
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Ageless Giant Copyright 2019: Brian K. Suitter 
 
    Amazing Cover Art by Lilly Dormishev www.ldormishev.com 
 
    Cool Map by Storm (Suitter) Sandberg 
 
      
 
    All rights reserved. Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without the prior written permission of both the copyright owners and the above publisher of this book. 
 
      
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, brands, media, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. The author acknowledges the trademarked status and trademark owners of various products referenced in this work of fiction, which have been used without permission. The publication/use of these trademarks is not authorized, associated with, or sponsored by the trademark owners 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    To Storm, who unknowingly put me on this journey, and has kept me inspired since. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
    1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Year of the Ageless Giant 2300 A.A. (After Asar)  
 
      
 
    “My Lord, they are inside the walls and running unchecked throughout the castle – we must leave now,” begged Captain Shanks. A woman’s cry from the next room brought an anguished look to the king’s face.  
 
    “How can I leave now, Captain? The queen gives birth to my child as we speak.” As the king turned to go back into the birthing room, Shanks reached out and took hold of his arm. “You forget yourself!” the king roared, wrenching his arm free from the other man’s grasp. “Never lay hands on me again or I will have your head!”  
 
    “My King, Dishoni are running the halls!” Captain Shanks yelled back. “I am your shield and I will not sit by and watch you cut down! The castle has been compromised. We have to get you down to the escape tunnels!” 
 
    “And what of your queen? Would you see her killed as well as my child, the heir to the throne?” 
 
    “The queen cannot be moved, or she will die. I will stay here and protect her while Yamen fights in the lower halls, but you must go with Daphaxian down to the tunnels.” The captain’s voice lost all momentum and faded to a whisper. “If you don’t go now, we may all die.” 
 
    “So be it,” the king sneered, and he turned and walked briskly into the birthing room where the queen was laboring with his unborn child. 
 
    “Bar the door,” Captain Shanks instructed Sergeant Daphaxian. “Let no one in. We will hold here for as long as we can. If the gods are good, death will come quickly for us all.” Daphaxian gave Shanks a wink and slammed the door in his face. 
 
    “Uriah,” the woman whispered to the king as he took hold of her hand.  
 
    “We are safe,” he smiled to give her comfort, but she could read his face and the story it told was not true. 
 
    “You must push, Aliha, and breathe,” the soothing voice came from the foot of the bed where a healer stood ready to receive the child from her womb. He was middle-aged with a strong jaw and brown eyes. He had a full head of hair that was dark brown and streaked with grey and it fell straight, just below his shoulders. He was not tall, but neither was he a short man.  
 
    The queen cried out in pain as she pushed, clenching the king’s hand as sweat ran down her forehead and into her soft pillows, mixing with the tears from her eyes. Aliha was beautiful – even in this condition. Her eyes a soft blue, her blonde hair matted against a heart-shaped face covered in sweat. She grunted, cried out in pain, and pushed again. This would be her first child, and possibly her last. 
 
    “I can see the child’s head. One more strong push and it shall see the light of day!” Gideon was an herb healer and usually assisted the queen’s personal attendants, but when the castle was infiltrated, most of the servants were taken to the underground tunnels and led to safety. 
 
    At first the king would not allow Aliha’s nurse maids to leave while the queen was in such a state, but Aliha insisted they be spared if Gideon promised to stay and deliver her child. 
 
    The queen pushed once more, a soft gasp escaping her lips, and the child was born. A sudden cry filled the chamber as the healer cradled the infant and gently cut the soft cord that was attached to its mother. 
 
    “A son,” the king whispered. “I…, we have a son. All will be well,” and Uriah let go of her hand. Aliha watched the king gently take the babe from Gideon’s arms and leave the room with Daphaxian following close behind.  
 
    “Where are you going, Uriah?!” Aliha cried out, but she knew already the answer. He would take her son out through the escape tunnel where he would be safe, while she stayed behind with an unknown fate.  
 
    A wave of pain racked her insides and she cried out. 
 
    “Aliha,” Gideon said as she arched her back. 
 
    “Gideon! What is happening?!” Aliha screamed through clenched teeth. “It feels like…, it feels like!” 
 
    “It is, Aliha! You are!” Gideon stammered as he rushed to the foot of the bed. “Twins, you will have twins! Now push, you must push, now!” 
 
    Sounds of battle began to play their way up through the castle and they both knew they had very little time. The queen pushed, this time in urgency. She could hear steel clashing together and cries of men dying below. 
 
    “They will be here soon, Aliha! Push! PUSH!” Gideon roared. Then he turned and rushed to the door, swinging it shut and throwing down the locking bar. 
 
    Aliha pushed with all her might, screaming, her life’s blood pouring from her womb. The baby girl was slick as she emerged into the healer’s hands and he cut her loose from her mother. He quickly put the baby into Aliha’s arms where she gladly received it with tears of joy streaming down her face.  
 
    Lost was Aliha in her baby’s small face and delicate cry that she took no notice of Gideon as he produced a silver chain and amulet from beneath his soft wool tunic. She stared at the child’s tiny delicate features and nothing else seemed to matter. Aliha couldn’t hear the sounds of battle outside her door and didn’t notice that Gideon was holding the long silver chain and amulet above her. She didn’t even care when the room began to spin, and the walls fell away into darkness. 
 
    Aliha held her baby girl with joy and didn’t mind that she was no longer in her own bed in her elaborate castle chamber, but instead, lying on a soft bed of earth and pine needles. Tall trees replaced the granite walls of Castle Lamourne and a forest stretched out all around her, but Aliha took no notice.  
 
    Gideon was there next to her and was exhausted from the use of the magic. He felt older, drained of all but a spark of energy. He clutched the silver chain in a trembling hand and held it over the dead woman. He stared at the crystal in the center of the amulet, wanting to call forth the magic to bring Aliha back to life, but knowing he could not do so. The amulet could do many amazing things, but resurrection was not one of them. It was not uncommon for a woman to die while birthing a child, especially when delivering twins, but Gideon could have saved her if he had had more time.  
 
    Suddenly, the infant took in a large gulp of air and Gideon realized the child had died as well, but then was able to come back somehow and fill its tiny lungs with life. The baby coughed a series of short sharp bursts and started to cry. Gideon held her close, standing and walking with the newborn child, trying gently to hush her with the slow rocking of his arms.  
 
    It took Gideon much patience to get the baby to calm, and after the child finally fell asleep, Gideon placed her back in the arms of her dead mother and allowed the baby to stay there while he dug a grave that would not be shallow.  
 
    The earth was hard packed, but the man was determined, and he scraped at the dirt with his small dagger. This last service he would gladly give, and he dug all day, even after the child awakened and started to cry. 
 
    When he finally finished, the sun was setting to a soft crimson glow and the tall pines created an early darkness that spread throughout the forest. Gideon retrieved the child from Aliha’s lifeless grasp and swaddled her in his soft tunic. He walked around the grave, allowing the infant time to find sleep once more so that he could give his queen a peaceful burial.  
 
    As Gideon paced the small clearing, he soon realized he was not alone and felt the cold stares that were upon him. Slowly, he removed the amulet from around his neck, spoke a quiet word, and watched the crystal as it began to spin, bringing a soft glow of light to the surrounding area. Four hungry wolves seemed to materialize from the forest itself, baring teeth that were sharp. The light from the amulet intensified, and a warm sense of peace suddenly filled the clearing. One by one, the wolves whimpered and laid down upon the earthen floor, each showing their submission to the healer’s magic. He then bid them to come forward and lie down in a small circle at the foot of the grave, and he placed the precious child in the center of the wolf-pack. Gideon then put his magic amulet back around his neck and went back to the business of burying his queen. It took the rest of the night to fill in the grave and he left the child with the wolves as he labored, knowing the baby was safe in the magic’s care.  
 
    When dawn broke the next morning, Gideon was just finishing the burial by scratching letters into a large flat stone that stood at the head of the grave. The headstone simply read “Aliha.” He then knelt at the side of the grave and said a short prayer, asking his god to receive the gentle spirit into his kingdom and treat her with kindness. 
 
    When Gideon was finished, he returned to the child and held her close in his arms, already able to see the resemblance of Aliha in her tiny features. He smiled to drive back the pain of her loss and rocked the baby gently to keep her asleep as he began his slow weary trek through the woods with the wolves faithfully at his heels. Aliha’s daughter needed a new home and a new family, and he had a strong desire to return to the distant land he had so unexpectedly left behind.  
 
    The amulet was extremely powerful, and he used the magic to whisk them away from Castle Lamourne, far across the Eastern Ocean to the continent of Perlosia. In this land, the child would be safe and live a normal life, free from the burdens of war and monarchy. Here the child would grow to be happy, and Queen Aliha could watch over her in peace.   
 
    By mid-afternoon he broke from the shade of the large pines and asps that the forest bred. He gazed across a vast expanse of rolling hills covered in tall shadow grass that grew as high as mid-thigh. Gideon thanked the four wolves for their help and instructed them not to follow as he walked away from the forest edge and headed towards a winding blue river and a small wooden bridge that crossed it. Gideon felt confident that it would lead to a village or farmhouse, and he hastened across the field of high grass with the small baby girl held protectively in his arms.  
 
      
 
    **************************** 
 
      
 
    DeeAnna set a wonderful table. A loaf of fresh baked bread cut into thick slices with creamy butter spread across each piece. There was a large bowl containing a tossed green salad with small plump tomatoes and thinly cut cucumbers and radishes. A plate of roasted yams and potatoes sat next to a small bowl of thick rich gravy, and in the center of the table was a small cooked turkey, the soft white meat steaming, the tasty smell wafting throughout the small dining room.  
 
    DeeAnna, a tiny woman in her late thirties, spread a napkin across her lap. She had short brown hair, small brown eyes and an oval-shaped face. She was unable to have children and that left a touch of sadness to her, but she always wore a slight smile.  
 
    Across from her sat Robert, her loving husband. He was ten years older and had the look of a man that spent his days working hard in the field. He was large, heavily muscled, standing just over six-feet tall. He had a large round head which was shaved bald, and grew a thick yellow beard running from ear to ear. He was a man with a look to be feared, but his eyes betrayed him, for in the dark blue orbs a certain kindness spilled over and you knew he was a man to be trusted.  
 
    Also at the table sat an empty cup and a plate with no food, and Robert and DeeAnna prayed at each meal to be blessed with a child of their own so they would know the joy of parenting.  
 
    The two ate quietly with few words between them. They shared a simple life in a simple time, not much ever changing. The same routines left nothing to the imagination as their part of the world was peaceful and uneventful, and there seemed a void in their lives that only a child could fill.  
 
    A soft knock sounded on the front door and Robert stood, excused himself from the table, and walked slowly into the front room. The couple rarely had unexpected visitors, and when someone did come calling, it was a neighbor from one of the other farms asking to borrow or to inquire about DeeAnna’s health. Sometimes the town healer would make a friendly house call, wondering how they were both getting along since they hardly ever left the farm anymore. DeeAnna never felt like going anywhere and Robert, always worried, never wanted to leave her alone for more than a short while.  
 
    When Robert opened the door, he was stunned to see an older looking man, bare-chested, wearing only trousers and a pair of worn sandals on his feet. He would have been handsome in his youth. He had a strong jaw and a full head of white hair that was streaked with brown and it grew straight, falling just past his shoulders. He had dark brown eyes and lips pursed in determination. He wore a silver chain around his neck that was attached to a strange amulet.  
 
    Oddly, all of that seemed normal compared to the fact that he held a small baby wrapped in a grey tunic. It was crying softly, and all the man said was, “Do you have milk for a hungry baby?”  
 
    DeeAnna swept past Robert, “Yes, of course, please come in.” She reached out hesitantly and Gideon put the baby in her arms.  
 
    “Your child is so beautiful,” DeeAnna said as she took the infant into the house. Gideon stood at the front door patiently as Robert watched his wife fuss with the baby.  
 
    “May I come in?” Gideon asked and Robert turned back around.  
 
    “Yes, of course, please forgive my rudeness. Come in, come in.” Gideon walked into the small house and found DeeAnna already sitting down, holding a small cup of goat milk up to the child’s mouth.  
 
    “My, aren’t you a hungry little angel. Do you have wings under that tunic?” DeeAnna looked up and realized it was the man’s wear. “I have a blanket. Here, take your tunic – you must feel uncomfortable without it.” DeeAnna unwrapped the baby and tossed the tunic over to Gideon, then went into the other room and returned with the child wrapped in a soft yellow blanket.  
 
    “What is the name of the child?” DeeAnna asked as she sat back down to feed the baby.  
 
    Gideon gave her a look and puzzled through the answer. “Her name is Aliha.”  
 
    “Oh, what a beautiful name for such a beautiful baby. Aren’t you, Aliha? Aren’t you just beautiful?” DeeAnna giggled some more as a small tear of joy ran down the side of her face.  
 
    “Are you hungry, sir?” Robert asked. “We were just sitting down to eat, and we have plenty of food.” 
 
    Gideon was about to graciously decline the offer, but the smell of roasted turkey set his stomach to rumbling and he knew he must accept. He had not eaten for quite some time.  
 
    “Yes, thank you, that would be nice.”  
 
    Robert took the healer into the dining room while DeeAnna sat giggling and fussing with the small baby. 
 
    When Gideon approached the table, he saw three place settings, two of which were obviously where the man and woman had sat down to eat before he arrived. The third place sat empty with a clean plate absent of any food and a cup with no liquid.  
 
    “Were you expecting someone else for dinner?” Gideon asked, nodding towards the empty place setting.  
 
    Robert stared at the vacant seat for a moment before a soft smile touched his lips. “Yes. Strangely enough, I think we were waiting for you.”  
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    Year of the Ageless Giant 2300 A.A. 
 
      
 
    Nine Days Earlier 
 
      
 
    Blankets of ice and snow ran red with blood along the base of the Titans. The two towering mountains rose up to the clouds and were given the name because they were the largest in all the realms. They stood at the center of a long chain of mountains that ran a wide stretch the length of Asaria and were sentinels to The Scar – a wide pass that cut through the mountain chain connecting the Northern Kingdom to the warmer, more hospitable southern expanse. Wars had been fought for control of the pass many times and whoever controlled The Scar gained supremacy over the trade routes linking the two very different lands.  
 
     The Northmen were considered giants compared to the smaller men of the south. They were hardened warriors, all standing near to eight feet tall. They accepted no weaknesses in their race, and even the women were large and heavily muscled. They were called the Beoraki and they kept no slaves, choosing to do all the hard labor themselves. Some were miners, some sludge drillers, and others fishermen, but with no exceptions, all the people of the North were warriors.  
 
    The largest and fiercest of all the Northmen was King Ironheart and he wielded a huge two-handed sword named Deathbringer. He swung the blade ferociously, cleaving his enemy in half, running out of the pass ahead of his brutal army of Northmen. Nothing could stop him. He was invincible in his armor of plate mail and he wore the hollowed-out skull of a giant white bear.  
 
    One by one, men from the South fought and died. They fell two at a time, ten at a time, a hundred at a time. Soon, Northmen flowed out from the pass and The Scar became a riverbed of blood as the Southern army was overrun.  
 
    “They’re coming fast and hard! No one retreats! Hold the line and we’ll survive!” Captain Shanks was a young man, but a veteran to the wars. At eighteen summers old, he had killed his first Northman, and by the time he had reached twenty-one, he was leading small skirmishes on the Western border. Now, four years later, he oversaw the entire legion because he was the highest-ranking officer still alive.  
 
    “Archers ready!” and they were. They dipped their arrowtips in fired pitch.  
 
    “Draw…hold…hold…,” Shanks visually measured the distance, held his breath, and yelled, “FIRE!” Hundreds of flaming arrows took flight, lighting the cloudy sky with bright red streaks of heated iron.  
 
    “Ready…draw…FIRE!” The arrows rained down on the advancing Northmen, but the heavily armored warriors took few hits as they churned up the ice and snow in their mad dash to consume the enemy lines.  
 
    Captain Shanks gave his next command, his voice strong and with no sign of intimidation as the huge wall of Northern armor and steel came charging on their position. “Spears ready! Lock shields!” the captain roared, and his line of infantry men thrust out their weapons and a wave of iron shields rolled across their front. 
 
    The Northmen advanced with King Ironheart leading the tidal wave of metal and death. Thirty yards, then twenty yards. 
 
    “AWOOOOOOOOOEEEEEEEE,” several war horns shrieked a baleful assortment of animal cries and the ear-splitting noises broke through the madness before it had a chance to begin, stopping the Northern hoard no more than ten yards from the Southern army. 
 
    “AWOOOOOOOOOEEEEEEEE,” a second blast screeched over the battlefront and all men, both North and South, looked up the rocky hillside to the east where a new army was taking position.  
 
    Kadomi warriors: the hunters of man. The savage beasts were mounted atop their large monstrous lionsteeds – vicious horse-like creatures with thick manes of hair that grew around their long heads, and wicked teeth that stuck out at all angles from their gaping maws.  
 
    The Kadomi were bestial men with long dark hair and beards that covered unwashed faces. They were thickly muscled and wore the skins of animals, as well as chain and plate mail armor. Their teeth were jagged and sharp, and they cried for blood and battle as they suddenly came down in an avalanche of death, and black lions and white wolves followed in their wake.  
 
    The men from both the North and the South became instant allies as the Kadomi came down the hillside in endless waves, and when the armies came together, the result was deafening – a resounding crash that could be heard across the four lands. King Ironheart and Captain Shanks fought side by side. The king’s great two-handed sword, Deathbringer, held true to its name. With a single stroke, he cleaved a Kadomi from shoulder to hip, driving the blade through the lionsteed he rode and deep into the earth, both rider and mount falling in halves, their blood spilling across the frozen ground. 
 
    Captain Shanks fought with two short swords; each hand killing at all angles, driving through Kadomi and lionsteed. He then turned and shoved both blades to the hilt into the chest of a large bestial warrior and then backed away with his blades twirling as it fell dead to the ground before him. The captain sprinted away across the snow, vaulting off a dead horse that sprawled awkwardly across the frozen ground and soaring high into the air, somersaulting over a Kadomi, slashing with both swords and severing its head clean from its body. He landed with grace, down on one knee, ducking a powerful swipe of razor-sharp claws as another enemy rode past. He turned his blade and cut the back legs out from under the charging steed and watched as both rider and mount spilled across the ice and snow. 
 
    A lake of blood began to form upon the frozen ground, melting the snow and causing a light steam to rise from the earth. Soon the battlefield was lost under a misty fog, but still the armies fought and died.  
 
