and he still did not understand why. Why had he been so upset in the first place?  
  He’d always trusted the Mage’s judgment, why had he stopped? Darian never questioned him about his skills and abilities. It was not fair that he’d been doing exactly that to Darian. He should go to him and talk to him. But no, he dare not. Not after the way he’d been acting. The Mage would never see him.  
     The attack on the Mage and the death of the maidens taking care of his mother was more than perplexing. They had not found who was at the root of it either. Whoever it was, they were good at what they did. He could not help but wonder if it was Shaz or the thief Mordinian. It didn’t seem like the thief’s style. They did not generally kill, usually only if they got caught in the act. Mordinian was damn good at what he did, Kyler could tell. He walked with cat-like grace, making no sounds when he moved. He was a master thief. Why was he here? Why had The Order chosen a thief to find a rogue Mage? So many questions and no answers makes a grumpy elf. 
    He remembered a time in the not so distant past when he and the Mage were friends. They shared many a bottle of Nykessa and had many laughs. They traded stories and songs. He missed him, but he knew Darian would not want to talk to him ever again. He could not blame him after the way he’d acted.  
     He missed Nephraete and her ready smiles. He wanted her back. He missed her so much. What had he done? He’d been so angry about her supporting Darian that the words just came tumbling out. After he said them, he couldn’t take them back. He really needed her counsel. Maybe Calisha knew where she was. Of course! He thought. She’s probably back in her old room. Where else would she go? He ignored the thought that she was with Darian this very second. She wasn’t like that. Not at all. He was almost out the door to find her, but he could not bring himself to do it. Not after the way he treated her. She’d come all this way to find him and he’d rejected her like her own people had. He was ashamed of his actions, but did not know how to begin to repair the damage he’d done.  
     He’d never felt so alone in his life and it scared him. 
    
    
    