      
 
    ******************** 
 
      
 
    “If we lose this battle, can we expect the Kadomi to go back into their caves?” Gideon was an herb healer, a man of middle age who fought to save lives – not take them. He stood on a lonely hilltop just south of the battle and watched the chaos unfold.  
 
    The old man that stood next to him was his mentor. He had taught Gideon all he knew in the arts of healing, using herbs to make potions to cure diseases, heal battle wounds, and stop the infections that usually followed. Ezeria was a master healer, Gideon his apprentice. They came north with the Southern Army to help with the wounded, but the battle they watched would yield few survivors. 
 
    “They will feed off the dead for quite some time, and then we can only hope they will disperse back into the hills from which they came. We have ourselves to blame; by engaging the Northmen in war, we pulled them from out of their caves. The Kadomi are drawn to blood as is every animal that feeds on the flesh.” Ezeria was tall, old, and stick thin. He had grey hair that grew to the middle of his back and a thin white beard that touched his chest. Around his neck hung a long silver chain attached to a strange amulet. It was triangular and had a round clear crystal that seemed to float at its center. 
 
    “There are always consequences to greed,” Ezeria continued. “It’s a shame that thousands have to die so that the kings of men can wade through gold.” Gideon knew that Ezeria had no love for his brother, the king. He was a healer and he often spoke of King Uriah as a selfish man who cared not for his people and would gladly kill them all for a single piece of silver, but Ezeria cared, and that was why he had volunteered to come north with the king’s war machine. Ezeria came to heal, though, not kill, and Gideon knew the sight of thousands being slaughtered weighed on him heavily.  
 
    “Do we just stand here and watch them all die?” Gideon knew they had no other choice but felt compelled to ask the question anyway. 
 
    Ezeria’s gaze never left the battlefield. “Gideon, if you could save these people, but at the cost of your own life, would you?”  
 
    “Yes,” Gideon replied immediately. 
 
     Ezeria turned to him and smiled. He reached up and took the long silver chain from around his neck and held it in his withered hands. 
 
    “It gives me great comfort to know you have a gentle heart. After I am gone, will you care for your king’s people? My people?” The tone Ezeria spoke in made Gideon nervous.  
 
    “Of course, but that won’t be for many years,” Gideon replied. 
 
    “The king is a young man, compared to me, is he not?” Ezeria fingered the strange amulet, his eyes lost in thought. 
 
    “Yes, he has seen twenty plus summers,” Gideon answered. 
 
    “As have I,” Ezeria said. “And what do you know of magic?” 
 
     “I know nothing of magic – only that it’s dangerous,” Gideon replied as he shook his head in confusion at the seemingly old man that just announced he was young. 
 
    “That is all you need to know about magic!” Ezeria replied harshly, his eyes suddenly cold and staring hard into Gideon’s. “I am the king’s brother, Gideon,” his voice stern. “His twin brother, we are of the same age. Watch and learn,” Ezeria said with sadness in his voice as he held the amulet out at arms length by the long silver chain. “Understand that with magic, almost anything is possible. All it takes to perform miracles is…,” Ezeria’s gaze beheld the amulet and the floating crystal began to spin slowly, giving off a soft glow, and he whispered, “Life.”  
 
    In the distance, huge black thunderclouds came rolling across the sky like massive ocean-born waves, crawling their way over the battlefield. Gideon stood amazed. 
 
       
 
      
 
    ************************* 
 
      
 
    A spray of blood washed across Captain Shanks’ face. Odd, he thought, blood should be warm when it leaves the body, but it was cold, like water from a mountain spring. The Northman in front of him fell to his knees, his head sliding from his shoulders and landing in a puddle of melted snow and blood. The Kadomi that had just killed him smiled a sickening spread, showing teeth that were both sharp and rotten. It licked the blood from the razor-sharp sword it carried, and as the Kadomi eyed Captain Shanks, a huge war-axe split its skull in turn. The armored Northman drove his weapon to the sternum, nearly splitting the Kadomi warrior in half, and left it there when a huge black lion slammed into him from behind, knocking both warriors to the ground and killing the Northman with precision strikes from razor sharp claws. It then leapt away for another kill; its silver mane colored with streaks of blood.  
 
    Captain Shanks was breathless and relieved that the vicious animal went off to kill in another direction as he quickly bent low to cut through a white wolf, then spun around to parry a sword- strike with one of his blades while gutting the Kadomi with the other.  
 
    Shanks rolled left and cut right then charged back and sliced and circled through a spray of blood, and his strength and heart for killing began to waver. He could kill Kadomi and animals all day and into the night and it would not matter. He seemed to stand in the middle of hundreds of thousands, both men and beasts killing each other all around. The sounds of battle echoed in his head as metal clashed and men screamed and animals cried out in high pitched howls before they died. 
 
    As he stood there and watched the dead pile up all around him, ankle-deep in blood, he looked out across the battlefield to see his brave sergeant fighting with amazing skill not ten yards away. Daphaxian was his best friend and they grew up together in an orphanage, and then joined the army when they both turned fifteen summers.  
 
    Daphaxian thrust his deadly iron spear into the chest of a large brutal Kadomi as it raced past on a lionsteed, causing the creature to tumble from its mount. The lionsteed quickly turned on him and he was forced to backstep away and fight on his heels against the fierce creature until a large Northman came roaring past and sank a huge war-axe deep into its left shoulder. The lionsteed cried out and tried to get away but the large Northman was relentless and did not stop until it was dead.  
 
    Daphaxian turned to engage another foe and he saw Captain Shanks ten yards away and he winked and flashed his friend a wide smile. But then Daphaxian’s eyes grew wide and he desperately called out, pointing emphatically behind the captain while reaching down to pluck a spear from off the blood-soaked ice.  
 
    When Shanks spun around, he was ready to die, and time seemed to slow. He watched as a huge black lionsteed left the ground, arcing its way through the air, its full force coming right at him. He could see the hate in its blood-red eyes and in the same instant, a long iron spear whispered past his right ear, flying just over his shoulder and burying itself deep into the lionsteed’s throat, sinking half the length of the iron pole and piercing the beast’s heart.  
 
    Dead, the leaping lionsteed crashed into the captain, knocking him down and pinning him to the ground. Underneath its crushing weight, Shanks could feel broken bones and cracked ribs as the air exploded from his lungs and he laid there gasping for breath.  
 
    Surely, I must be dead, Shanks thought as his head peeked out from underneath the massive weight of the slain lionsteed. All he could do was look up into the sky and the sight he beheld was strange. He watched as dark clouds overhead began spilling out angels with huge white wings. At first there was but a few and a failing smile creased the man’s face. The melted snow and blood sloshed around his head and submerged his ears and stung his eyes while it washed down his throat and made him choke.  
 
    Daphaxian was there trying desperately to roll the dead animal off him, yelling words of encouragement to his friend.  
 
    Shanks struggled for air, blinking furiously to clear his vision while watching as more and more of the white angels fell from the sky, their great wings spreading wide. They soared fast to the battlefield.  
 
    “They are coming… for me,” Captain Shanks choked and slowly a single word began to echo out across the battlefield. Soon, hundreds were yelling the same cry. And then thousands were screaming it.  
 
    “DRAGONS!” 
 
      
 
    ******************** 
 
      
 
    Did you summon the dragons? Are you controlling them? Is this the power of magic? What is happening to you? Gideon wanted to ask Ezeria these questions – and many others, but he was in shock and in total disbelief as he watched the huge white snow dragons descend upon the field of battle. They had wings the color of new-fallen snow and their long necks and bellies were armored in what appeared to be thick sheets of ice. There were scores of the great beasts, swooping down to the icy plains, grabbing up Kadomi and their mounts in one claw and huge black lions in the other, and then driving hard back into the sky. Their great wings pounded the air and sent shockwaves around them, causing a wind to blow across the battlefield equal to the mightiest of storms.  
 
    Gideon turned to Ezeria and was amazed at the sight of the master healer as he watched the old man becoming older. Large tuffs of hair began falling from his head, blowing away in the wind caused by the dragons’ wings. His face, once pale, was now ghost-white, his wrinkles deeper and his cheeks hollow. It was like watching a candle melt, the skin on his arm starting to fall away exposing small amounts of bone and dried blood.  
 
    Gideon reached out, afraid for Ezeria, “What is happening to you?”  
 
    “Don’t touch me, fool!” Ezeria screamed back, his voice the sound of a dead man clinging to life. “This is the price of magic!”  
 
    Ezeria’s gaze never left the amulet. His eyes now bulging as the skin on his face rotted away. Gideon turned back to the scene on the battlefield, his stomach sickened by the fast decay of his old friend and mentor.  
 
    The sounds of battle soon faded and an orchestra of screams from Kadomi and animals filled the air as the snow dragons rained death down upon them. They landed hard upon the frozen plain and the ground trembled beneath them as they tore through the Kadomi. The dragons filled their huge mouths with the screaming beasts while stomping hard the lion and wolf in a spray of blood.  
 
    The armies of the North and South fell back as the Kadomi army fled the battlefield with the dragons in fast pursuit. Many of the beasts were frozen solid by the great blasts of liquid nitrogen that the dragons spewed from their gaping maws. Some were left to stand like vivid ice sculptures while others were crushed into small chunks of ice and blood.  
 
    Gideon stood amazed and watched until the last of the Kadomi were driven off. The snow dragons slowly dispersed as well, climbing back into the clouds circling high above the Titans. Gideon turned to Ezeria’s withered form which lay beneath a crumpled gray robe lying sadly at his feet.  
 
    He bent down and picked up the amulet, the crystal no longer spinning, no longer radiating light, and placed the long silver chain around his neck.  
 
    “I will never use the magic,” Gideon promised himself and his dead friend, “but I will always keep this as a reminder of the day your selfless act saved thousands.”  
 
    He then picked up the body of Ezeria, still wrapped in the grey robes he once wore in life, and walked him across the hillside until he found a small cave to bury him in.  
 
    “This will be your tomb, Ezeria. It is small and modest. Here you will know peace. May Carami receive your gentle spirit into his kingdom and treat you with kindness.”  
 
    Gideon then took the rest of the day to cover the small entrance with rocks so that Ezeria’s bones would never be disturbed. Then he set out towards the camp of what remained of the Southern Army, fabricating a tale of what had happened to the king’s brother, the great man known simply as Ezeria. The master healer’s words echoed in the mind of his humble apprentice as he walked towards the battlefield.  
 
    What do you know of magic, Gideon?  
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    Year of the Frost Horn 2318 A.A. 
 
      
 
    The sky was overcast, and a warm soft rain had been falling on and off all day. The weather set the mood as the townsfolk filed out of the cemetery grounds, wet and somber.  
 
    Aliha stood alone, staring down at the freshly dug grave. She had been standing there all day, her long blonde hair now dripping water down her face and back, her black dress soaked through and clinging to her shapely form. She had just turned eighteen summers and had grown tall, close to six feet, with well toned arms and shoulders. Her legs were long, and she stood with bare feet on the wet grass, her sandals held loosely in each hand. She was beautiful, with crystal blue eyes and a heart shaped face. Standing there, she appeared regal, looking more like a princess than a farmer’s daughter. She would be there all night, lost in thought, flooded with the memories of her mother and father. 
 
    They were good parents – the best really – and had given her a life filled with love. She remembered long days in the fields helping her dad plow, working the farm and milking the cows.  
 
    She had fond memories of her mother as well; helping her in the kitchen and learning to cook. Her mom taught her how to read and write and how to stitch and to make clothes from different fabrics.  
 
    She was raised to one day be a good wife and mother and she cherished the hard work ethic her father had given her. She was expected to marry and take over the farm, raising children and living the kind of life her parents had lived. They had been happy, and it was an honest living, and she had always wanted what they had wanted – until now. Now she didn’t know what she wanted. 
 
    As her parents grew older, their health began to fail. Her mother had died from an illness two years earlier and her father was crushed. She took on all her mother’s responsibilities and helped her father with the care of the farm. Her dad had aged considerably since her mother’s death and it was not long before his health began to waver as well. After two years of health problems, her father finally passed away. He was taken in his sleep two nights ago. It was a peaceful death that came to a man who had lived a good long life. 
 
    He was laid to rest and reunited with the woman he loved so very much, and now Aliha was alone. She had no brothers or sisters, aunts or uncles or grandparents. Besides Timber, her mother and father were all the family she had. The thought gave her a sad feeling that washed over her like the unforgiving rain, which coalesced with the tears that streamed down her face.  
 
    “What will I do now, Father?” Aliha whispered to the fresh grave. When no answer came, she looked to her mother’s headstone. DEEANNA TEMMONS, it read, DEVOTED AND LOVING WIFE AND MOTHER. “What will I do now, Mother?” 
 
    Aliha was distantly aware of the sound of footsteps in the wet grass behind her, but she paid the visitor no mind, assuming it was just another friend of her father’s.  
 
    “I am sorry for your loss, Aliha,” said an old man. 
 
    She didn’t recognize the voice, and when she turned around, she didn’t know the face. He was an old man with thick white hair that grew to shoulder length. His dark brown eyes and strong jaw suggested he was younger than he appeared, but deep wrinkles on his face and hands argued that point. He wore a heavy-looking grey robe that hung down to the old sandals on his feet, and he carried a long wooden staff that he leaned on in a tired manner. 
 
    “Thank you,” Aliha replied as she noticed a dark form standing at the edge of the cemetery grounds. He had the look of a hardened warrior and carried two short swords, one on each hip, their hilts standing out from the decorated scabbards that housed their cruel blades. 
 
    “Did you know my parents?” Aliha asked, suddenly curious of the strange pair. 
 
    “I knew your mother before you were born.” The way the old man stared at her made Aliha uneasy. “You look just like her.”  
 
    “She died two years ago, and most would say I had my father’s look.” Her mother had been short with brown eyes and short brown hair. “Interesting that you show up now.”  
 
    “Yes, well, I came to visit your mother’s grave, and I wanted to see how you’ve grown.” 
 
    “Why?” she asked. “Do I know you? Do you know me?” Aliha had been raised to be polite, but with the death of her father, and the exhaustion of feelings over the last few days, her mood began to sour and her temper became short. “Have you introduced yourself or your friend who plays rude by hiding in shadows?” She could feel the anger rising and she didn’t know why, but it felt good. She was willing to trade emotions; she was tired of being sad. 
 
    “My name is Gideon Saul, and I once loved your mother dearly. I would wish to know – and be friends with – her daughter. I am a master healer from across the sea. The last time I walked this land you were but a day old.” 
 
    “And my name is Teamon Shanks,” said the other stranger as he crossed the cemetery to join the pair. The man was middle-aged and had short dark hair and a brown mustache and goatee. His face was hard, but his eyes caring, and he looked at her as if he could not believe what he saw.  
 
    “Your friend looks at me as if seeing a ghost.” Aliha’s nerves began to unravel. After all she had gone through the past couple of days, these two strangers did not bring her comfort. 
 
    “My apologies, My Lady,” Captain Shanks started, but was cut short by the hot-tempered girl. 
 
    “My Lady?!” Aliha shot back. “Do I look a pretty princess to you?” The sarcasm brought a foul taste to her mouth. She had always been polite to strangers and a part of her was appalled at how she was treating the two men who showed her nothing but kindness. 
 
    “I … don’t…,” Shanks stumbling over the words he could not find. He looked to Gideon for aid, but the old man just shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    Thankfully Aliha cooled, remembering herself.  
 
    “I’m sorry, sir, I…, I have had little sleep these past few days and I just wish to be alone. If you will excuse me,” and with that she walked past the two men, making her way down the smooth stone path, and then for home; a small lonely farmhouse. She had thought to stay graveside all night, which would have been preferable to an empty house, but the intrusion of the strangers changed her mind. There was something odd about the pair – especially how they looked at her 
 
      
 
    **************** 
 
      
 
    “Will yous relax: shes won’t be home till after dark. Now keeps lookin. It gots to be here.”  
 
    “Pax only thought him kepts it here, him don’ts know. We’ve looked everywheres.”  
 
    “And we’ll keeps lookin, sooner we finds it the sooner we be countin our shares.” Both men were dirty, uneducated, and lazy. They had timed it perfectly, passing the girl on the road on her way to the cemetery. Horas had even offered up condolences to Aliha as they passed her by, causing Cabe to snicker, until Horas drove a sharp elbow into his ribs. Cabe’s laugh turned into a series of raspy coughs as the brothers continued down the road.  
 
    When the two men reached the farmhouse, they walked right through the front door and began to sack the place. They turned over furniture, went through cupboards and drawers, and then ransacked the bedrooms. They had plenty of time to search the small home, but there was nothing worth taking. The girl kept no jewelry and the old man had no weapons. Their silverware was not silver, but rather wood and tin. These farmers were poor and lived a meager life. 
 
    “Where is Pax anyhow? He’s the one who said there’s be gold and more. Says the old man be rich. Well I don’t sees no riches, and I don’t sees no Pax. Hes should be helpin us looks.” Cabe kept mumbling until his brother cuffed him upside the head with an unwashed hand. 
 
    “Better watch it, Cabe. Pax hears you talkin like that and we’s both’ll get it.” Cabe’s brother was bigger, but no brighter. “Just keeps lookin, there’s gots to be somethin.” The two brothers continued their search, even pulling up floorboards and knocking big holes in the walls. Their efforts offered up nothing but discouragement. 
 
      
 
    ********************** 
 
      
 
    Pax had entered the small town of Ionasbury early in the morning. He was a stranger and treated as such, given room to move about without being troubled. Like a fly on the wall, he gained bits and pieces of information useful to his cause.  
 
    It was late in the day when the two brothers entered the Silver Spoon tavern. Pax had picked his own table earlier, knowing they would be coming in. The information he had gathered throughout the day allowed him to set the stage so when the ruffians walked into the tavern, he knew right away his pawns had arrived. 
 
    Both men were big, standing well over six feet and easily weighing two hundred and fifty pounds, a mixture of both muscle and fat. They had dark unwashed hair that grew long and thick around large heads that sprouted big noses and square jaws. They wore loose-fitting trousers with a bib front and straps that went over the shoulders. Their overalls were stained with age and they wore them with no shirts, their unwashed bodies free to permeate the air with a foul odor that trailed in their wake.  
 
    They scanned the room with dark beady eyes as they made their way to a table in the back corner, offering rude comments to the other patrons as they slogged on by. One of the brothers, Pax guessing Horas because he was slightly bigger, reached out and slapped the hat off an old man as they passed the table he was sitting at. No one said a word as the dirty pair sat down at their usual table, and when the old man reached down to pick his hat up from off the floor, Horas simply called over to him in a threatening voice. “Leave it!” and the sorry fellow did.  
 
    Pax watched the two brothers as they harassed the bar wench that served them each a large mug of ale. They made lewd comments and Horas slapped the young lady on the backside as she left their table. The wench turned her head and gave a biting remark that made the loathsome pair laugh, and again, no one said a word.  
 
    The old man’s name was Isakar and he stared down at his hat as it sat crumpled on the floor. He had been a weapons-maker from a different land in what seemed like another life, but that was the distant past and now he was but a simple farmer. He lived alone because his wife of forty years had recently died of an aging disease, and their only son had been taken from them as a child.  
 
    Isakar had few friends and no one brave enough to stand up for him now, until a dark stranger in a long black cloak swept past him gracefully. In one fluid motion, he kicked the old man’s hat straight up into the air, caught it, and twirled it on his finger before dropping it on the old man’s head as he passed without a second glance. Every patron in the tavern stared at the stranger with a fearful mix of shock and apprehension as he approached the brothers’ table, pulled out a chair, and sat with a charming smile.  
 
    “You are the brothers Horas and Cabe?” Pax asked as he reached over, grabbed up Cabe’s ale mug, and took a long pull. The brothers stared at the man with incredulity and anger, and when the stranger spat the brown liquid back into the mug and cursed in disgust, Horas stood up from his chair and towered over the table, fuming mad.  
 
    “You guys are famous in Asaria. Everones heard a yous,” Pax said, imitating their idiotic vernacular, but he was so charming that the brothers couldn’t tell they were being mocked. They exchanged a curious glance.  
 
    “I would like to hire the famous Ionasbury Brothers. For that is what you are called in the dark alleys of Asarian City. I am on a quest to recover a king’s lost treasure from Asaria, and I will split it with you if you help me.” As Pax spoke in a hushed tone, Horas slowly sat down, not quite knowing what to make of the man.  
 
    “Hows do we finds it?” Cabe asked with suspicion. “I‘ve nevers heard a no treasure of kings.” 
 
    “Ya, nevers heard a no treasure,” commented Horas.  
 
    “Long ago, there was a ship that run aground off the coast of Perlosia,” Pax weaved his tale, just winging it. He could have said anything and the brothers would have still been struck dumb. He bait the hook with a good lie and started to reel the two fish in. “It was an Asarian merchant ship, and another vessel, one crewed by men from Ferrinbay, found the ship and recovered the treasure.” 
 
    “Whats a vassal?” Cabe interrupted with suspicion.  
 
    “Yeah, what’s a vassal?” Horas repeated.  
 
    “It’s a boat,” Pax said with a trace of irritation. “And don’t interrupt me again. Now, the crew acquired the ship’s treasure –” 
 
    “Whats acquired?” Cabe interrupted again.  
 
    “Yeah, whats acquired?” Horas repeated suspiciously. 
 
    “The idiots from your land stole treasure from mine, and I want it back.” It was like talking to children and Pax could see now that he had to keep it simple. He leaned back in his chair and opened his cloak to expose his chain mail and sword. He sat relaxed, but there was a threatening air of intimidation as he spoke.  
 
    “There was a man on that ship by the name of Temmons,” Pax continued. “I believe he has the treasure hidden at his residence. You must go there and steal it. You are the famous Ionasbury Brothers, and it would be a perfectly smashing tale for me to take back to Asaria.” 
 
    “Temmons is dead.” Cabe replied. 
 
    “What’s Asarias?” Horas asked but was ignored. 
 
    “The old mans lived here alls his life. My pa says he’s a poors old farmer, an aint gots no gold, and he aints got no treasure,” said Cabe as he shook his head. 
 
    “Gots no treasure,” Horas mumbled, just trying to be a part of the conversation. 
 
    “He could not reveal it, or he would have been given away,” Pax said, lowering his voice. “The old man’s funeral will be tomorrow. I will meet you at the farm at midday. The house will be empty for us to search.” With that, Pax rose gracefully to leave, but was stopped when Cabe asked.  
 
    “What’s midday?”  
 
    “Ya, what’s midday?” Horas repeated.  
 
    “When the sun is right above your head,” and Pax left the tavern, locking eyes just briefly with the old man he had helped only moments ago. There was something familiar about him. Pax felt the urge to sit and talk with the old man, but there was no time. The others would be coming through the small town soon and he didn’t want to be seen. He would go and scout the Temmons farm.  
 
    While on his journey across the Eastern Ocean, Pax had heard the name Temmons and the words, ‘retrieve the treasure.’ He was curious to see what had brought him all the way to this dreary continent, and that made him move all the quicker.  
 
     Isakar watched Pax leave the tavern, and he too felt that same tug of recognition, for he was also an Asarian and it made him reach up and touch the iron pendant that hung loosely around his neck.  
 
      
 
    ********************** 
 
      
 
    “Theres nothin here, Horas, I’m a tellin ya. We’ve looked everwheres.” 
 
    “We’s aint looked in the barn,” Horas replied. They were starting to get nervous. They had been there all day and they knew Aliha could return home at any moment. It was already getting dark and they had found nothing but disappointment. 
 
    “Maybe Pax found it alreadys and left,” Cabe said. “Maybe he’s not lookin to shares the treasure.” As Cabe finished the statement, the front door opened and Aliha walked in. She stopped and stared at the two men standing in the middle of her wrecked home.  
 
     “Hi, boys,” she said with a look of confusion. “Can I help you find something?” She calmly picked up an overturned chair and sat down. 
 
     “Don’t gives us any trouble, girl,” Cabe warned. “Just gives us the gold and we’s wont hurts ya.” 
 
    “What gold?” she asked. “Are you drunk, Cabe?” 
 
    “Aliha,” Cabe growled, “we’res not messin around.”  
 
     “Not messin around,” Horas threatened. 
 
    “Maybe I won’t hurt you, Horas,” she said calmly. “Maybe my friends wont hurts yas neither,” she drawled. 
 
    Horas and Cabe exchanged a look of mock fear, followed by laughter.  
 
    “Yous aint got no friends,” Cabe started to say, when a large black wolf walked through the front door and stopped at Aliha’s side. Two more wolves followed in and began moving throughout the house, hunting carefully, sniffing everything. Horas and Cabe stood frozen with fear and Aliha just sat there scratching at the wolf’s head.  
 
    “Why are you here, Cabe? You know I don’t have any gold. Have you two gone crazy or something?” She was angry but knew these two were like dealing with children.  
 
    “I’m sorries, Aliha. Wasn’t our idea anyhows – it was Pax – he’s the ones that sent us heres. I didn’t wants to, but Pax’s said he’d hurts us bad.” Cabe was babbling and on the verge of crying. All he wanted to do was get out of there. Horas just stood there repeating everything Cabe said.  
 
    “Who is Pax?” she asked, thinking of the two strangers she had met earlier.  
 
    “We’s never saws him before. Comes ta us at the Silvers Spoon, and we’s mindin’ our own business,” while Cabe spoke, Horas stood still, shaking his head and softly repeating his brother’s words. They both eyed the large wolves that had taken over the house. “And this warrior comes over and sits at ours table. He says he’d hurts us bad if we didn’t steals yer gold.” Cabe stammered. 
 
     “Steals yer gold,” Horas put in. 
 
     “My gold?” Aliha asked. “Were there two other men with Pax, like an old man and a warrior carrying two swords?” She knew they were connected somehow. 
 
     “No, just Pax, but he’s had a sword, too, and we’s were scared, Aliha,” Cabe stammered. 
 
    “If you never come back here, I’ll let you both go. Come back here and I’ll let the wolves kill you. Do you understand me, Cabe? Horas, are you listening to me?” They both nodded their heads repeatedly.  
 
    “Yes, ma'am,” the brothers said eagerly.  
 
    “Now get on home, the both of ya, and don’t run or my friends will chase ya and eats ya!” The men’s eyes grew wide as they moved slowly for the door. Cabe once more begged for forgiveness but Aliha just shook her head.  
 
    “Just go,” she said with disgust.  
 
    Aliha went to the door and watched as the brothers took off running down the road. While she stood there, she had the strange feeling she was being watched and she stared out into the early darkness but saw only trees and shadows. The two wolves walked past her and moved out into the yard, sniffing at the air and ground before running off behind the house.  
 
    Aliha turned and found Timber still sitting next to the chair so she closed and locked the door and sat back down next to the large wolf. She surveyed the damage around her as she stroked the animal behind the ears. The situation could have been worse if her forest friends had not been with her. She knew the two brothers could be dangerous, but around wolves, most people were cowards. But not Aliha; she had loved Timber from the first day they met.  
 
    Aliha was six years old and with her father in the forest to the south. They had been gathering firewood in preparation for the long winter. In fact, she remembered it had started to snow that evening. Her father would pull her in a big wooden sled that he had fashioned out of an old tree that had been downed by lightening. They would go into the thick stand of trees about fifty yards and then fill the sleigh with pieces of wood. Her father would use his axe to cut the larger pieces down to size, and she would gather twigs and fire brush. When the sled was full, her father would pull it back to the wagon, which was just on the outskirts of the forest. They would load the firewood into the wagon, and then go back into the dark woods for another load.  
 
    They had made several trips back and forth when the snow began to fall heavy. Her dad told her it would be their last trip, so she decided to get extra twigs, setting off into the forest in search of a large armful. Her father was busy loading the sleigh and chopping wood, so he didn’t notice she had wandered off. When he was done and the sled was full, he looked around for his sweet little daughter.  
 
    “Aliha, honey, lets go!” Robert called out. He waited and no reply. “Aliha!” he said louder. “Let’s go! We’re done here.” He waited. 
 
    “ALIHA!!!”  
 
    She walked through the snow as it fell in large heavy flakes all around her. Aliha was amazed at how deep it was; up past her tiny ankles and falling fast, and when she saw a white bunny ahead disappearing into the brush, she squealed in delight and ran after the furry animal.  
 
    Aliha chased the rabbit as it darted through the forest and she continued her pursuit for some time until she realized she could not catch it. With her hands on her hips and a pouty look on her face, she began turning in circles. It didn’t take her long to realize she was not only lost, but alone.  
 
    “Daddy!” Aliha cried out. “DADDY!” she screamed again and was suddenly scared. She started off in the direction she thought she had come. She looked for her tracks, but the snow fell heavy and it didn’t take long before they were covered. With tears streaming down her face and wearing a blanket of snow, she walked on, crying out for her dad and hugging herself tight. It was dark and cold, and worst of all; she was going to be in big trouble when her father finally found her.  
 
    Aliha wandered through the trees with only the light of the moon to guide her until she broke into a small clearing. Immediately, her eyes were drawn to a large flat stone sticking up out of the ground. She approached it slowly and knelt in the snow and brushed the gathering of cold flakes away to reveal five letters scratched into the hard surface. A-L-I-H-A.  
 
    “Funny,” she whispered, “that’s how mommy spells my name.” She traced the letters with a small finger and wondered why her name was on the flat stone. Aliha sat there for some time while the snow built up around her and she touched the engraving continuously with her reaching hand. She was lost in thought when the fetid stench of animal breath brought her back to her senses. She turned her head slowly, suddenly realizing the warm air gusting against the back of her neck was not the wind, but the breath escaping from the large mouth of what appeared to be a very large black dog.  
 
    Aliha knew she should be scared, but she wasn’t. As she stood and faced the animal that was sitting calmly, she reached out and scratched the dark fur between its eyes. She stepped closer and worked her fingers up over its head, stopping to scratch the large ears, then for some reason wrapped both arms around the wolf’s neck and gave it a big hug. She knew then and there that everything was going to be ok. As the animal stood, Aliha stepped back, but she kept one hand tight to the soft fur on its neck, and as the wolf began to slowly move away, she turned with it. Holding on and keeping pace, the girl walked with the wolf. It led her through the forest back the way she had come, and soon she heard the distant cry from her father.  
 
    “Aliha, where are you!?” Robert yelled again in desperation.  
 
    “Over here, Daddy!” Aliha yelled back. “I’m coming!” and they called back and forth to each other, each time their voices getting louder and clearer. Finally, they stood not twenty feet from each other and when her father saw her, his face went from relief to horror. The site of his daughter standing next to, and holding on to, a very large timber wolf filled Robert with dread, but Aliha’s soft voice calmed him just a bit.  
 
    “Look, Daddy, this dog helped me to find you. I was lost and there was this rock, and it had my name on it.” As Aliha spoke, she began walking towards her father. Robert was still grounded to the spot. He stared at the wolf as it just sat there watching them. The animal showed no sign of aggression, but Robert’s heart pounded against his chest anyway.  
 
    “Then the dog found me and let me hug it and led me back to you. Can we keep it?” Aliha asked as she came to stand before her father. She turned to the wolf and called, “Come here!” patting her tiny hands to her tiny legs.  
 
    “No, Aliha, don’t,” Robert said, his voice breathless. The wolf made no move, but just sat there and watched.  
 
    “But why, Daddy? She’s nice and…,” Robert cut her short.  
 
    “It’s a wolf! Now let’s go – slowly.” Robert grabbed Aliha’s hand and began to back away. Aliha stared at the animal as she slowly backpedaled with her father.  
 
    “Wolf,” Aliha repeated in amazement. 
 
    They made their way back to the wagon and headed for home. Aliha couldn’t help but stare into the forest hoping to get a glimpse of the wolf that had just saved her life.  
 
      
 
      
 
    ******************** 
 
      
 
    Pax was hiding in the dark shadows of a tool shed when Aliha came home. He had searched the barn and surrounding buildings and found nothing of interest. He knew the brothers were still inside searching the house and he smiled to himself as he wondered what entertainment the two brothers might find in her. He thought about making his way across the yard to watch the excitement, but the appearance of three large wolves changed his mind. He expected to hear screams as the animals would undoubtedly tear into both men and girl, but there was only silence.  
 
    It was unnerving. Pax ran low, a shade across the open yard, and ducked deep into a row of bushes across the open doorway. What he saw was also unnerving: the girl sitting in a chair while petting the huge wolf like a family pet.   
 
    Pax watched as the two brothers soon left the house unharmed and when the two wolves exited the house shortly after, he ducked deeper into the shadows. He then waited for the girl to go back inside her house and shut the door to make his quick exit. Keeping low to the ground, Pax ran quietly away from the farm.  
 
      
 
    ******************** 
 
      
 
    The next morning was bright and warm. The storm from the previous day had left a wet soft mud that slowly dried up as the sun’s rays laid a warm blanket upon the ground. Aliha, too, felt a little better, her gray mood slowly disappearing like the dark clouds from yesterday’s gloomy weather.  
 
    Her father had been old and his health in a slow decline for many years, and even though she missed him greatly, there was some relief that he was now at rest.  
 
    She had been awake since dawn, rising early to watch the sun rise with Timber at her side. Her chores were all but completed as she stood next to a large chicken coop, throwing handfuls of seed onto the ground. It was all a routine for Aliha, everything she had just done this morning, she had done every morning for as long as she could remember. When her father was alive, taking care of the farm had meaning. She did it for him. Now that he was gone, could she continue living this way? Did she want to? She thought about selling the farm and moving to…somewhere…to do …something. Where would she go? What could she do? This life was all she knew. In a way, she felt stuck. Trapped.  
 
    A deep growl resonated through Timber’s thick body and Aliha turned towards the farmhouse and saw a man standing there. He had just come around the corner and stopped when the wolf took notice of him. Timber stalked towards him, the hair on her back rising, the growl becoming deeper and more sinister. Aliha realized it was one of the men she had met in the cemetery the day before. He had both his swords sheathed and made no attempt at reaching for them.  
 
    “Timber, relax,” Aliha said and the wolf stopped. She moved up beside the animal and put her hand atop its head.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” Aliha called out in a firm tone to the man across the yard.  
 
    “We came to see you,” called out the old man as he walked around the corner of the house.  
 
    Timber took off in a mad dash towards the pair and Shanks instinctively put both hands to his weapons.  
 
    “Timber, no!” Aliha yelled out, chasing after the wolf.  
 
    “It’s ok,” Gideon said to keep Shanks from drawing his blades. He reached out with a careful hand as the wolf pulled up short and he pet the animal with affection. “I remember you too, old friend,” Gideon whispered.  
 
    Aliha was shocked at how the old man was able to pet the large wolf.  
 
    “No one has ever touched her but me,” Aliha said. “Not even my father dared to put hands upon her. How is it that you, a total stranger, can do so?”  
 
    “I’m just good with animals, I guess,” replied Gideon. “We are heading back to the coast today and will be leaving this land. I wanted to make sure you were ok and tell you good-bye. I know you do not know me, but I loved your mother dearly and I wanted to see you one last time before we left.”  
 
    “What land are you sailing to?” Aliha asked curiously.  
 
    “Asaria,” Gideon said, hoping to catch her interest. “Have you been there, by chance?” and Aliha indicated that she had not. “Oh, the adventures we have had there. Am I right, Captain Shanks?”  
 
    “You are a captain?” she asked the man curiously. “Of a boat?”  
 
    “No, your high…,” Shanks started to say, but then coughed to cover his mistake and a strange look crossed her face. “Aliha,” he continued, “I was captain of the king’s guard.” 
 
    “You have kings where you are from?” Aliha asked. “And queens?” 
 
    “And princesses,” the captain added with a smile.Gideon cut in, giving the other man a sour look. “Yes, yes, we have kings and knights and maidens and monsters.” 
 
    “Monsters,” Aliha repeated. “What kind?” The girl’s tone was edged with disbelief. 
 
    “Oh, all kinds,” Gideon replied. “There are giants and dragons and other monstrous beasts.” 
 
    “Is there magic?” Aliha asked. 
 
    “What do you know of magic?” Gideon asked nervously.  
 
    “I know nothing about magic,” Aliha replied. “But a traveler came through here once when I was a little girl and he said he could do magic.” 
 
    “The man showed you magic?” Gideon asked in disbelief. 
 
    “Yes,” Aliha said, sounding offended. “He made flowers appear out of nowhere, pulled a rabbit out of a hat, and even made a silver coin come from out of my ear. He said it was magic.” 
 
    “I would have loved to see that,” Gideon said to the captain, and they both laughed. 
 
    “You don’t believe in magic?” Aliha asked defensively. 
 
    “On the contrary, Aliha, I do believe in magic. But the magic I have seen is very dangerous.” 
 