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
     In the morning, Darian did what he should have done from the beginning. As the seer rested, he removed his touch from her body, healing her completely and returned her to the state she first came to him in. Then he began to work on her mind. He stole her memories of them together. She would never remember that she’d been with him. He knew it was the right thing to do even as he fought with himself. He knew she was not right for him, she never had been. But damn the sex was amazing!  
     He needed Sigorna to unravel the wards around Kyler’s room and get things back to normal. He just had to figure out how he was going to make that happen. It took him about half an hour to forty minutes to finish his work on the seer. She was so beautiful, but she was not for him. She belonged with Kyler and he would make sure she would return to him. He felt certain once the wards were down, the elf would come back to himself. He wondered briefly if they had anything to do with the seer’s behavior. Hmmm, interesting, he thought. At least I got to experience her, he thought with a smile. He found himself missing Kizziah’s charms. Now she was a talented lover and he was craving her touch.  
     Nephraete stirred, opening her eyes slowly. When she saw where she was, she sat bolt upright in the bed.  
     “Darian! Am I where I think I am?” 
     “Yes, little seer. You are finally in my bed,” he said with a wicked grin that did things to her.  
     “You didn’t… that is, we didn’t…” she stammered, embarrassed.  
     “No, of course not,” he lied. “You came by very upset and we talked late into the night. Don’t you remember?” 
     “No, I mean, I’m not sure. I feel like I’ve been asleep for a long time.” 
     “We had much to drink. You were in a rare state, but I let you take my bed. You kinda’ passed out on me.” 
     “I’m sorry, Darian. I never should have come here,” she replied hastily.  
    “Why’s that? We are friends, are we not?” He asked, looking a bit hurt at her  
 words.  
     “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it like it came out. I meant that Calisha will be worried about me.” 
     “He knows you are here, Nephraete, I told him. He is on his way now.” 
     “Thank you, Darian. And thank you for preserving my honor. I know it could not have been easy.” 
     “You have no idea,” he said with a lecherous grin. She felt heat flush her body at his words and the tone in which he spoke them. He was gorgeous and sexy and… She could not continue this train of thought because it would lead to her making love to him. That was crossing a definite line. Even though Kyler had broken it off with her, she felt certain that he would make it up to her. Somehow, she just knew.  
     So the attraction is still there, he thought with a smile. He felt her need as she looked at him. He wanted her, wanted to fill her needs as she cried out his name. A knock at his door broke both of their contemplations.  
     Kelindril came in with Calisha in tow. “Darian, Calisha said you were expecting him?” 
     “Yes Kel I am. He’s here for the seer.” The look in the Mage’s eyes told the Gor Li’ Khan not to say a word. He remained silent until they left, then his curiosity got the better of him. 
     “What gives, Darian? What’s going on?” 
     “I took her memory of me. She will not recall us ever being together.” 
     “Why?” he wasn’t sure if Darian would answer, but he did. 
     “Because we do not belong together. She is not for me and I am not for her. I never should have touched her to begin with. But the animal inside me would not back down. She threw herself at me and I hungrily took what she offered, but it doesn’t make it right. If Kyler found out, our friendship would be over. He would never forgive that indiscretion.” 
     “You make it look so easy,” the Gor Li’ Khan commented.  
     “What’s that?” asked the Mage.  
     “Picking up beautiful women.” 
     “It is easy, Kelindril.” 
     “A challenge then,” said the elf with a smile. 
     “What do you have in mind?” asked the Mage, intrigued.  
     “I do not believe that all women will fall before you Mage. There must be some who are immune to your charms.” 
    “You have no idea what you’re talking about,” the Mage said, laughing. “The only one to ever say no to me is Kylee.” 
     “Really? Kylee refused you?” Darian pounced on the offered information.  
     “Yes, she did. This pleases you because you like her,” Darian said slyly.  
     “I do not. I’ve sworn off women, remember?” said Kelindril.  
     “I hear what you say, but I do not believe you. I see the way you look at her, the barely concealed hunger. She likes you too. You should go for it, Kelindril.”  
     “So your charms are not infallible. I have a challenge for you, Mage, are you up for it?” Kelindril asked with a smile.  
     “Depends on what it is,” said the Mage guardedly.  
     “Oh relax. It involves you getting laid. You’ll enjoy yourself I’m sure.” 
     “I’m listening,” said Darian. 
    “We’re going to go for a walk. I want you to put your charms to the test. Pick an elf that you do not know and see if she will fall victim to your magnetism.” 
     “I thought you said this would be a challenge,” said the Mage with a lewd grin.  
     “Shit, you really can just turn it on and off, can’t you Darian?” 
     “I never turn it off, Kelindril. Never,” he said seriously.  
     They left the Mage’s chambers around midday and Nymdal accompanied them. They walked for about an hour and Darian ended up running into Tynuviel. His heart clenched at the sight of her. He told himself not to even bother speaking to her, to let her go without a thought. But something inside him would not give up the fight for her love.  
     “Good afternoon, Tynuviel,” he said in his sexy voice.  
     He looked so striking and before she knew what had happened, she was answering him. “Hi Darian. You look… good,” she said, as she flushed. Heat and warmth spreading through her body at his gaze.  
     “Thank you. You’re beautiful as always, Shan Ta’ Zi. I must go.” Without another word, he turned his back on her and kept walking.  
     She was left standing there, confused and with a hollow feeling in her middle. What the hell was that? She thought. Takasha! He has moved on. He doesn’t want me anymore, she thought, as a deep sadness filled her.  
     “What’d you do that for, Darian? I thought you wanted nothing more than to talk to her. She seemed more than willing.” 
     “She does not know what she wants right now. She told me she never wanted to see me again. I have tried too many times to make it right with her. Now, I must give her the time she needs to recover. If we are truly meant to be together, we will survive this. I do not want to cause her any more pain. I have caused her enough.”  
  Darian walked far away from his chambers and from Tynuviel’s. Under no circumstances did he want to get caught in the act. Kelindril admired the way the Mage moved. He walked with such self-assurance and confi- 
  dence. It was no small wonder that he picked up as many women as he did.  
     He spotted a delicious looking creature. She was sexy and beautiful. The two elves made a quick bet and watched the scene unfold before them. Then Darian did something that neither Kelindril nor Nymdal could believe he got away with. The Mage moved quietly up behind the elf he’d apparently chosen. His hands rested on her hips as he spoke quietly in her ear. She turned around and seemed about to slap the offending male. That is, until she saw who it was. A big smile spread across her face and she said something to the Mage that made him laugh. She was definitely flirting with him.  
     He took her in his arms and kissed her, his lips parting and his tongue finding hers. She put her slim right arm around his neck pulling him closer. Her left hand she slid lower to stroke him. He moaned into her mouth and deepened the kiss. She broke off contact with him and pulled him toward her home. Once the door closed behind them, Kelindril passed some gold to Nymdal.  
     “How the hell does he do that?” Kelindril asked, astounded.  
     “I don’t know, but damn that was good. He is good at what he does,” Nymdal said admiringly. They stayed out of sight, but close so they could protect the Mage if needed. The sounds coming from within told them it would be a long night.  
   