    “Why?” Aliha asked. 
 
    “It just is,” Gideon replied. “Would you like to see a land with kings, monsters, and magic?” 
 
    “Are you asking me if I wish to accompany two strange men to a distant and foreign land?” Aliha asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Yes, I guess I am,” Gideon said as he smiled. 
 
    Aliha felt she could trust the two men, but could she really leave the only place she had ever known? Did she have the courage? She could leave the farm in the care of her father’s friend, Joseph, but could she leave her home and go out into the wider world?  
 
    “Let me ask you this,” Gideon said. “Do you have any reason to stay?” His look was sympathetic, but then his old face quickly brightened and his eyes twinkled. “Come with us and it will be a grand adventure, I promise,” Gideon continued with excitement. “You can return home any time you wish.”  
 
    Aliha was stricken with the thought of abandoning her home. All her memories of her parents were rooted to the farm and leaving suddenly was nothing but foolish and impossible.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said quietly, “I can’t.” 
 
      “Of course you can, Aliha,” Gideon replied with a smile. “You belong in Asaria.”  
 
    “What does that even mean?” she asked with a hint of anger. “You don’t know me, and you know nothing about me.” Aliha turned away from them and walked to the back door to her small house. “Please be on your way.”  
 
    “But, Aliha, please reconsider,” was all Gideon could say before she closed the door behind her.  
 
    Aliha slowly walked through her house and searched for any reason to stay. She went through each room and looked for more than just old memories and found that everything she loved about her home was dead and gone. Tears flooded her eyes as she panicked and ran to the front door. She put her hand on the knob but struggled with opening it. Could she leave? she asked herself. Was she brave enough to go out into the world and prove she could be more than a simple farm girl? 
 
    “Wait!” Aliha called out as she threw open the door and found the two men pulling away in a small wagon led by two brown horses. “I have changed my mind!” she yelled, and she ran through her house and began packing a bag for the long road ahead. She wrote down a few specific instructions for her father’s friend, and then picked up her things and walked outside into the yard. Aliha turned and eyed the farm she grew up on and a small tug of regret pulled on her senses. She would miss her home and she pretended her parents were standing in the doorway, waving goodbye and wishing her luck. Aliha waved back and then blew a kiss before climbing up into the back of the wagon. She made herself comfortable on a pile of blankets and called Timber to join her. The black wolf jumped up into the wagon and laid down next to her as Shanks shook the reins and the two horses began pulling the wagon on down the road.  
 
    The ache of leaving everything behind grew as she watched her home slowly disappear into the distance. Part of her wanted to jump down from the wagon and run back home. The small girl inside her wanted as much, but the woman she had become let the feeling pass and Aliha said not a word. She was aware of the old man giving her words of encouragement and promising a grand adventure and Aliha nodded in agreement, but still said nothing. 
 
    They stayed at Joseph’s house only for a short time, long enough to explain her intentions and travel plans. At first, Joseph and his wife begged Aliha to reconsider, reminding her that she knew nothing about the two strangers she traveled with. In the end, though, she simply thanked the couple for agreeing to take care of her farm and with strong looks of skepticism, the pair watched as Aliha pulled away. 
 
    They traveled for three days, making camp each night and talking over a warm campfire. Aliha would repeatedly ask the pair if they had relatives that she might have known, explaining the feeling of familiarity she had for the two men. Gideon and the good captain just shook their heads and said “no” and Aliha soon abandoned the thought entirely. 
 
    When they finally reached the Port of Ferrinbay, Aliha was breathless. She had never seen a city before and the tall buildings and large amounts of people excited her. They rode the wagon through the busy streets all the way to the docks. Shanks made a leash out of a piece of rope and advised Aliha to keep Timber on it until they were aboard the ship. The people of Ferrinbay were not comfortable with wolves, even those kept as pets. 
 
    The docks were lined with both small and large vessels. Merchant ships and fishing boats were all about the harbor, but one in particular stood out from all the rest.  
 
    “Like a Northman standing over an Asarian,” Shanks said with a smile and Gideon agreed as they both stared up at the massive ship. 
 
    They made their way to a long gangplank and walked carefully up until they boarded the ship. This was the first time Aliha had seen the ocean, and the first time she had set foot upon a boat. Aliha’s stomach was already turning and they hadn’t even left the harbor yet. 
 
    “A young girl and a wolf, Gideon, is that what we sailed across the Eastern Ocean to find?” 
 
    Gideon just smiled at the man as he walked across the deck to stand before the small party.  
 
    “Aliha, this is Sergeant Daphaxian, a very impossible man. You will want to stay away from him,” Gideon’s tone was serious. 
 
    Daphaxian stepped forward and bowed. He was tall and handsome with black tangled hair that was long about his head and piercing dark eyes that twinkled with charm. The man had a thin black goatee and a shadow of a beard along his sturdy jaw, and he was dressed in leather armor and a warm black cloak. For an instant, Aliha thought she recognized the man. 
 
    “Please, call me Daphaxian. Have we met before, Aliha?” 
 
    The girl thought yes, but said, “I don’t know, have we?” 
 
    “Have you been to Asaria before?” Daphaxian asked. 
 
    “No,” Aliha replied while shaking her head. “Have you visited Ionasbury lately?” 
 
    “No,” Daphaxian answered with a charming smile. 
 
    “There you have it,” Gideon cut in, “you are both strangers to each other. Now, Daphaxian, if you will please go and advise Captain Barstill that we have returned, we can set sail and be on our way.” Gideon turned to Aliha and offered to lead her to the cabin she would be staying in for the long journey across the sea. 
 
    Daphaxian and Shanks watched them walk off across the long deck.  
 
    “She looks familiar,” said Daphaxian with a long smile before walking off to find the captain of the ship. 
 
    Shanks stood there with a troubled look on his face. He knew that Aliha did indeed look just like her mother, the queen, and the fact that her name was the same just complicated things even more. Hiding her from King Uriah should prove to be quite difficult.  
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    The bowsprit hung high above waves that crashed into the huge ship, a white spray washing against the figurehead – a mighty white bear of the North. The name IRONHEART was large across the stern, declaring to the vast ocean it was not afraid as the galley drove hard through the cold waters. 
 
    They had been at sea for only a fortnight, but to Aliha it felt much longer. She was just getting over the sickness caused by the rolling waves, having spent the first seven days pouring her insides out into the dark waters. She had eaten little and spent most of her time in her cabin, wishing silently that they would take her back to Ferrinbay. She was already missing her old life and began to feel lonely, even though she always kept Timber by her side.  
 
    After two weeks on the ocean, and many meals lost, her stomach began to harden, and she slowly adapted to the strange motion of sea travel. She was still weak and a shade of white, almost the color of the huge Northmen that sailed the vessel. Aliha called them snowmen, although, not to their faces. They were called the Beoraki, and they were tall men – easily eight feet – with large muscular frames. Their powerful build made it easy for them to perform all tasks aboard the massive ship. They had thick white hair that hung long and straight down their backs. Many wore their hair braided, using animal teeth and claws to decorate the long strands. Their beards were thick and the color of snow, and their skin had the sparkle of frost while their eyes and lips a soft tint of blue. The Northmen wore thick wool tunics and breeches while on board the ship but would change into their heavy furs once they reached their homeland.  
 
    Gideon explained to her that the Northman’s armor and weapons were the best in the four lands, explaining how no steel was stronger or sharper than theirs. They were incredible warriors, strong sailors, and a people forged with honor and pride. Captain Shanks had said that the men from the South thought these people to be barbarians, but after spending many years living amongst them, he found the Southern people to be barbaric in comparison. 
 
    “You can trust the Beoraki,” Shanks had told her. “If they don’t like you, they will tell you. They don’t practice in deceit or string you along with lies as do the men from the South. They will not stab you in the back but prefer to split your front while looking you in the eye. They are a mighty people and you will never be safer than when you are under the protection of a Northman.” 
 
    They still intimidated her, and they weren’t very friendly. They spent more time trying to know Timber than they did her. They considered her weak and hardly gave her a look, and never a second thought. 
 
    Aliha was thankful that Gideon and Shanks were so kind, and even the charming Daphaxian treated her well. There was also another woman on board, and she was from the North, not quite as large as the men from her homeland, but still an imposing figure. Her name was Gretta and she had a long face with sharp features, cold blue eyes and long hair the color of ice. She kept it braided and it ran the length of her solid torso, ending at her lower back. She was considered beautiful amongst her race, and deadly. She boasted she could out-fight and out-drink any man, Northern blood or from the South. Gretta made it clear that any fool that tried to court her would have to best her in battle. She could fight with sword or axe and was deadly accurate with the longbow. They called her the Ice Queen. 
 
    Aliha was too scared to ask why, even though Gretta loved to talk to her. She assumed it was because they were the only two women on board the massive ship. She would sit in Aliha’s cabin and just talk about anything and everything. Aliha had been too sick to really engage in conversation, but she did enjoy listening to the large woman. It helped take her mind off her troubled stomach.  
 
    Now that she was starting to feel better, she could go up on deck and join the large community of ocean voyagers. Aliha loved to watch them train. She had never handled a weapon before, but after watching Gretta wield her sword against her fellow Northmen, she asked if she could be taught to fight. One of the large men laughed and called her a “Southern Princess,” which was an insult in the Northman tongue, meaning that she was too weak for battle. Gretta gave him a right cross with a hard fist, laying him low to the deck. She stepped on his back, hard, driving the wind from his lungs on her way over to Aliha.  
 
    “I shall train you myself, with the help of our good Captain Shanks,” and she looked over to the captain and he nodded his head. “And the pretty boy from the South,” she finished, giving Daphaxian a seductive smile. 
 
    He bent forward in a graceful low bow and said, “It will be my pleasure, but only if the beautiful Ice Queen grants me a kiss.”  
 
    Gretta smiled coyly. “I will, Sergeant, but only after I cut your head from your fanciful body,” and they all laughed at that, even the burley warrior she had knocked to the deck, who was just now rising to his feet and rubbing a bruised jaw.  
 
     So that was how Aliha spent her long journey aboard the IRONHEART as it crossed the vast Eastern Ocean. Each day she would train hard, wielding sword, staff, and bow.  
 
    Aliha also spent time with Gideon, who taught her how to heal. He showed her which herbs could save lives, cure diseases, and numb the body from pain.  
 
    “It is better to save lives than take them,” Gideon would say and Aliha became an apprentice healer.  
 
    He also taught her the ways of the four lands. What she needed to know to stay alive. He told her stories of the kings and queens, both ancient and new. Her favorite story was the one about a queen giving birth to a princess while her castle was being over-run. It was only by the help of a powerful wizard that they survived.  
 
    He also taught her how to meditate and how to find peace within herself when chaos was unfolding all around her. There were many lessons to be learned at the Temple of Carami, and one night as Gideon was alone in his small cabin, he sat with his back straight and his legs crossed, deep in meditation. Soft images began floating across his mind.  
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    Gideon walked quickly down to the base of the hill, coming onto a plain covered with dead bodies. For as far as the eye could see, there was carnage – men and animals, and those that were both. 
 
    He moved west along the shore of the dead and could see the large camp of survivors from the South – the men King Uriah brought to die. As Gideon walked into the camp, the eyes of exhausted men fell upon him. A chorus of moans and the last cries before dying could be heard all around as healers shouted orders and holy men recited prayers for the dead. There was chaos and blood, a visible stench that was both horrible to see and smell.  
 
    “Gideon, where have you been? Where is Ezeria?” The soldier appeared suddenly, his urgency bringing Gideon out from the nightmare he was watching. 
 
    “He’s dead,” was all Gideon could say, the events unfolding around him leaving him speechless. 
 
    “Dead? How?” The soldier’s eyes were wide with fear. He was young, only twenty summers old and his face was twisted in panic. 
 
    “It was a wolf,” the healer lied. “It strayed from the battlefield and caught us unaware,” and Gideon looked away, not wanting to explain further. 
 
    “Captain Shanks is severely injured and they sent me to find Ezeria. Jonas and Anah are working on him, but they say he will die. Daphaxian is mad with grief and no one dares go near him.” 
 
    “Where are they?” Gideon asked. 
 
    “They have taken him to the med tent.” 
 
    “I want Captain Shanks moved to the command tent,” Gideon said as he followed the soldier through the maze of injured and dying men.  
 
    “Why?” the soldier asked. “Daphaxian won’t allow you to move his body.” 
 
    “I was Ezeria’s apprentice and I believe I can save him. I must be alone with him, though.” Then Gideon asked as an afterthought, “Where is King Uriah?” 
 
    “The king has gathered his personal guard and is heading back to the South,” replied the young soldier.  
 
    Good, Gideon thought. The king was the last person he wanted to see. Uriah’s lust for war caused this carnage to happen.  
 
    “You must hurry,” Gideon commanded as they continued through the camp. “Meet me in the command tent with the captain.” 
 
    The soldier just stared at Gideon. He was afraid and shaking his head. 
 
    “I can save him, now go!” Gideon pushed the young man in the direction of the med tents, and the soldier took off running through the camp as fast as he could. 
 
    Gideon made his way to the command tent and waited nervously inside until the tent flaps finally opened and Daphaxian entered alone. 
 
    “Are you mad, Gideon? Shanks cannot be moved! He has everything he needs in the med tent, if you want to help him, go there!” Daphaxian was smeared with blood and he was exhausted. It was clear that his desperation and anger were all that kept him going. 
 
    “He must not be allowed to die in front of his men!” Gideon shouted back. “Bring the things I need from the med tent here! I have a better chance of saving him if I can work on him alone, without the distractions of other dying men!” 
 
    Daphaxian looked at Gideon through tired eyes, shaking his head slowly.  
 
    “You’re right,” Daphaxian said in defeat. “The men must not watch him die.” He spoke softly now, a sad wash putting out the fire he once had. Daphaxian turned and left the tent in haste, leaving Gideon alone with his thoughts.  
 
    The healer reached up and touched the amulet he wore around his neck and he prayed that the magic would come to him as it had for Ezeria. He had heard stories of the great man performing miracles in healing, but he thought it was with skill – not magic. Now Gideon knew the truth of it, and he waited to see if he could perform a miracle of his own. 
 
    Daphaxian soon returned with two other soldiers carrying the captain’s body on a long stretcher. Jonas and Anah followed close behind, arguing with the sergeant. They laid the dying man on a table, his blood flowing freely and staining the maps that covered the long planks of wood. 
 
    “Gideon, what are you doing?” Jonas asked, sounding more than irritated. “We might still be able to save him, but we need the supplies in the med tent.” 
 
    Gideon had thought that Daphaxian would bring the things they needed, but when he looked at the defeated sergeant, it was clear that Daphaxian had brought his friend to the tent so he could be alone with him when he died.  
 
    “Then bring the supplies here,” Gideon said as he turned away to inspect Shanks.  
 
    Jonas looked at Daphaxian and the sergeant simply nodded his head, then he turned to the soldiers that had carried Shanks into the tent. “Go with them. Help them bring back everything they need.” Daphaxian’s tone made it clear that he knew it wouldn’t make any difference. His only friend was about to die, and he was ready to accept it. 
 
    “I wish to be alone with the captain,” Gideon said to Daphaxian as Jonas and the others fled from the tent. 
 
    “Too bad,” replied Daphaxian as he turned to his long-time friend and watched him slowly bleed out. 
 
    Gideon took a deep breath and tried to calm himself.  
 
    “Then watch the entrance, make sure no one comes in, and it would be best if,” Gideon took another deep breath as he lifted the necklace from around his neck. “It would be best if you forget what you are about to see.”   
 
    Daphaxian looked at Gideon as though he were crazy. “What? Have you lost your mind, healer?”  
 
    Gideon said nothing as he held out the amulet, the long silver chain held tight in his hand. 
 
    “What are you doing, Gideon?” Daphaxian asked, beginning to think the healer really was crazy. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Gideon whispered. He wasn’t sure what he was supposed to do to make the magic work. He began to doubt himself and wondered if Ezeria had even used the amulet to summon the dragons, but then a tiny spark of blue light showed itself deep inside the crystal. Gideon focused on the small glimmer, begging it to allow him to heal the dying captain.  
 
    Daphaxian’s eyes grew wide as the floating crystal in the center of the triangular shaped amulet began to spin.  
 
    “Gideon,” Daphaxian breathed in amazement, watching as the crystal began to glow, a soft blue light falling all around Captain Shanks’ body. 
 
    Gideon looked deep inside the gemstone and the magic filled his eyes. He was shown in his mind all of the dying man’s injuries – a collapsed lung, shattered ribs and a failing heart, accompanied by severe internal bleeding. Shanks had little time left to live and Gideon began to panic, starting to doubt that he could help the captain, but then the amulet’s power took hold and a queasy feeling gripped his insides. Gideon focused deeper on the glowing crystal and a visible scroll opened inside his mind. Words he could not comprehend slowly unscrambled and he began to mumble the language shown to him, but he spoke in a tongue unknown to man. 
 
    Before Daphaxian’s own eyes, Shanks began to heal. He watched as the captain’s open wounds slowly began to seal up, leaving jagged scars that turned a light pink then disappeared all together. Shanks’ breathing became stronger and his pale body flushed with color, and only the dark stain of blood was left behind to show proof of the man’s ordeal. 
 
    Captain Shanks blinked open his eyes and stared up at the amulet, the crystal’s light fading quickly and its spinning rotations slowing to a stop. 
 
    Gideon pulled the necklace away and staggered backwards, almost falling until Daphaxian reached out quickly and took hold of his arm, steadying him as his legs wobbled underneath. 
 
    “Gideon, that was amazing. How…, what…,” Daphaxian stumbled over his words, clearly excited at the sight of Captain Shanks trying to sit up, mumbling questions of his own.  
 
    “How did you do that? Are you a wizard?” Daphaxian asked as he laughed with excitement, almost letting go of the healer, until he realized Gideon was still having trouble standing. 
 
    “No, of course not, Sergeant,” Gideon spoke with a dizzy look and a slow speech. 
 
    “What happened?” Captain Shanks asked in a tired voice, still struggling to sit up. 
 
    “I’m ok now,” Gideon said softly to Daphaxian, then moved slowly over to Shanks. “Please lie down, captain, I must inspect your wounds.” Gideon sounded exhausted and he gently forced Shanks to lie back down on the table. 
 
    “What wounds?” Daphaxian remarked in a jovial manner. 
 
    “I feel fine, Gideon, just a little tired,” and Shanks tried to sit back up, but was resisted by the healer. 
 
    “I need to wrap your wounds,” Gideon started to say. 
 
    “What wounds?” Daphaxian said again with laughter. 
 
    “Please, Daphaxian,” Gideon replied, sounding irritated by the joking manner of the sergeant. “No one must know what I’ve done here. I cannot heal the entire camp, and if people see the captain like this, they will start asking questions that none of us can answer.” 
 
    “What did you do to me, Gideon?” Shanks asked with a voice still tired but gaining strength. 
 
       “Of course,” Daphaxian replied, his manner quickly becoming serious. “I will help you with the bandages.” 
 
    “Will someone please tell me what the two of you are talking about? I feel fine, really. I’m just a little tired,” Shanks kept repeating the question, arguing that he felt fine while Gideon and Daphaxian continued to wrap him in bandages that covered his entire upper body. Just as they were finishing, Jonas and Anah came through the flaps carrying supplies from the med tent. The two soldiers that were with them followed in close behind, also carrying equipment the healers would need. 
 
    “False alarm,” Daphaxian said with a wide smile. “It appears the captain was not as bad as we thought.” 
 
    The two healers stood with shocked expressions on their faces as they stared at Captain Shanks sitting up on the table. 
 
    “It’s true,” Shanks replied. “I’m fine now.” 
 
    “But how,” Jonas stammered. “You were near to death.” 
 
    “Apparently not,” Daphaxian said in his jovial manner. 
 
    “I used the last of a healing salve given to me by Ezeria,” Gideon lied. “The captain will be fine now – he just needs rest.” 
 
    Jonas shook his head. “No, I saw him – we saw him,” and he looked to Anah who just stood there dumbfounded. “We worked on him and he was dying and…” Jonas’ words came quickly, and he was on the verge of hysterics when Daphaxian’s slap across the jaw immediately calmed him down. 
 
    “It’s a good thing we didn’t let you finish, or the captain would be dead,” Daphaxian scolded as he became serious. “Now get out there and see if you can help the other men. There are still soldiers that are wounded and dying.” 
 
    Jonas just stood there frozen in disbelief, shaking his head. He looked from Gideon to Shanks, then back again.  
 
    “Go!” Daphaxian roared, and Jonas and Anah backed slowly out of the tent, their faces twisted with unasked questions. “Assist them,” he said to the two soldiers, and they turned on their heels and left as well, passing three large Northmen as they entered the tent. The Beoraki soldiers wore plate mail armor that was covered in blood and their large weapons were sheathed at their sides.  
 
    “Daphaxian,” greeted one of the large Northern warriors with disdain. 
 
    “What do you want?” Daphaxian asked coldly. 
 
    The Northman ignored him and turned his attention to the man sitting on the table. “Captain Shanks,” he said with respect. 
 
    “How fares the Northmen?” Shanks asked with equal respect.  
 
    “Not well,” the large warrior replied in a deep resonating voice. “King Ironheart lies dying on the field of battle and our healers have lost all hope. We have heard of the great feats of Ezeria and would ask you to allow us to escort him to our king’s side.”  
 
    “I will go,” Gideon said, looking at Daphaxian. 
 
    “You are Ezeria?” asked the towering Northman as he turned to the healer. 
 
    “Yes, now let’s go, we must hurry,” Gideon said as he headed for the tent’s exit, still weak in the knees. 
 
    “We were sent here to bring back an old man,” the Northman said. 
 
    “Soon I will be,” Ezeria’s apprentice pushed through the tent’s flap a little bit older and a little bit wiser. 
 
    The three large Beoraki soldiers hesitated, staring down at Daphaxian. 
 
    “He healed Captain Shanks,” Daphaxian said, shrugging his shoulders. Shanks nodded his approval and the Northmen looked down at the thick wrap of bandages surrounding the man’s torso, then turned and left the tent. 
 
    They rode horses that were large and angry. The land was thick with blood and death, disturbing the animals as they wound their way through the carnage. 
 
    The expressions that were frozen on the lifeless men were as unsettling as the positions they were left in. The twisted bodies showed the true art of war like a vast museum of the dead. Gideon covered his face with the neck of his tunic, choking on the foul stench.  
 
    They made their way to the Northern camp where a massive group of Beoraki soldiers gathered in silence. As Gideon got off his horse, the hulking men parted a narrow path to their beloved King Ironheart. The healer hurried to the Northern ruler’s side and knelt beside him. The king was huge, lying motionless and barely breathing, his fabulous plate armor stripped clear to expose his massive chest that was covered in blood.  
 
    “You are not Ezeria,” a tall thick soldier spoke, his voice deep and cold. He was the leader of The Shadows: the king’s personal guard.  
 
    “Ezeria is dead. I am his apprentice, Gideon Saul,” the healer looked over the king’s wounds, inspecting deep gashes and dark bruising. “I must use magic to save your king,” and the healer pulled off the long silver chain from around his neck.  
 
    A murmur spread throughout the surrounding Northmen, whispers of fear and dark magic. 
 
    “This is not dark magic!” Gideon yelled out to be heard. “It’s healing magic and it does not bring people back from the dead! If your king dies now, I cannot save him. I used it to save Captain Shanks.” 
 
    They had all seen the captain taken off the field of death. He was crushed under a large lionsteed, broken up badly and they knew the man was sure to die. The three Beoraki soldiers that had brought Gideon confirmed it was true; they had seen and spoke with the respected Asarian captain.  
 
    The large Shadow pulled forth a sickening blade, the slow noise grating to the ear. He towered over Gideon, his long thick hair the color of coal and streaked with white, which was unusual for the Beoraki.  
 
    “I despise magic,” the Northern warrior said deeply. “But if you can save my king, then I must let you try.” The large Northman pointed his long dagger at the face of Gideon, a warning to what could happen if things went terribly wrong. They all knew King Ironheart was about to die, and only a miracle could save him now. Gideon held the amulet out over the king’s body. He stared deep into the magic crystal – confident he could do it again. The round gemstone slowly began to spin as a soft glow brightened from its center, illuminating the great king as he laid there dying.  
 
    Gideon was shown the trauma of King Ironheart. His mind became a screen of images and he saw a torn-open lung that was filling with blood and a heart that was near to its last beat. The healer concentrated on saving Ironheart’s life. Like performing a mental surgery, Gideon mended the torn lung and healed the king’s ribs. The magic flowed through the Asarian healer and into the Northman and Gideon could feel the subtle pull of life and he quickly became nauseous, but he continued to concentrate. 
 
    King Ironheart took in a large pull of air, his eyes coming open and he pushed Gideon away. The giant Northman sat up and then rolled to his hands and knees, trying desperately to stand. No one dared stop him, and no one dared help him when he crashed face first into the snowy ground. Gideon knelt beside him, his head spinning, and he began to vomit while trying not to black out. Both men were on all fours, but only the king fought to stand. The growing crowd of Northmen began to cheer him on. They screamed his name and yelled their support. By the time King Ironheart climbed to his feet, the crowd’s roar was deafening. 
 
    Gideon simply woke later that day in the Asarian camp. Captain Shanks was standing over him, as well as Daphaxian. They gave him warm welcomes, and Shanks thanked him for saving his life. He also told the healer that the mighty King of the North offered his thanks as well, and said he owed Gideon his life.    
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    Another stroke from the whip drew another painful line down the man’s back. The large Dishoni warrior grunted softly as the leather strap broke his reddish-brown skin and created a long laceration. He never screamed, and the king admired him for it. He stood stretched around a large concrete pillar that stuck out of the ground. His face and chest hugged the column close and his hands were tied together on the opposite side. 
 
    Whack, he was hit again and a third time.  
 
    “Enough! Bash, take him to his cell!” King Uriah yelled after standing up from his royal chair and walking to the edge of his high balcony. He stood seething with anger and he yelled down to the Dishoni gladiator. “You will kill when I order you to kill!” Uriah spit his words with fury as he watched his soldiers drag the beaten man away. It was late and the sun had just gone down and several blazing torches lit the courtyard and the whipping post below.  
 
    “Next time I will pull the lash myself,” growled Uriah as he turned from the balcony rail and moved to go back inside the castle. His elite guards followed close behind him as he passed through the large double doors and into a comfortable sitting room.   
 
    King Uriah sat heavily in his large chair that sat before a warm fire and his attendants brought him a bejeweled goblet filled with the best Arani wine. In his other hand, he held a fabulous sword that was crafted by a master weaponmaker long ago and handed down through the ages to the kings of the South. The sword was called “The Asar,” which was the name of the first Asarian, and it was created in the ancient forge at the Temple of Carami. It was made from the purest of metals and folded thousands of times, and it was forged with an undeniable sharpness that had no equal. The sword’s hilt was ivory and crafted with amazing detail and beauty to depict Asar himself.  
 
    As King Uriah sat gazing into the fire, a huge man entered the room and walked quietly over to stand at his side. Bash stood nearly seven feet tall and was all muscle. He had a shaved head with dark uncaring eyes, and a thick goatee that lined his square jaw. His towering frame was clothed in simple leather armor and he showed no weapons. As a young boy, he had lost his tongue to his father’s knife when he disagreed with the old man. It was another reason the king kept Bash around. Uriah did not need council from his shield – he needed protection. Bash was as quiet as he was deadly. He was cold and heartless and would kill without showing any sign of regret. 
 
    Two large wooden doors creaked open and King Uriah’s attendant entered the room followed by another man. The attendant bowed low to the king then quickly backed out of the chamber with the doors closing quietly behind him. 
 
    “What news of Gideon?” King Uriah asked. 
 
    “He is still missing. The Ironheart has not been seen since leaving the docks at Icewater.” The messenger stood quiet while Uriah sat in his chair drinking his wine.  
 
    “You are positive the ship has not docked at another port?” 
 
    “Yes, Sire,” the small man said. “All ports and shipping lanes are being watched. The Ironheart was last seen heading east for deep water and it has not returned.” 
 
    “What news of Prince Hadias?” Uriah asked as he rose from his chair and slowly walked over to the messenger. The king stood tall, well over six feet and was an imposing figure for a Southman. He was hard in body and mind like a king should be. He had dark brown hair of average length that was well trimmed under a crown of gold, and a graying beard that was cut short about a strong jaw. His brown eyes sparkled with both intellect and malice, and he wore a long cumbersome robe that he believed would make him stronger as the added weight throughout the day kept his muscles worked.  
 
    “He is still in Dragonport supplying his men for their forage into the Timberlands. General Kneeamara will join him after she has taken the slaves to the mines. Also, The Coral Rose has returned from the island. Another successful cattle run it would appear.” 
 
    King Uriah stood tall before the smaller man and asked one more question. “Any news of Queen Aliha?”  
 
    “No, Sire.”  
 
    Uriah stared down at the messenger. He was short and thin; a small man used by others to gain information. His name was Tay and he always wore a hooded cloak that kept most of his appearance hidden when he wasn’t in disguise. King Uriah was one of the few people that knew his true identity, so he let Tay conceal himself while in his presence. Any other man trying to hide would be stripped bare and strapped to the whipping post. 
 
    “You may go,” the king waved the small man away and he turned to go back to his chair and warm fire. 
 
    “There are other matters, Sire,” Tay said nervously as Uriah sat down and took another drink of his wine. “The Boar is asking for more gold.” 
 
    “Is he now?” Uriah replied, and he thought for a moment while tracing his finger over the rim of his goblet. “Give him what he wants. If he can finish off the Dishoni brat during The Ice Pack, then it will be gold well spent. I assume you will be heading for Snowflake to attend their wretched festivals.”  
 
    “It is The Ice Pack, Sire,” Tay replied.   
 
    “And what will your costume be this year, Tay? A drunk, a blind beggar, or maybe a man whore?” Uriah asked the small man.   
 
    “Possibly all three, Sire,” Tay replied with a chuckle.  
 
    “Yes, possibly. Now, is there anything else?” asked the king as a servant brought more wine to his side and filled his goblet.  
 
    “There is nothing else, Sire,” and Tay bowed low and left the king to his thoughts.  
 
    “Where are you, Gideon?” he mumbled to himself. The healer had eluded him for eighteen years. The last time he saw Gideon was when the healer had delivered his son, Prince Hadias. That was also the last time he had seen Aliha. The pair seemed to vanish after he left them in the birthing room.  
 
    King Uriah had taken his army to the north to battle against King Ironheart and his Beoraki soldiers. When the Kadomi overran the field of battle, it seemed all would be lost for both armies. Then the snow dragons came and rained death down upon the beasts and the war was over. King Uriah’s ruthless plan to kill King Ironheart had failed, and so with discouragement he took his personal guard and traveled back to his kingdom in the South while his army lay in ruins in the valley near the Titans.  
 
    King Uriah traveled the main road for many days until they finally came to the Southern border and found both Asarian City and Castle Lamourne surrounded by thousands of Dishoni warriors. The king waited on a forested hillside far from the city and watched as the warriors rode their horses in long war-chains around the outer perimeter and harrassed the soldiers that stood high on the walls.  
 
    There seemed to be no way into the castle or city, and while they worked on a plan, King Uriah’s small army came under attack by a large force of Dishoni warriors that had been tracking them through the forest. The Asarians fought bravely, but found they were far outnumbered, and soon Uriah’s men began to fall. Even the king himself was forced to wield his sword in defense, and the mystical blade, “The Asar,” began to cleave the enemy in great numbers. King Uriah seemed to be unstoppable and he pushed the enemy back with the uncanny strength that coursed through the blade. He held the Dishoni warriors at bay for several long moments, but there were too many.  
 
    When it seemed all would be lost, a resounding horn-blast echoed through the forest and a large army of men from the South came charging through the trees to rescue their king. The Asarian men were led by Captain Shanks and Sergeant Daphaxian and they fought bravely to overcome the Dishoni warriors, who quickly disappeared back into the trees after they had been overrun. The king’s gaurd had gone down in a storm of arrows, so Uriah named Captain Shanks his new personal shield. 
 
    Gideon was there as well and he used magic to transport the four of them into Castle Lamourne where they found the castle guards fighting desperately against the Dishoni army. The agile men from the West were incredibly fast with scaling ladders and long ropes with grappling hooks and they climbed the castle walls with ease. Once on top, they dashed with a swift killing speed, and they were deadly accurate with their bows.  
 
    Even worse, Queen Aliha was in labor and ready to give birth at any moment. Gideon, who seemed tired and aged from the use of the magic, stayed with the queen while the rest of the staff escaped down through the underground tunnels. The castle was being overrun by Dishoni warriors and it was not safe to stay inside the walls. Captain Shanks and a group of the castle guard protected the locked door while Uriah, Gideon, and Aliha were in the birthing room. After Gideon delivered Hadias, Uriah took the baby down to the escape tunnels, escorted by Captain Shanks and Sergeant Daphaxian. The healer and the queen were left to fend for themselves, and after the castle had been taken back and secured by Yamen and his men, there was no trace of Aliha or Gideon. The king suspected that the healer used his magic to escape with the queen, but neither Gideon nor Aliha had been seen again, until the healer showed up in Icewater nearly one month later. The king’s spies told Uriah that Gideon was alone and looked much older, and that there was no sign of Aliha. It was rumored that the healer went to the Temple of Carami to train with the monks as Ezeria had.  
 
    King Uriah was furious, and he used the disappearance of Aliha to his advantage. He sent messengers to the Arani King, asking him to take up arms against the Dishoni for abducting his queen. The king of the East denied Uriah’s request, infuriating the Southern King even more. Uriah concentrated on rebuilding his army, forcing hundreds of thousands into service, both into his army and into his mines. Weapons and armor were forged non-stop, and huge machines for war were built as well. 
 
    Over the next eighteen years, King Uriah built up the largest army in all of Asaria. It was large enough to sweep through the Eastern Kingdom, and the West could be taken as well. But it was King Ironheart and his Beoraki army that kept Uriah from waging war.  
 
    The king had heard that Ironheart had been mortally wounded and near to death the last time they warred, but Gideon had saved his life with the cursed magic, and now he wanted Gideon dead as well.  
 
    For eighteen years the king had stewed over what he would do when he finally caught the healer leaving the temple, and when Gideon slipped through his grasp and into the North, Uriah went mad.  
 
       The king’s spies told Uriah that Gideon and a band of temple monks came out of the Wastelands and into the West. They were escorted by a force of Dishoni warriors up to the Western Pass where Gideon took his leave and traveled alone through The Scar to the North. The healer traveled to Castle Coldstorm and then was seen days later in Icewater boarding the king’s own ship, “Ironheart.” That was nearly two months ago, and Uriah still boiled with anger.  
 
    He stood up from his comfortable chair and marched through the cold stone hallways of Castle Lamourne to the north tower where he climbed the long flight of granite steps up to the top. Uriah walked out onto the high wall and surveyed the landscape while breathing in the cool air that blew in fits around him. He looked far to the north and obsessed over his plans that had been so long in the making. This would be his last chance to end the reign of Ironheart and capture the whole of Asaria, and his mind churned with the horrific possibilities of being king over the four lands.  
 
      
 
    ******************* 
 
      
 
    An ocean gull skimmed the cold waters of the Eastern Ocean, reaching just below the surface and pulling out a small gray fish and then taking up flight back to the cloudy sky. It was an amazing twenty feet from the ocean’s surface and climbing fast when a large red sea-glider broke from beneath the surface of the cold waters and sailed high into the air, catching the bird in its mouth and holding it there with long sharp teeth while plummeting back into the ocean. The red scaly fish made a large splash as it disappeared with the bird in its mouth and the Northmen roared with approval and disgust and coin was exchanged and the betting resumed. Only half of the sea birds that touched the ocean’s surface ever made it back into flight, making the odds fifty, fifty. The Beoraki sailors could not resist those odds. 
 
    A cold wind pushed Aliha’s blonde hair across her face and she again had to pull it away, tucking it back behind her ear as she watched the Northmen standing at the rail wagering on the lives of birds. It seemed the sailors would bet on anything, and they took their betting very serious. Sometimes fights were started over disputes in the gambling, and when that happened, even more bets were made on the two men fighting. 
 
     Aliha was sitting with Gideon on a large wooden chest that held supplies for the sailors. The healer was telling her more stories of Asarian life. While she listened, she watched Daphaxian squaring off against Gretta in a duel with long swords. The Asarian was as fast as he was handsome. His charming ways were evident even in his swordplay and he circled gracefully around the large woman from the North.  
 