    
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
    
     “I think he’s moved on, Tireniel. He seemed not to even notice me.” 
     “Tynuviel, I thought that’s what you wanted.” 
     “I don’t know what I want anymore. I just can’t believe that he finally gave up.” 
     “I’m sorry, Tynuviel. It’ll be okay. I’m here for you when you need to talk. I will help you get through this,” he said comfortingly.  
     “Let’s have a drink,” she said, retrieving a bottle of Nykessa.  
    After they had finished off two bottles, their inhibitions were vanishing like the late afternoon sun. “Thank you for always being there for me, Tireniel. You’re a good friend.” 
     “I would love to be so much more for you, Tynuviel,” he whispered.  
     In response, she kissed him softly. He smelled like the forest, mingled with his own personal scent. A tingle spread through her at the contact. She wanted more, needed more. It had been so long. She was filled with longing and desire and it was all a bit overwhelming. His tongue passed her lips and she welcomed his advances. She climbed into his lap, pressing herself as close to him as she could. She could feel him through their clothes and it excited her. She put her right hand on his chest, but as he kissed her, she let her hand slide down until he groaned when she touched him.  
     At once, images crashed through her brain like knives. She cried out in pain as much from the agonizing images as the actual grief it caused her. She was flung back into the dragon’s lair and violated until she bled from the brutality. Her eyes were wild and she had no idea where she was. She panicked and ran.  
  “Tynuviel!” Tireniel ran after her. There was no way he was leaving her to face this alone. He hadn’t meant  
  to kiss her, it was too soon. He berated himself for not maintaining control. This was definitely not what she needed right now. She needed a friend, not a lover.  
     He caught up to her and cautiously approached her. “Tynuviel, are you okay?” he asked tentatively.  
     “I’m sorry, Tireniel. You must think I’m a freak.” 
     “Not at all. Actually, I blame myself. I shouldn’t have kissed you. I’m sorry.” 
     “I kissed you first. No wonder why Darian doesn’t want me anymore. I’m flippin’ crazy,” she said sadly. “The minute I try to be intimate, this happens every time.” 
     “Tynuviel, you’ve been through a horrifying experience. You need time to process it so that you can overcome it. Maybe you should tell Darian. He might be able to help you,” Tireniel offered.  
     “Maybe,” she answered a little too eagerly. She’s still not over him, he thought. 
      “I will let you rest. We can talk more when you are up to it.” He kissed her forehead and left quietly.  
     She knew she’d hurt him. Takasha! What was going on with her? All these feelings she’d been having lately she did not understand. Her anger and hatred of Darian was not like her at all. With his distance, her love began to creep steadily back from wherever it had been hiding. She did not know precisely why she’d refused to see him. As angry as              she still was with him, she wanted to hear what he had to say. She needed him to explain why he did what he did. But when he was close to her, her nerve endings were rubbed raw with his presence and she couldn’t stand to be near him. The very thought made her want to vomit.  
   
    
    