    Gretta gave a powerful overhand chop and Daphaxian turned to his side. While the sergeant watched the blade fall inches from his face and body, he quickly dove in and stole a kiss from the Ice Queen. The woman roared and swung again, a powerful cut that was meant to disembowel the gutsy man from the South, but the Asarian ducked, spun, and then danced nimbly away. Daphaxian even had the audacity to jump onto the port side rail and do a back-flip right over Gretta, who was coming in fast and hard, but cutting only air. Such bravado and the Beoraki woman loved it.  
 
    Gideon was telling Aliha a particular story about when he was last at her farm near Ionasbury. He had admitted seeing Aliha when she was just a day old. 
 
    “You were such a beautiful baby,” Gideon said to Aliha as she watched the banter between Daphaxian and Gretta. It almost sounded like flirting, until the Northern woman reminded everyone that the bold Asarian was her kill.  
 
    “After I sailed back to Asaria, I went and stayed at the Temple of Carami. I trained and lived at the wondrous structure for eighteen years, learning the Blessings of Carami, memorizing the Scriptures of Earth and Star, as well as the Writings of Asar – the first Asarian.” Gideon told Aliha about the remarkable monks that lived at the temple and described their wondrous training techniques. The old healer told the simple farm girl many things, but he did not tell her everything, and he told Daphaxian and Shanks even less.  
 
    Gideon remembered daily the reason for bringing Aliha back to Asaria. He had lived at the temple and had every intention of staying there the rest of his life. Gideon loved the simple ways of the monks, learning to find peace in mind and body and striving daily to be better at the things that had meaning in one’s life. The monks of Carami were a beautifully structured people. Pure serenity could be found while meditating hundreds of feet above the ground on the small ledge of a high bell tower as a red sparrow sat unmoving on your shoulder.  
 
    The Temple of Carami was a grand structure, built by Asar and The Ancients to guard the magic that had doomed mankind in The Second Age. It was created with huge sandstone blocks that had been cut at precise angles to be made perfect. The immense fortress had a massive wall that encircled the temple and surrounding buildings, and an even larger outer wall that surrounded that one. The huge outer wall was built hundreds of feet high and was thick with battlements and archer windows and was encircled by a wide deep moat.  
 
    The temple was built at the base of the Southern Mountains, a large chain that stretched the width of the southern most regions of Asaria. The structure had both an above water spring as well as an underground water supply. There were large fields that produced rice and other foods as well as orchards and olive trees.  
 
    The holy fortress was built to one day resist the siege of the armies of Plagarous, or so it was written by Asar long ago. After thousands of years, interpretations of the scriptures became scattered and unclear. The Writings of Asar contained a chapter which was prophetic in nature and spoke of a distant future when Plagarous, Carami’s godly brother, would one day walk the lands, spreading war and sickness across Asaria.   
 
    The most amazing thing about the temple, however, was the large room that was created deep beneath one of the main structures. The chamber was circular, with tall smooth sandstone walls that rose high to a ceiling that was lost in darkness. The room was sacred and could only be visited by the highest-ranking monks. 
 
    They said that the room had the power to show future events, beautiful depictions of places and characters were magically drawn out across the Vision Wall while a blind monk painted the image to exact detail. The vision scroll was then looked over and interpreted by the High Monks on the council and then the parchment was recorded and stored away in a huge library.  
 
    Gideon viewed many of the drawings, taking them out of their air-tight sealers and carefully opening the scrolls across the long viewing tables. Many of the ancient drawings were thousands of years old and Gideon was unable to view them. For the most part, the scrolls he did see were predictions of how well crops would grow or predictions on global weather. 
 
    One scroll was of particular interest to Gideon, however. It was the painted vision given to Ezeria. Gideon had learned that his mentor had stood before the Vision Wall just before he returned to Lamourne, his brother’s castle in the South. The monks had told Gideon that Carami had given Ezeria the vision and he chose to act upon it. When Gideon saw the scroll, he was saddened. The intricate detail was precise, he knew because he had been there. The picture showed two healers standing atop a tall hill watching the battle between Kadomi and men unfold. Ezeria was holding a glowing necklace and summoning snow dragons from the dark clouds in the sky. His old form was depicted as withered and skeletal.  
 
    Ezeria had been summoned before the Vision Wall to seek the future only because the other monks were receiving nothing but visions of war and anarchy. Ezeria had been shown a different vision because he had the ability to change the outcome, even at the cost of his own life, which he proudly gave. Now the monks were asking Gideon to do the same thing. For months the visions had become simply chaotic and war and death were spreading at what seemed an unstoppable rate. It was always hard to predict the time frame of the visions, but the elder monks were receiving nothing but horrid depictions. 
 
    Gideon first had to empty his mind and cleanse his body. He fasted for days and avoided sleep as he read the ancient transcripts faithfully. He prayed devoutly and asked Carami for the strength to endure. 
 
    When the time came, he descended a long staircase that burrowed deep beneath an ancient domed structure and ended at a set of large wooden doors. They creaked open and Gideon walked into an underground room with tall sandstone walls and a ceiling lost in darkness.  
 
     He stood before the Vision Wall. It was a smooth-white and the sheer height of it made Gideon feel queasy. He was incredibly weak after depriving himself of both food and water, and his lack of sleep had put him near to delirium. The healer concentrated on the wall and began the Prayer for Sight, asking Carami to gift him with knowledge.  
 
     Suddenly, Gideon was full of life and an indomitable strength poured through him as he felt the spirit enter the room and wash across the wall like a painter’s canvas. The torches that brightened the room seemed to dim slightly and the wall flared to life. Lines bright with color pushed across the wall like waves on The Rainbow Sea. Slowly, the wash of color began to bleed back into the wall and an intricate drawing showing incredible detail was left behind.  
 
    The blind monk that had quietly stood at the back of the room slowly picked up his small brush and began to paint. Gideon stared at the wall and saw the four lands consumed by blood and war. He had seen it before, and he turned away because he did not wish to see it again. He left the room discouraged as he expected to receive a vision that could change the future such as Ezeria had.  
 
    Weeks went by before Gideon was able to go back into the chamber. The senior monks argued against it, but the healer was insistent, and after two days of fasting and praying, Gideon again stood before the wall saying the ancient prayers. This time, however, he wore the magic amulet.  
 
    Again, the sensation of life came over the healer as he watched the magic take root across the wall. The old blind monk slowly picked up his brush, dipped it in oil paint, and proceeded to paint a picture of war and savagery. Gideon stared at the wall and witnessed Asaria bleeding as the Kadomi were thick in hordes across the continent. It showed the Temple of Carami overrun and destroyed. It foretold the death and destruction of all mankind.  
 
    The healer took the silver chain from around his neck and stared intently into the crystal. A spark of light came from the center of the clear gem and it slowly began to turn. The blind monk looked up for a moment, sensing something in the air. After pausing momentarily, he went back to his painting, but he seemed troubled somehow. 
 
    The crystal glowed brighter and spun faster and Gideon looked deep inside it, asking the magic to show him how to help avert the future events. The room seemed to groan deeply as dust and small rocks fell from the darkness that hid the ceiling. The blind monk at the back of the room puzzled for a moment, and then went back to painting his art of future doom. 
 
    The picture that was on the wall bled back into the stone and a new wave of colors washed across the surface to create another picture. This time, however, the portrait came to life. It was a painting in motion and Gideon watched as a large Northern ship sailed across the Eastern Ocean to Perlosia, the distant continent he had visited eighteen years earlier. Gideon stood unblinking as the ship docked at a port city he thought to be Ferrinbay. He watched as a simple farm girl boarded the ship, which then sailed back to Asaria.  
 
    Gideon watched as a small group of travelers made their way across the North to Castle Coldstorm, and then the portrait changed, and the inside of the Northern King’s throne room was painted across the wall. It showed King Ironheart sitting in a large chair covered in white bear furs, his Shadows all around him, and before him stood a farm girl, a princess, and a queen. There were others in the large chamber, but they were not in detail. They were fuzzy apparitions that could have been anyone.  
 
    The scene changed and the company was on the move again. They rode the Iron Horse and crossed the length of the Northern Kingdom until they reached the Port of Snowflake. There they found a ship and sailed south, and Gideon watched as the tiny ship broke the small blue waves all along the western coast of Asaria.  
 
    Beads of sweat broke out across Gideon’s forehead as he held out the amulet, the magic crystal glowing bright and spinning fast. The blind monk just kept painting the original vision of war, but something was irritating him; a certain indescribable itch. 
 
    As the small ship sailed down around the bottom of Asaria, Gideon could see tiny figures moving about the craft. A farm girl, a princess, and a queen were standing at the rail, almost watching him as he watched them. A cold chill rocked his spine and he lost concentration and the Vision Wall went fuzzy as the once detailed lines of color became scattered and unclear. Gideon fought to regain control of the magic and the nausea that made his head spin slowly subsided and he was able to concentrate again. 
 
    The Vision Wall became lucid once more and the tiny ship docked at a port on the southern end of Asaria. The small company made their way north to the Temple of Carami and again the picture on the wall changed. The portrait now showed the farm girl, the princess, and the queen stepping together to become one person and Gideon watched as Aliha stood before the Vision Wall. Her hands were up high while orchestrating the colors of magic to create a vision that went blank when the last of Gideon’s strength left him and he went down to one knee and vomited.  
 
    The magic crystal in the amulet went dark and the chamber moaned and the wall trembled. Small rocks fell from the ceiling as the colors on the Vision Wall dried up into dust and blew to the floor. The crystal then fell from the amulet and Gideon watched in horror as the stone hit the ground and rolled away. The amulet and polished silver chain became rusted and Gideon fell to all fours and continued to wretch in dry heaves, for he had not eaten in days. The blind monk had stopped painting and he moved his head around and seemed quite puzzled. Then his face became contorted with agony as if for the first time in his life he realized he was blind. He reached up to cover his eyes and he cried out in despair and knelt to the ground and wept. 
 
    Soon after, the monks found Gideon and the blind monk lying on the cold stone floor and they assisted them to their rooms for rest. Gideon was exhausted from the ordeal and he lay in a comfortable bed and pondered the events he had witnessed on the Vision Wall. It hardly made any sense, but the vision was quite clear.  
 
    Gideon prepared for his long journey and was gone in two days. He was escorted by a small force of the fighting monks and they traveled north, a simple healer trying to save all of mankind. 
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    Year of the Frost Horn 2318 A.A.  
 
      
 
    High waves crashed hard against the side of the Ironheart, forcing cold water to wash across her deck. A blowing storm was brewing in the north as the mighty ship docked at Icewater – the largest port city on the eastern coast. Merchant vessels cluttered the large harbor and the docks were busy and crowded with people from all parts of Asaria. 
 
    The Beoraki sailors secured the ship as the small party of weary travelers walked down the gangplank and onto the docks. They picked up their stride, anxious to find shelter from the cold winds and stinging rain.  
 
    The moment the party entered The Cold Wyrm, they were reminded of the comforts of land. There were several fireplaces pushing heat throughout the solid Beoraki structure. The walls were a hard mix of stone, metal, and thick Arani wood from the Timberlands.  
 
    Men and women shared drink and stories around long tables made of solid oak and they ate roasted bear and ocean crab and washed it down with dark ale and fine Arani wine.  
 
    The entertainment consisted of men throwing knives across the room to be buried deep into a thick cut slab of Timberland redwood that was hung high upon the far wall.  
 
    There were men sitting across from each other at sturdy wooden tables. Their strong hands were gripped in a tight clasp, bound together in stretched animal skin. Their elbows sat firm upon the table as the huge pair of arms fought for dominance, forcing the other man’s backhand down to the table and onto a small metal plate filled with burning hot coals 
 
    In the far corner of the tavern, a steel cage held two large men in combat. One was a giant Northman and the other an exceptionally large Dishoni warrior from the West. They were fighting with bare hands and quick feet, each taking hard punches and kicks. Then the tall frost colored Northman grabbed the Dishoni by the back of the head, his large hands entangled in the long black hair that was decorated with red eagle feathers, and with a quick powerful pull, he brought the man’s face down to an upraising knee. The Dishoni’s legs buckled and he went crashing down to the hard floor. The multitudes of men and women exploded into cheers as the Beoraki fighter raised his hand just as men entered the cage to congratulate him and help his unconscious opponent. There were hardy shouts of approval and gold and silver traded hands as bets were won and lost.  
 
    There was dagger fighting, where two men paired off with short steel in each hand. They moved around a tight circle of onlookers, slicing, not stabbing. The winner drew first blood, best out of five draws, and again, coin changed hands.   
 
    These were just a few of the games of the Northmen, and they did it for coin and for sport, and for the right to boast. They did it to prove who was the best, the strongest, and the fiercest. They were the Beoraki, warriors of the North, and Aliha felt like a tiny mouse in a den full of lions.  
 
    She sat at a tall square table with Gideon and Shanks. The others in their group had moved off into the crowds to watch or participate in the games.  
 
    “I do not like this place,” Aliha spoke softly, her blue eyes scanning the room. 
 
    “You are safe here,” Shanks reminded her. “You are under the protection of the Beoraki.” 
 
    “It is the Northman that scares me,” she said back. “I only trust Timber, and she was not allowed in.” 
 
    “Animals are not allowed in The Cold Wyrm,” Gideon replied.  
 
    “I am surrounded by animals!” Aliha’s retort was a bit louder than she intended. The looks she received from the comment were more of amusement than of offense.  
 
     “They are a bit rough for my taste,” Gideon laughed, “but we are only here for as long as it takes to eat and secure passage on the Iron Horse.”  
 
    Aliha was still uneasy. The room was thick with large men yelling and drinking, fighting and throwing sharpened steel. To a simple farm girl, this was madness.  
 
    She thought that being around the Northmen on the long journey across the sea would have prepared her for such mayhem, but the Beoraki sailors were more disciplined than the common soldier looking for a good time. Daphaxian arrived at their table moments later, giving Aliha a touch of comfort with his confidence and amazing smile.  
 
    “King Ironheart has given us our own metal box. He wants you at Coldstorm as soon as possible,” he announced, raising his hand to gesture to a serving girl. “I took the liberty of ordering for us all,” he added, throwing Aliha a charming wink and a smile. “Have you ever eaten bear?”  
 
    “Once, a long time ago,” Aliha answered with a smile of her own. “When I was about eight years old, my father took me hunting for the very first time.” As she spoke a serving girl laid down plates of food and mugs of ale. 
 
    “Can I get water?” Aliha asked, and the Northern wench just laughed and called her a Southern Princess as she moved away to another table.  
 
    “The Northmen don’t drink water,” Daphaxian said with a chuckle. “I ordered you a fine Arani wine,” and he pushed the mug closer to her. Aliha picked it up and took a small drink and made a sour face.  
 
    “It’s either that or a strong dark ale. If you want water there is a trough out back where they stable the horses,” said Daphaxian with a smile.  
 
    “This will do just fine, sir,” and Aliha smiled back. 
 
    “Try the roasted bear,” Daphaxian said as he pulled a slab of meat off the center platter and slopped it onto her plate. “Here, have some ocean crab, best in the four lands – if you can stomach it. The South keeps all the best food for itself. When we arrive there, I will–” 
 
     “We are not going south,” Gideon interrupted. “I am tired of war and–” 
 
    “But you must introduce Aliha to your king,” Daphaxian said.  
 
    “I will when we get to Coldstorm,” Gideon replied.  
 
    “So, King Ironheart bends your knee, is that the truth of it?” the sergeant asked. “Where are your loyalties, Asarian?” 
 
    “King Ironheart is a friend, while Uriah is a war-hungry murderer,” Gideon spoke the hard words and Daphaxian’s face went blank. The two just stared at each other and Shanks cleared his throat. 
 
    “Aliha, you were telling us a story of hunting with your father,” Shanks spoke as if nothing was wrong. 
 
    Aliha just sat there staring at Daphaxian and Gideon. The tension was thick about them and she wondered what she had just missed. Aliha knew the three men were Asarian, but Captain Shanks had lived in the North for many years. Gideon had spent his time at the Temple of Carami, while Daphaxian stayed in King Uriah’s army. It was a coincidence when they came together and sailed with the Northmen to her homeland just to visit her mother’s grave.  
 
    Then it hit Aliha, hard, and she realized it was all a lie. They had come to get her and bring her to Asaria. She looked at Daphaxian – he wanted to take her south to King Uriah. She looked at Gideon – he wanted to take her to King Ironheart. Aliha looked at Shanks and his look was sympathetic. What did he want? Then they were all looking at her, and she knew she looked afraid, because she suddenly was. She thought it was her decision to come to Asaria, but now she felt like she had been duped into coming.  
 
    “Where’s Timber?” Aliha said quietly to the men.  
 
     “Timber is with the Beoraki,” Gideon replied carefully. “They are taking our things to the Iron Horse. You will see her very soon. Are you ok, Aliha? I’m sorry if we upset you.” 
 
    “I’m ok,” Aliha lied. What could she do? She was trapped, stuck. Her view of the situation had just changed, and she trusted no one. Only Timber and she was gone.  
 
    The three men looked at her as if she was ready to bolt. She took a drink of her wine and calmed herself by sinking into the past, a time when she felt safe with her father, a time when she didn’t feel so alone.  
 
    “A long time ago, when I was eight,” Aliha started, “my father and I were deep in the woods just south of our farm. He was taking me hunting for the first time,” Aliha was talking slowly, missing the man more than ever. Her father would hunt the large deer with bow and arrow, hiking deep into the forest and staying there for days. He would usually go with Joseph, his friend who had a farm nearby, but the man had become ill, so he had to miss this trip. Aliha went with her father instead, and they set up a small camp in a shaded clearing. Her dad called the campsite his home away from home. Robert loved to stay there and just sit by the small campfire and stare into the flames.  
 
    On this night, he told the young Aliha her favorite story.  
 
    “Once upon a time,” Robert started, “there was a king and a queen that ruled over a large kingdom. They loved the people very much. The king was kind and gentle – like a king should be – not greedy and selfish like most were. The queen was beautiful and caring and together they ruled over a peaceful kingdom. But the king and queen were sad because they could not have children.” 
 
    “Why couldn’t they have a baby, Daddy?” the little girl asked as she always did, her small eyes holding the look of innocence.  
 
    “They tried, but they just couldn’t,” her dad replied.  
 
    “But why?” Aliha asked again. 
 
    Robert just looked at his daughter and smiled. He was so lucky to have her, and the thought brought a tear to his eye. As it leaked out the side, Aliha reached up with a tiny finger and brushed it away. 
 
    “Why are you crying, Daddy?” 
 