    
  ﴾﴿     ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
    
    
     Darian left in the middle of the night. She was fully satisfied and deep in Ru Nay’ Sha. He made his way back to his chambers and The Gor Li’ Khan followed him, keeping an eye out for any threats.  
     “Damn Darian. How the hell do you do that?” asked Nymdal. The Mage merely smiled.  
     “I told you, they won’t say no to me.” 
     They walked the remainder of the way in silence. Darian collapsed in his bed. Thoughts of Tynuviel filled his mind as he drifted off. She’d spoken to him. She had initiated the conversation. Was that a step in the right direction? Was she beginning to forgive him? Did she still love him? All these questions plagued him and his dreams were of her.  
    In the morning he bathed and dressed. He decided he would try once more to see her. He needed to tell her about the ward inside of her. She must find a way to break its hold because he could not do it. If only he could. He would’ve done it already. He brought her fresh lilacs and held his breath as he knocked. She opened the door and stood there stunned.  
     Takasha he looks good! She thought. He wore a deep blue shirt that set off his silvery grey eyes, and black pants that fit him too well. They showed every muscle in his legs and hugged his gorgeous ass; it sent a tingle through her body at the sight. A black leather belt with a silver buckle adorned his slender waist and he wore the black leather boots with the silver buckles.  
     “I’m sorry to bother you, Ty, but I really need to talk to you,” he said quietly. She hadn’t even realized how long she’d stood there gawking at him.  
     “Darian, please come in,” she said, standing aside. 
      “I don’t think that’s such a good idea, Ty. What I have to say can be said from out here,”  he  said  guardedly. He could see that he hurt her, but he didn’t want to push her either. The last time they tried to go too fast, it was disastrous.  
     “Please Darian, come in just for a moment.” How could he say no to her? He loved her so much and she looked so beautiful! He followed her inside and she closed the door. 
     “Ty…” he began, but she cut him off.  
     “Please Darian, I have something that I need to talk to you about.” 
     “Alright Shan Ta’ Zi,” he said in that sexy voice of his. It made it hard for her to concentrate.  
     “Darian, I think there is something wrong with me.” 
     “What do you mean, Ty?” he asked worriedly, his grey eyes full of concern. 
     “I have not been myself around you or anyone else. I think I’m losing my mind. I… am distracted all the time. I keep seeing… visions of what happened to me. I feel anger, hatred, confusion, love…” she trailed off, looking into his eyes to gauge his reaction to her words. 
     His heart leaped, but he tried desperately not to get his hopes up. She was fractured and damaged. Maybe she would never recover. 
     “Ty, you’ve been through a ghastly experience. Give yourself some slack here. No one expects you to be the same so soon afterwards, least of all me,” he said, a bit too quietly.  
    She wanted to go to him, but was unable to do so. The very thought sent shivers of revulsion through her. She didn’t understand it because she’d wanted to kiss him. What’s happening to me?  
     “Just say what you need to say, Darian so you can leave,” she said curtly. He could see the wall slide back into place. His heart fell at her tone. 
     “Ty, I discovered something important. When you were held captive, they placed a ward deep inside you. It is this ward that’s causing you so much pain and heartache. You need to break its hold over you.” 
     “What are you talking about?” she demanded. 
     “The ward is what is causing your mood swings. You’re not going crazy. It’s what they wanted; to drive us apart and cause me pain. They’ve won. You don’t love me anymore, nor do you want to see me. I get it, I do. And after this, I will never bother you again. I just had to tell you the truth. You had to know. Meditate and you will find it hiding deep inside. Only you have the power to break its hold on you. I cannot do it for you because it would kill you. The strength must come from you. Once you do this, maybe you can finally live a happy life. I wish you every happiness because you deserve it, Shan Ta’ Zi. For what it’s worth, I’m sorry I stepped into your life and ruined it. Truly I am. If there were a way for me to fix it, I would do it. I would do anything for you, my love. Good bye Shan Ta’ Zi,” he said, as his heart broke with the words.  
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     Without another word, he left, not looking back. An emptiness opened up inside of her swallowing her whole. She collapsed on the floor and wept until she had no tears left to cry. It was finally over. He’d given up on her and he was gone. He said he would never bother her again. What was she going to do? How would she live without him? 
     Sometime later, she drifted off, emotionally exhausted. His words came back to her and she delved deep inside. She felt something… evil inside her. Every time she tried to pinpoint it, she lost it. She pushed harder. She would not give up. They ruined her life and took the one that she loved most. He was gone. They’d done this to them. She felt it again, closer this time. Then she saw it! A milky white orb that seemed to grow and shift with her thoughts and feelings. She attacked it at once. And got bounced back. It was strong because of all the raw emotion that she’d been feeding it. No more! She was done suffering. She fought with it all night, but still got nowhere.  
     In the morning, she rose more tired than when she passed out. The events of last night came crashing down around her and she began to cry. How she wished it had been a terrible nightmare. With Darian gone, she could once more feel the love she still had for him and it was so strong. She began to work on the ward again and did not even notice as the hours slipped past her. When she came out of meditation, it was dark outside.  
    