    “It is a sad story,” Robert said smiling. “Anyway, the king and queen prayed to God every morning and every night. They set an extra place setting at each meal and asked to be gifted a son or daughter. They did this for over a year and still no children came.”  
 
    “That is so sad,” Aliha said with a look on her face that was equally so. “If I could, I would take them a baby.”  
 
     “Then one night, when the king and queen had all but given up hope, an angel came knocking at their door, disguised as an old man with graying hair and a shiny necklace.”  
 
    “Why was he wearing a shiny necklace?” the curious little girl asked.  
 
    Robert thought a moment and smiled. “It was a magic necklace and it made the angel appear as an old man.”  
 
    “Why would an angel want to look like an old man?” Aliha asked.  
 
    “Because angels can’t look like angels to humans,” Robert said and before the little girl could ask why, he told her it was a rule between God and men.  
 
    “Anyway,” Robert said, feeling the story starting to drag. “The old man was carrying a baby,” and Aliha’s eyes lit up as she squealed and clapped her little hands.  
 
    “Did he give the queen the baby?” Aliha asked, already knowing the answer. 
 
    “He did. He said he had a long journey to make and he could not take the baby with him, and he gave us…er, the queen the baby.” Robert smiled big with his daughter.   
 
    “I love that story, Daddy. I am so happy for the king and queen. Did it really happen that way?” Aliha asked.  
 
    “It did,” Robert replied. “It really happened just that way.”  
 
    The next morning, father and daughter woke early. They had a small breakfast of fried eggs, dried bread, and spiced apple cider, and were on the hunt shortly after, taking a wide path that led through the forest. Robert carried a bow and a hunting knife at his side. He had a quiver full of arrows strapped across his back along with a small pack that contained water and a bit of cheese and hard bread.  
 
    They walked all afternoon, talking and enjoying the scenery. Robert didn’t really care if he brought home a kill this time; he just enjoyed being with his daughter, but when he broke the edge of the clearing, he stopped. He put his hand down in front of Aliha to keep her still and whispered a “Shhhhhh” to her. On the other side of the long clearing stood a buck the size of a large horse. Robert’s eyes were wide and white. The excitement of the hunt let loose throughout his entire body and surely his mouth was watering at the prospect of the kill. The deer’s antlers stood tall like the great animal itself, easily twenty points of sharpened bone sat atop its majestic head. Here was a true king of the forest.  
 
    Its body was parallel to them and its gaze was into the forest, away from the frozen pair. Slowly, very slowly, Robert reached over his shoulder and drew out an arrow. He placed the long shaft to the bow and quietly drew back for the kill and was amazed the buck stood so still. Its attention was obviously captured by something moving through the forest, and Robert was glad for it. He held his breath and aimed, his eyesight running the length of the arrow and finding the deer.  
 
    “Don’t kill it,” Aliha whispered, her voice cutting straight to the man’s heart. He held his position. He had to kill it, wanted nothing more than to let loose the arrow and kill it.  
 
    “Please, Daddy,” Aliha said softly, and he fired, aiming high so the arrow flew up above the animal and into the forest. The giant buck jumped and then bolted into the thick woods, gone from Robert’s sight.  
 
    A mixture of frustration in not being able to bring the buck down, and love for a sweet little girl that could not bring herself to watch the animal killed, played on the man’s heart. Robert looked down at his darling Aliha who had a tiny innocent smile on her face.  
 
    “Let’s go home, Aliha,” her father said, and she agreed. But then her eyes went wide and the look of horror spilled across her tiny features and Robert quickly turned around. A vicious grizzly bear was racing across the clearing from where the deer had stood moments ago.  
 
    Robert turned to grab Aliha, but she had already moved forward to wrap herself around his leg and he stumbled as their feet tangled up. Aliha tripped and went down, and Robert fell over her and knew they were both dead. He looked over his shoulder and saw the ferocious beast running up to them, roaring with a mouth opened wide and full of sharp teeth.  
 
    Robert covered up Aliha, determined to keep her safe while exposing his backside, but suddenly the chaos of animals fighting broke out into a maddened frenzy behind them. Robert dared to look, and he witnessed the spectacle of four large wolves battling hard against the giant bear. They came from nowhere it seemed, to descend upon the great beast. The bear turned in circles as the wolves came at all sides and angles, teeth flashing and claws raking. The bear was mighty, and it gave as good as it received, size and strength matching speed and agility. One of the wolves looked familiar to Robert as he slowly crawled off Aliha and reached for his bow. He pulled an arrow from his quiver and helped Aliha to stand and they both backed away slowly.  
 
    Then, one of the wolves cried out in pain as the bear fell upon it. The huge animal tore into the downed wolf, biting its head and tearing at the body with razor sharp claws. The large black canine jumped upon the bear’s back, biting at the neck while the other two wolves were clamping onto the animal’s legs.  
 
    “Help them, Daddy!” Aliha screamed. “Kill the bear!” Robert heard the cries, but all he wanted to do was get his daughter out of there. They could get away while the animals fought, who cared what the outcome was as long as Aliha was safe. She yelled and pulled at his sleeve, begging him to help the wolves, “MY WOLF!” she cried, and Robert pulled loose from the hysterical little girl.  
 
    “All right!” he yelled back and took a few steps forward and drew back on his bow. The bear shook and rolled, spinning in circles, shaking the wolves free. It stood on its hind legs, towering over the wolves and preparing to descend upon the doomed pack leader which was already covered in blood.  
 
    The bear gave a mighty roar, its maw opened wide and Robert let loose his arrow. It sailed true, penetrating the beast’s mouth and shooting out the back of its large head, followed by a spray of blood. The beast stood quiet and still for just a moment, then it toppled to the earth, shaking the ground as it crashed upon the forest floor.  
 
    The wolves circled the bear, quietly surveying the kill. Robert and Aliha just stood there waiting for the beast to rise, but it never did.  
 
    “My dad then skinned the bear and took part of the meat home with us. He told me that you should never kill an animal unless you intend to use it for food or fur, and you should always bless the dead animal after you have taken from it,” Aliha finished her story.  
 
    “Your father sounds like a Dishoni,” Daphaxian said.  
 
    “What do you mean?” Aliha responded. 
 
    “The Dishoni are very spiritual when it comes to animals, only killing to provide food and wear for the village – never for sport. It’s what makes them weak. You said he only took part of the bear’s meat, what did he do with the rest?” Daphaxian asked.  
 
    “He left it for Timber and her pack,” Aliha replied.  
 
    “Was that the first time you met Timber?” Gideon asked curiously.  
 
    “No, there was another time when I was younger–” and Aliha was interrupted.  
 
    “If it isn’t the brave Asarian,” said a tall man with disdain as he walked up to their table with two other men that followed close behind. They stood next to Aliha while facing Daphaxian who was sitting at the table chewing a piece of tough bear meat. The three men were Dishoni from the Black Crow tribe, and they had long, straight, black hair and faces that seemed carved of stone. Their skin was a reddish-brown, the color of men who spent much time under the sun, and it looked rough as leather. The hardened warriors covered their lean muscular bodies in animal furs and wore eagle feathers in their hair, and Aliha viewed them as both beautiful and dangerous.  
 
    Daphaxian washed down the meat with a strong pull of ale and looked up at the tall Dishoni warrior.  
 
    “Palanohi, what brings a Black Crow to The Cold Wyrm?” Daphaxian asked and he smiled his charming way. 
 
    Gideon and Shanks sat quiet while surveying the three men. They both knew Aliha sat in harm’s way.  
 
    “You bring me here, dog,” Palanohi spoke with an icy chill. “You took from me, so I come to take from you.”  
 
    “What did I take?” Daphaxian sounded both amused and confused.  
 
    “Our brother,” Palanohi hissed with anger.  
 
    “I did enjoy that. Tell me, what do you plan on taking from me?” Daphaxian asked with a mischevious glint in his dark eyes.  
 
    “Your scalp,” answered the Dishoni warrior and he put a hand to his wicked knife that was sheathed at his side. Daphaxian and Shanks both shot to their feet, their chairs crashing to the ground behind them.  
 
    “I’m actually going to need that for a while,” replied Daphaxian in a dangerous tone and his hand wrapped the hilt of a dagger, but he did not pull free the blade.  
 
    Palanohi stood still like a morning sparrow next to Aliha, who was glued to her seat, paralyzed with fear. The two other Dishoni warriors spread out with hands also on their weapons. Aliha stared at Gideon, who stared right back, neither of them daring to make a move and provoke the fierce warrior.  
 
    Palanohi pulled forth his deadly knife with his left hand and he reached down and took Aliha underneath her upper arm with his other. He pulled her up from off her chair with a slow ease, his eyes tight upon Daphaxian.  
 
    “Then I will take your woman,” Palanohi spoke with anger and Aliha stopped breathing. She just stared at the blade that was close to her face. Gideon’s heart stopped and nobody dared make a move. 
 
    “She is not his,” Gideon said softly. “Please let her go.”  
 
    Palanohi stayed silent, staring at Daphaxian and giving the man a small smile, daring him to move.   
 
    “Please. She does not–” Gideon attempted to say more.  
 
    “I do not care,” Palanohi snapped, and as he spoke a knife wielding hand quickly came around from behind his neck and another grabbed tight to his forehead. The hand drew the blade across Palanohi’s throat with a spray of blood in its wake.  
 
    Daphaxian’s hands became quick as snakes as he reached out and grabbed Palanohi’s hand to secure the knife that was at Aliha’s face, and at the same time, he threw his own small dagger with his other hand and buried the blade deep into the chest of one of the other Dishoni warriors. Daphaxian then threw the knife that he pulled from Palanohi’s dying grasp and stuck it deep into the neck of the third Black Crow warrior.  
 
    Gretta let go of Palanohi and all three warriors dropped dead to the floor at the same time. Aliha stared hard at Gideon as blood stained the side of her face and neck, and then she passed out into the arms of Gretta. Both the Ice Queen and Daphaxian laughed as if watching a dancing bear while Gideon and Shanks just sat back down, their faces white. Of course, Shanks had pushed his chair back and over when he abruptly stood, so instead of sitting in a chair, he ended up crashing to the floor. Gretta and Daphaxian laughed all the harder.  
 
      
 
    ********************** 
 
      
 
    A thick plume of black smoke rose high from off the Iron Horse as it ran fast and hard on two iron tracks that stretched the length of the Northern Kingdom. The rail car pulled seven more behind it with the first one carrying nothing but coal, which was fuel for the metal beast. The next rail car was a flatbed, and it carried huge logs from the Timberlands, and three more train cars carried food and wine and other goods from the neighboring lands. 
 
    The last two in the long line of rail cars held passengers traveling for Castle Coldstorm. In one of them slept Aliha under the watchful eyes of Shanks and Gretta while Timber lay at her side. 
 
    In the other train car sat Gideon and Daphaxian. They were on comfortable couches arguing the same topic that had plagued Daphaxian since leaving Perlosia with Aliha. Gideon had spent the time at sea trying to avoid the man, or at least not wanting to be alone with him because he always had too many questions. Gideon was not ready to share Aliha’s true identity to the curious man mainly because Daphaxian was still loyal to King Uriah. 
 
    “She looks just like the queen did when she was eighteen, and she has her name. Your mere coincidence is impossibility. Tell me the truth, Gideon, we are not enemies. Who is the girl and why do you insist on taking her before King Ironheart?” Daphaxian was insistent and relentless. 
 
    “You are correct in your suspicions, Daphaxian. The girl is Queen Aliha’s daughter. After you and King Uriah left with the baby, Hadias, Aliha had a second child, a twin girl, and I took them to the Temple of Carami with the use of the magic. Queen Aliha was close to death, however, and the monks did not wish to raise a baby girl, so I took her to Perlosia and hoped to one day reunite her with her mother, who waits for us even now at the temple.” 
 
    “The queen is alive?” Daphaxian asked with suspicion.  
 
    “She is. She has been with me at the temple, safe under the protection of the monks. She has been afraid to return to Uriah and worries that if the king finds out about Aliha, she will be in danger,” replied Gideon.  
 
    Daphaxian sat quiet, not sure if he could believe the healer. He was in King Uriah’s army, but he always loved Queen Aliha as a dear friend. He was most loyal to Shanks, however, who was his best and longtime friend.  
 
    Daphaxian had been visiting Shanks in the North, trying to convince him to move back to Asarian City. He traveled with Shanks east to the Port of Icewater on business, and it was there that they came upon Gideon by mere coincidence. When the healer asked Shanks to join him on his long voyage across the Eastern Sea, the two men jumped at the chance for adventure. Gideon cringed, however, when Daphaxian agreed to tag along because he really wasn’t inviting the troublesome Asarian, but Gideon held his tongue and said nothing and the three left Icewater aboard the Ironheart the next morning. 
 
    “I must reunite Aliha with her mother. Will you help me, Daphaxian? Because I saved Shanks’ life, and for the love you have for Queen Aliha, will you help me take Princess Aliha to the Temple of Carami?” Gideon pleaded with the man. 
 
    Daphaxian thought quietly for a moment, which was unusual for him, then he slowly stood and nodded his head.  
 
    “Yes,” Daphaxian replied, and he left Gideon alone in the rail car and joined the others for the long trip to Frostbite – the city just north of Castle Coldstorm.  
 
      
 
    ******************* 
 
      
 
    Aliha slept in fits. Her nightmares were all too real and she dreamed of another time. She was in her favorite garden at her father’s large estate, pruning and weeding her favorite gathering of purple dragon lilies even though she was told many times not to.   
 
    “I pay people to do that, Princess. Would you like me to put Mr. Greenthumb out on the streets so you can do his job?” Her father called him that because he didn’t care enough to know his real name. 
 
    “I am not a princess yet, and I will not be his queen,” Aliha cried. 
 
    “You are going to marry the king, Aliha, and I’ll not hear another word about it,” her father replied.  
 
    “The King of the North and the King of the East,    
 
     Give me to the South, the King of the Beasts. 
 
     To give him a son to continue his wars, 
 
     To drink from his cup, the blood that he pours.”  
 
    Recalling the poem made Aliha open her eyes and she found herself lost on a comfortable couch. Gretta and Daphaxian were arguing about sword styles and techniques, and Shanks was sitting on the floor quietly running his hand down the back of Timber, who was asleep at his side. She closed her eyes and pretended to be asleep so she wouldn’t have to talk to anyone. She was scared and she was on her way to meet King Ironheart, a man she felt she already knew.  
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    Year of the Frost Horn 2318 A.A. 
 
      
 
    Torique pulled at the long oars, dragging the wide ends just below the surface of the cold ocean waters. His small boat slid amongst the waves and the experienced sea captain guided her towards the distant beach of the mysterious island. 
 
    Torique’s wife sat in the boat with their daughter. They were enjoying the boat ride and were anxious to don the island. The man watched as his beautiful wife pointed out the large birds to the girl of eight summers. The carrion gulls were circling overhead, waiting for what was to come. Torique had witnessed it before in real life, which was why he was having the dream now. He dreamt the event almost every time he reached deep sleep, so he napped and rested more than he ever slept.  
 
    The island grew larger as his tiny craft inched its way to the wide sandy beach. A dark thick jungle stood like a massive wall at one hundred yards in, and it stretched endless in both directions.  
 
     Torique was usually in a hurry to depart his quarry onto the island just so he could end the nightmare and wake up screaming. The men and women on the boat with him were generally always the same in his dream. They were the people he had left on the island to die, and he had relived the event many times since.  
 
    More than once his parents were on the boat with him. He dreamt his father and mother were rowing and they were taking him to the island. Torique was a small boy and he cried in desperate fits and begged them not to take him back there. They scolded him and told him it was his own fault. Torique knew they were right. 
 
    High ranking officials in Dragonport offered Torique Waterrun the position of High Captain to an old ship, The Coral Rose. He and his family were moved to Fantior City to live, and while he was at sea, his family was well taken care of. The payment he was offered was quite substantial so he could not say no, although he wished he had. He would never again be the same. 
 
    They were not far from the island and Torique was sick at the thought of leaving his wife, Elizabeth, and their daughter on the beach. He continued to row, knowing the dream would end, but he lagged at the oars, not wanting to see what would eventually happen. If only he could wake himself before he reached the island, and he willed himself to do so, but it was no use and he continued to row. Elizabeth was laughing with their daughter, Angelica, and begging him to hurry, calling him lazy. 
 
    Torique watched the two wriggle on the hard, wooden seat of the boat. They were excited as the vessel reached near the sandy shore and they jumped from the craft and landed in the cold water that was only knee deep. He watched as they high-stepped onto the beach and then turned and waved him goodbye. Torique grabbed at the oars as he watched his wife and daughter dance on the gritty shore. He rowed slowly away from them, watching as the two on the beach reached up to feed the birds that were circling above waiting to feed on them. 
 
    Torique’s arms were exhausted and he rowed his small boat away from the island, away from his wife and child. His eyes were glued to the beach and he tried desperately to wake himself. 
 
    “Please wake, please wake,” Torique said again and again.  
 
    The island moaned and the jungle gave birth to a blood- thirsty cry, a savage squalor that hissed the promise of a brutal death. Elizabeth stopped dancing and Angelica stopped singing. The two stared wide eyed at the jungle as it slowly came to life. Torique watched as his wife started screaming, gesturing wildly for him to come back for them. Torique watched as his daughter ran to the cold waters and begged him to save her. 
 
    Torique rowed diligently away, tears running down his cheeks in thin rivers. The man watched the gulls fly in agitated circles as his beloved entered the ocean surf to escape the island. At first Torique hoped they might get away, which he knew was impossible and evident when two long arms shot from out of the waters and pulled his daughter under. Elizabeth thrashed on the waves as she too was grabbed from beneath and slowly pulled down into the depths. Torique rowed his tiny boat away and stared into his wife’s pleading eyes as she sank into the cold red waters.   
 
      
 
    *********************** 
 
      
 
    Their boots echoed down the long cold hallway that seemed built for giants. Towering stone walls were intricately carved with scenes of battle and lust, and huge marble statues of sentries frozen in time lined the massive corridor. High vaulted ceilings were shadowed in darkness and they loomed over the party as they were ushered towards the throne room of Castle Coldstorm. They approached a pair of massive wooden doors that were laced with iron bindings and guarded by two Beoraki soldiers. The two men pushed at the doors and a large chamber full of loud Northmen opened up before them. 
 
    Aliha, Gideon, Shanks, and the imposing Beoraki woman, Gretta, all entered the throne room. Daphaxian had stayed back at Frostbite and talked of business in the city. They all knew he was not welcome at Coldstorm.  
 