    
  ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿      ﴾﴿ 
   
    
    
     Darian returned to his room, closing the door without speaking to anyone. He shut himself away, angry and disappointed. He’d seen when her mood had shifted, he sensed it as well. There was a very real possibility that she would never break through the ward. He just could not stand to see her suffer any more. So he did the only thing that he could think to do. Remove himself from the equation. Without him in her life, she could go on. She could have a loving relationship with Tireniel.  
     He bathed and dressed in the morning and called the demon to his side. It was time to confront Kyler. Sigorna needed to be inside the room to unravel the wards.  
     “Darian, you okay? You look like you had a rough night,” the demon said, upon materializing.  
     “I’m fanfrickintastic,” the Mage quipped. “I want to go see Kyler today and determine if there are wards surrounding him as well.” 
     “Sure thing, Darian. Look, I know there’s something eating away at you. Wanna’ talk about it?” 
     “Do I look like I do?” retorted the Mage.  
     “Actually, yes. So let’s have it. I’m not moving until you tell me what’s going on.” 
     “I told Tynuviel I will never darken her doorstep again.” 
     “Oh,” the demon winced. He wanted to say something smart, but he could tell the Mage was in no mood for his crap. He was really upset. Love sucked ass. He couldn’t believe that Darian had fallen victim to it in the first place. Back in Mogan Dar, Darian never would have entertained the thought. He was too busy plugging all those women. Sigorna wished he were still like that. He didn’t like to see the Mage mooning over one woman. No matter how beautiful and sexy she was. It went against everything The Order stood for.  
     “I’m sorry, Darian. I know you love her.” 
     “Maybe it’s better this way, Sigorna. At least now, I cannot hurt her anymore. And with me out of her life, maybe she can know happiness and love once more.” 
     “Where is Nephraete?” the demon asked, looking around. “She doesn’t have to hide anymore, I know she’s here.” 
     “Actually, she’s not. I sent her back as well.” The demon was surprised to hear that. 
     “Wow, really? Why?” 
     “Let’s go talk to Kyler. And do not say a word about the seer,” said the Mage in a commanding tone. 
     “Would I do that?” asked the demon in a derisive tone.  
     “Yes, that’s why I’m asking you not to.” The Mage’s tone held no room for argument, promising severe punishment for failure.  
     “Don’t worry Mage, your secret’s safe with me.” 
  The look on Kyler’s face when he opened the door to see the Mage and the demon standing there was priceless. Shock. Relief. Confusion. There was a twinkle in Darian’s grey eyes as he saw his friend’s relief.  
     “Kyler, may we come in? We really need to talk.” 
     “Of course.” 
     “Kyler, you have not been yourself for far too long. The Falahari knows why so I will let him explain.” 
    “There are demonic wards placed around you and your chambers. I can feel them and they are strong.” 
     “What? Why? Who would do such a thing?” asked the elf. 
    “To drive you and the Mage apart I am guessing,” said the demon. “Now be quiet so I can remove them. Darian, are you quite sure you want me to do this? I kinda liked it without him. It was quieter,” mocked the demon.  
     “Do it,” the Mage said, with a smile. “I want my friend back.” The elf smiled at his words, relief flooding him. He’d been sure that Darian would never speak to him again after the way he treated the Mage. Yet here he was having the demon help him.  
  Sigorna sighed loudly, more for dramatics than for anything else. He began to remove them one by one. “These are more complex, Darian. It’s gonna take a while longer.” He worked on Kyler for over forty five minutes.  
  Once Kyler was done, he started on his chambers without pause.  
     Kyler gripped Darian’s hand firmly, but the Mage pulled him into a hug. “How do you feel?”  
     “Never better. I feel like my old self. I feel like I’ve been asleep for quite some time. Darian, why would someone go to such trouble? And who do you think is behind it?” 
     “I do not know right now,” the Mage answered honestly.  
     “We okay?” asked the elf. 
    “Of course. You don’t think I’d let a little argument get in the way of our friendship, do you?”  
     “Darian, I owe you an apology. You and Nephraete. I cannot tell you how sorry I am for the way I’ve been acting.” 
     “Kyler, it’s alright. You were not yourself. I knew something was wrong, but I couldn’t figure out what. The Falahari sensed it.” 
     “Why didn’t he sense it sooner?” asked Kyler.  
     “Because I have never been to your room before, little elf. And you never stay long enough to make it interesting. You always leave without a fight.” 
    “Well that’s gonna’ change,” said the elf with conviction. “I’m not leaving you again, Darian, I mean it.” In response, the Mage nodded. “So tell me, what’s going on? What’s happened lately?” Darian filled him in as the demon continued his work.  
     “Look, I can stay here while the Falahari finishes up. Isn’t there somewhere else you should be?” asked Darian knowingly.  
     “Yes, there is. Thank you, Darian. For everything.”  
     Kyler had never felt better. For the first time in he didn’t know how long, he felt like himself. No dark shadows lurking in the corners of his mind. He was thinking clearly and he knew what he must do.  
    
     Nephraete opened the door to find Kyler with a white rose in his hand. Her heart fluttered at the sight of him.  
     “Nephraete, may I please come in? I understand if you say no. I would deserve it. I’ve been a complete ass and I don’t deserve you.” In answer, she tugged him into her chambers. He took her in his arms and held her close.  
     “It’s good to have you back, Kyler.” He brought his lips to hers and she kissed him hungrily. She pushed him down on her bed and had her way with him. She did not know where the idea came from, but she wanted to be in control and he did not fight her. Darian felt her pleasure crash through him and he smiled to himself.  
     Hours later, after the demon finally finished his tedious work and went back to his own realm, Darian was alone. He needed time to reflect on what had happened. A soft knock brought him around. It was late, who could it be? Kyler maybe? He opened the door to find Kizziah standing there looking so beautiful. She wore tight fitting pants that showed off her shapely legs and a low cut blouse. He could see her nipples pressing through the soft cloth and it turned him on.  
    “Kizziah, what are you doing here?” 
     “May I come in, Darian?” she asked.  
     “Of course, Kizziah. Would you like a drink?” he asked when he’d closed the door.  
     She shook her head. She came closer, pressing herself into him and feeling his arousal. His lips found hers in a tender kiss, his hands found her bottom and pulled her to him. She moaned against his lips and he put his right hand to her breast. A quiver of excitement raced through her at his expert touch. He parted his lips, kissing her and promising a night full of pleasure. Her hands went right to him, stroking him softly. He groaned as he began to undo  
  the small buttons on her blouse.  
     Why do they make such small buttons?  He thought. His hands closed around her warm breasts and she sighed, leaning into his touch. His tongue passed her lips and she accepted it, her whole body throbbing with desire. She felt his hand between her thighs and she gasped at his touch. He worked her like the master he was until she was close to the edge. And he hadn’t even entered her yet. His fingers worked their way past her breeches, finding her bare flesh and she quivered in delight.  
     “Mmm, you are so ready, babe,” he whispered to her.  
     “I want you, Darian.” He took her hand and brought her to his bed. She undid his shirt, kissing his smooth, bare chest. He gently eased her down, tugging her breeches off. Her smell excited him and he kissed her belly working his way down. She gasped as she felt his tongue on her hot skin. He broke past all her defenses taking what he wanted, what she needed. She blossomed under his ministrations and it wasn’t long before she was crying out in pleasure, his lips working her into a frenzy.  
     She pulled him to her and brought her lips to his in a sensual kiss. Her left hand reached down to grasp him gently, but firmly. He moaned into her lips as she guided him to her. He did not need any more coaxing. One gentle thrust and he was deep inside her. Kizziah was absolutely enjoying herself as much as he was enjoying her. He prolonged the lovemaking as long as he could. But she had other ideas. She wrapped her sexy legs around his waist and drove her hips into his. He nearly lost control at that. He took her hands and placed them above her head as he held them down. His strokes deepened and she whimpered, nearing the edge. He gladly pushed her over it and beyond. She cried out as he picked up the pace. He would not release her hands no matter how hard she tried to get loose. The pleasure that ripped through him was mind bending.  
     “Darian, that was impressive,” she said with a smile.  
     “It sure was,” he said, kissing her softly.  
     “Careful, that can lead to… that,” she giggled, as she felt him readying himself for another round.  
     Instead, his lips found her breasts, toying with them playfully. She squirmed and squealed in delight as his tongue worked her nipples.  
     “Darian,” she gasped. “Oh gods! That feels so good,” her giggles quickly turned to deep moans of pleasure as his hips worked their magic once more.  
     Much later, they lay in each other’s arms, utterly spent. Ru Nay’ Sha claimed them both. For once, Darian rested without languishing in guilt. He’d broken it off with Tynuviel and he could have sex with whoever he wanted. He was free to choose and right now, he chose Kizziah. There were no strings attached. She did not want anything from him other than amazing sex and this was something he could give her and give her and give her. 
  It was some time in deep night when everything was deathly quiet. There was no sound, no movement. And then everything shattered at once. Someone was pounding on his door.  
     “Darian! Open up! Darian!” More pounding. The Mage did not even bother to dress. He yanked open the door to see the elven guard. 
     “Darian, you must come at once! The Mages of Mogan Dar approach Kiri A’ Nouell!” 
    
    
    
    
    
    
  Here ends book two of The Dregian Chronicles 
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