    They walked the path towards King Ironheart, who sat up high on a dais in an immense chair that was covered in the skins and furs of the great white bear of the North. The room began to quiet as the small company made their way through the towering Northmen. The large Beoraki wore heavy furs and carried stout mugs of dark ale. Most had long white hair and thick snowy beards; their pale skin and light blue lips giving them a frosty look like someone caught in a light snowstorm. At times, when the light was right, their skin and hair seemed to sparkle.  
 
    Aliha and the others stopped at the base of the throne. Long steps rose up before them and the largest Northman Aliha had seen yet sat in the great chair. King Ironheart was quiet – his cold blue eyes staring down at the small troupe as if weighing judgment on the guilty. He wore heavy furs of the white bear and grew his hair thick and long. It was a snowy white and it matched the thick beard that covered his sturdy jaw. The king was heavily muscled and in the best of shape. He appeared to have not gained in age since Gideon healed him with the magic eighteen years earlier.  
 
    All around the king were his Shadows. These men were considered the bravest, strongest, and most loyal to Ironheart. They stood stoic with dark eyes absorbing every detail, and they carried heavy spears at their sides.  
 
    Bearok, who was the leader of the group, stood closest to the king. He had long black hair that was streaked with white and eyes that were dark as coal. Gideon remembered the man from eighteen years prior when he had saved the king’s life. 
 
    “I see you have accomplished your task. The Ironheart was swift!” The king boasted loudly. “You have returned from Perlosia much sooner than was expected,” King Ironheart’s voice was deep and resonating. 
 
    “Yes,” Gideon replied, “thank you for your help.” 
 
    “The girl’s journey has just begun then,” said Ironheart and the giant Northman stared down at Aliha, and Gideon gave a nervous chuckle as the girl realized she had just become the center of conversation. 
 
    “What?” Aliha muttered quietly to Gideon.  
 
    “You are Princess Aliha?” the king asked the simple farm girl. 
 
    “What? No,” the girl responded and laughed as she looked at Gideon, who stood quiet and nervous. 
 
    “Tell her who she is, Gideon,” King Ironheart said in a tone that left no argument. 
 
    “I know who I am,” Aliha said to the king and she turned to Gideon with a questioning glare. “Who do you think I am?”  
 
    “Aliha,” Gideon began nervously, “you are the daughter of Queen Aliha and King Uriah.” 
 
    The girl was shaking her head and saying, “No,” even before the healer stopped talking. “That’s impossible and you’re crazy.” Aliha stepped closer to Gideon while Shanks and Gretta shied away. “Why would you say such a thing? You brought me here and made me believe I came by my own choice.”  
 
    Gideon opened his hands out before the girl in a kind gesture. “Aliha,” Gideon said softly, and she turned away in anger, fuming at the thought of being duped.  
 
    “Have I been abducted?” Aliha asked as she slowly turned around. Her face showed her annoyance, but she tried with all her might to be calm.  
 
    “Of course not...,” Gideon tried to say. 
 
    “Why did you bring me here?!” Aliha screamed. 
 
    “I… you needed to…,” Gideon stammered over the words. He wanted to explain everything to Aliha, but not at this time. King Ironheart had put him in a very difficult position, and Gretta came to his rescue. 
 
     “Aliha, no one here blames you for being angry. The matter was not handled properly,” and Gretta gave Gideon a look with a scowl. “You should have been told everything.” Gretta’s icy blue eyes seemed to douse the flames that were Aliha’s.  
 
    “I would not have believed him,” Aliha said and she gave the healer a look that filled him with sadness. “I would have thought him crazy and I would not be standing here now.” Aliha stared hard at Gideon, “He could not tell me,” she whispered and then looked back to Gretta. “Why am I here?” Aliha simply asked. 
 
    The Northern woman reached down and took Aliha’s hands into her own and smiled to put an edge onto what she considered good news.  
 
    “You are a princess, Aliha,” Gretta said with excitement. “Your mother, the queen of the South, is an amazing woman and loved by all.” 
 
    “Did she give me away?” Aliha asked bluntly, glancing at Gideon to gauge his response. She found the healer shaking his head, and his eyes pleading for forgiveness and she turned away coldly. 
 
    “You were taken to Perlosia for your own protection,” Gretta answered her question. 
 
    “Protection from what?” Aliha’s face was an open book that read disbelief and confusion. 
 
    “King Uriah,” Gideon answered and Aliha took her hands from Gretta’s and moved to stand before the healer. A ripple of voices sounded throughout the crowd of Northmen, and Aliha realized they were betting on the odds of her slapping his face. 
 
    “Where is the queen now?” Aliha asked Gideon. 
 
    “Your mother is at the Temple of Carami,” Gideon lied, “waiting for you.”  
 
    “Not that I believe you,” Aliha said, “but why now? Why after eighteen years does she so rudely send for me?” The words grated through her teeth as she suddenly became bitter again. 
 
    “You are the Princess Aliha,” King Ironheart interjected, his voice deep and powerful. “You are Queen Aliha’s mirror image, and she was also quick to anger. I met her many times, and surely it’s as if I am meeting her again. If I did not know better,” and Ironheart looked at Gideon with suspicion, “I would say this is the queen and you have been working magic again. If, I did not know better.” The way Ironheart spoke left no argument to the fact that he held a secret of Gideon’s.  
 
    The healer held the king’s gaze. Ironheart was the only other person to know the truth. The Northern king was as impervious to lies as he seemingly was to death and Gideon felt compelled to tell the man the truth, in secrecy, when asking for a ship to retrieve Aliha. Shanks did not know the fate of the queen and Daphaxian knew only what Gideon had told him. Only Ironheart knew the truth and Gideon was sure he had had enough of the healer’s lies. 
 
    Aliha’s eyes scanned the two men and the room held quiet. The girl wondered what secret held their tongues and Gretta shattered the tension with ease.  
 
    “Aliha, you should be happy to know you are one of the three princesses of Asaria.” Gretta moved slowly up the steps toward King Ironheart as she spoke to Aliha. “I thought that Princess Sunfire was the only other true princess. She is my sister from the West. You will be my sister from the South. The Three Princesses of Asaria, what do you think, Father?” As the large woman crested the throne she moved in close and gave the fierce king a kiss on the cheek.  
 
    “I have missed you, Princess,” and Ironheart emphasized the title and Gretta smiled all the wider. “Coldstorm becomes quite lonely when you are away.” 
 
    Aliha watched the touching scene, but clearly felt she had bigger issues to contend with.   
 
    “How does this help me, Gretta?” Aliha called up despairingly.  
 
    “Don’t you know?” The Beoraki woman asked. When Aliha shook her head, Gretta turned to Gideon and asked, “Did you not tell her of the Three Princesses of Asaria?” Gretta almost seemed angry as she made her way back down the steps towards the pair. Gideon stepped back and quietly apologized. “Stories of princesses are not worth telling, healer?” Gretta continued in anger and Gideon took another step back.  
 
    “I like stories of princesses,” Aliha said tiredly, and Gretta turned to her and smiled.  
 
      
 
    ******************** 
 
      
 
    Year of the Sleeping Lioness 2005 A.A. 
 
      
 
    Rhayne braced for impact and the heavy shield dropped her to the dirt. She kicked her legs back over her head and gracefully stood, her fingers touching just below her nose and coming away with blood. She smiled at her opponent and the huge warrior smashed her again to the dirt floor of the arena. Thousands of spectators roared in the delight of seeing their Asarian champion savage the cocky Arani Princess. She wore black leather armor that showed off her incredible physique. Rhayne was the kind of woman that all other women wanted to be, and the girl that all men found themselves wanting. She had long blonde hair around a beautiful face and cat-like green eyes.   
 
    Gormax reached down and picked the woman up off the ground by her neck and held her high; her feet dangling off the ground. Rhayne wore knee-high leather boots, high-heeled and steel-toed. She brought her knees up quick and extended her legs out, driving the boots hard into the man’s mid-section while pulling away. She backflipped high into the air and landed perfectly on the ground, then took the full force of Gormax’s shield and kissed the dirt again. The brutal warrior stood over the princess and raised his shield high over his head while the crowd screamed with lust. Then Gormax brought it down and sank the circle of iron deep into the ground. 
 
      
 
    ****************** 
 
      
 
    What is she doing?” Bird in the Sky asked, almost sounding bored with the spectacle.  
 
    “Rhayne is playing again,” replied Storm, a Northern Princess.  
 
    “I hate when she does this. We did not come here to play, and she could get hurt,” said Bird in the Sky, a Dishoni Princess from the West. 
 
    “She will not get hurt,” replied Storm. She had snow-white hair that fell long over broad shoulders and eyes that sparkled like ice. She was beautiful in her black silk dress that ran the length of her tall muscular body. Storm smiled as she watched Rhayne scramble away just as Gormax’s heavy shield cut deep into the arena floor, missing her head by the width of a hair.  
 
    “She is not even trying. If Rhayne wanted to, she could finish the Asarian brute and we could be on our way.” Bird in the Sky had jet black hair that grew straight and long and was decorated with feathers from the red eagle. She was Dishoni and her reddish-brown skin was smooth, her face a mask of delicate features and sharp angles, her almond shaped eyes black and intoxicating. She wore a long silk dress the color of pearl with highlights of pink along the neck and sleeves. 
 
    “We have the time to teach the Asarians a lesson in humility. Rhayne thrives on combat and I personally enjoy watching her fight. She is beautiful out there. I wish I had her grace,” Storm pouted.  
 
    “You are graceful,” Bird in the Sky replied. “Maybe not in combat, but that’s because you have chosen to wield an axe – which is very unprincess like, I must say.” 
 
    Storm smiled and patted the knee of the Dishoni Princess. They were sitting in the king’s section of the huge stadium, away from the screaming crowd. They sat high above the arena floor in comfortable chairs and held delicate glasses of fine Arani wine.  
 
    The two princesses were in the company of King Amkerda and Queen Iolla, who was always skeptical and very short. Her brown eyes sparkled above fat rosy cheeks and she had a small pointed nose, thin red lips, and short brown hair. She wore a queenly gown of reds and blues and a thin crown of gold.  
 
    Rhayne found herself scrambling as the fierce Gormax stomped again at her head. She rolled in the dirt and then leapt away in a tight somersault as Gormax’s shield crashed to the ground under his massive weight. He quickly stood and brought his shield up to bear while the Arani princess slowly circled away. She had only one strike, and she intended on making it count.  
 
    Gormax suddenly bull-rushed the princess and Rhayne was forced to spin away from the driving shield. The huge Asarian pressed the Arani woman with kicks and punches and mighty swings with his heavy iron shield. Rhayne spun, ducked, and dodged, then rolled away, always in retreat and waiting for her one shot, all the while thinking maybe she shouldn’t have been so boastful the night before. 
 
    The night before, Rhayne, Storm, and Bird in the Sky were guests at Castle Lamourne. They had gone to Asarian City in search of a man by the name of Tanamar, who had information on the abduction of a young girl from Arani City. Her name was Isella, and the three princesses were determined to find her and return the young girl to her parents. Tanamar was a traveling herb healer and he frequented the taverns and halls of all the major cities in both the Southern and Eastern Kingdoms.  
 
    When the three princesses entered Asarian City, word spread quickly to King Amkerda and he immediately sent the royal carriage to fetch the women back to the castle to have dinner with him. At first, Bird in the Sky refused and said there was no time for such nonsense, but Rhayne and Storm accepted the invitation, knowing that to refuse was to insult the arrogant king. The four lands were at peace and the princesses did not want to cause bad blood with the man that ruled the South, so they accepted, and Bird in the Sky went with them, albeit, pouting all the way. 
 
    Once they were at the great castle, they were escorted to the throne room of King Amkerda. There they met Queen Iolla and immediately found her quite unpleasant.  
 
    “Say again why you three came to Asarian City,” the Queen said with an insulting demeanor, and that seemed to affect Rhayne in a very strange way. Although brass, the Arani Princess always conducted herself with proper manners, until now. 
 
    “We never said why we came to your lovely city, dear,” Rhayne spoke in a mocking manner. Then the princess turned to Iolla’s husband, the king, and turned on the charm.  
 
    “I would simply love it if you escorted us around your wonderful city,” Rhayne purred. “I would not be afraid if a brave king such as yourself was at my side.”  
 
    “What are you doing?” Storm whispered and Bird in the Sky looked down and exhaled in disgust.  
 
    “I would love to, Princess,” the king flirted back and then gave Rhayne a wink. Amkerda was an older king, close to sixty summers. He had been brave and strong once, when there was a reason to be. The king had a beautiful queen once, but she had long since passed. The lands had known peace for nearly a decade, and in that time, King Amkerda had become a drunken fool. He was extremely large and even larger in his red kingly robe. He grew a shag of thick brown hair and wore a heavy crown of gold.  
 
    “You can show me all the darkest alleyways,” Rhayne said and then giggled.  
 
    “Um,” said Storm, and Bird in the Sky cursed under her breath in her native Dishoni tongue. 
 
    “I will show you that and more, Princess,” slurred the king who was obviously far into his drinks and Rhayne knew it. 
 
    Queen Iolla growled in frustration as she sat there and listened to the pair flirt. She said not a word, but her eyes threw daggers at the Arani Princess. 
 
    Later, when the three princesses were at dinner with the king and queen, Rhayne really poured on the charm. They sat at a long table in a great hall. There was a kingly feast spread out before them and dancers danced and jesters follied. The Arani Princess began to drink heavily with the king while Iolla, Storm, and Bird in the Sky were forced to suffer and watch. 
 
    “You are the bravest king in all Asaria,” Rhayne said with a drunken slur and then gave Iolla a wink and a smile that set the queen off.  
 
    “They say you are a great warrior, Rhayne,” said Queen Iolla, and it was true, the Arani Princess was quite adept at fighting. 
 
    “I consider myself the best,” Rhayne said with a confidence that spoke clearly of intoxication. 
 
    “Well, for the Eastern Kingdom I have no doubt,” the queen said with a laugh. “But not here in the South. Here, you would not stand a chance, especially against our champion, Gormax.” 
 
    “Ha,” Rhayne laughed, “I could beat your pathetic Asarian champion with one strike.” 
 
    Rhayne again found herself face down on the arena floor, spitting dirt and blood. Gormax had finally had enough. He threw away his shield and strolled confidently towards the princess, who smiled under a mask of pain and bruises, and she slowly got to her knees and tried desperately to stand.  
 
    “Or so it seemed, for Gormax came to stand before the battered princess and he pulled back a mighty fist to deliver the killing blow, and Rhayne–” Gretta was interrupted by Gideon’s soft knock and slow entrance into the small room. It was a relaxing chamber and Gretta had led Aliha there from the throne room, all the while telling her the story of “The Three Princesses of Asaria.” There was a warm fire in a stone fireplace and the two young women sat in comfortable chairs before it. 
 
    “Excuse me, Princesses,” Gideon started to say. 
 
    “You dare interrupt me when I am telling the story of the “Three Princesses of Asaria?” Gretta said in a deep and threatening voice. 
 
    “I am truly sorry, Princess Gretta, but King Ironheart would like to speak with you in the library,” and Gideon wanted time alone with Aliha so he could explain what he had done. 
 
    Gretta looked at the simple farm girl, now turned princess, and Aliha spoke first.  
 
    “It’s ok,” Aliha said with a smile, “I would like to speak with Gideon anyway, and you can finish your marvelous tale another time.” 
 
    “Of course, sister, we will finish another time,” Gretta replied as she patted Aliha’s knee and then stood. The two princesses hugged, and Gretta moved to leave the room.  
 
    “Don’t interrupt me again, Gideon,” whispered Gretta as she passed the old healer on her way out. 
 
    “Sit down, Gideon,” Aliha spoke with authority. If the healer wanted her to be a princess, then she would make him choke on it.  
 
    Gideon eyed the girl and gave a disapproving frown. He spoke as he moved to sit down. “I did not mean to hurt you, Aliha, but I did need to bring you back to your homeland and reunite you with your real mother.” 
 
    “Who were Robert and DeeAnna?” Aliha asked curiously. 
 
    “They were your foster parents. I was asked by your mother to take you far away where you would be safe from King Uriah. When you were born, there was chaos in Castle Lamourne. The Dishoni had stormed the walls and were running throughout the castle, burning and killing. Your twin brother was born before you and –” 
 
    “Wait,” and Aliha held up a questioning hand. “I have a twin brother?” 
 
    “Yes,” Gideon replied hesitantly. “His name is Prince Hadias and–” 
 
    “Hadias,” Aliha repeated with distaste. “What a dreadful name. Who named him that?” 
 
    “Uriah,” answered Gideon. “Now please, let me finish. When Hadias was born, Uriah took the child out of my arms and escaped the castle through the underground tunnels.” 
 
    “The king left his queen to die?” asked Aliha. 
 
    “Yes,” replied Gideon. 
 
    “That’s not like any of the stories I’ve ever heard,” said Aliha, but oddly enough, it was like the nightmare she had had many times growing up. 
 
    “Uriah cares only for himself. Like I said, he left the castle and Queen Aliha gave birth to another child: you. After you were born, I used magic to take the three of us to the Temple of Carami.” 
 
    “You can do magic?” the girl asked with skepticism. 
 
    “Not anymore. Now please. Your mother was afraid Uriah would come looking for her and find you. She was afraid he would take you both back to Castle Lamourne and she did not love him – she never did. It was an arranged marriage between the kings of Asaria. Your mother was well known throughout the four lands and she was loved by all who met her. Queen Aliha was gentle and caring and even King Ironheart, who also loved your mother like a daughter, condoned the marriage in hopes that she could soften the power-hungry and war-like manner of the Southern King.”  
 
    “But Uriah could not be tamed,” Gideon continued. “He took his army to the north and made war upon King Ironheart anyway. Your mother wants you by her side, Aliha,” said Gideon as she sat without saying a word. “I promised I would bring you two back together. I will not force you to go, and you can go back to your old life whenever you chose. King Ironheart has promised to see you safely back to your farm,” and Gideon paused and looked deep into Aliha’s eyes. “This is your homeland and your mother waits for you even now. We all care about you, and I promise no harm will come to you.” 
 
    “You can’t promise me that, Gideon,” and Aliha stood and turned her back to the healer as she faced the fire. “I have seen death inches from my face in Icewater. Do you dare say I was not in danger when the Dishoni held a knife to me?” Aliha took a deep breath to calm herself, and Gideon remained quiet, content with letting the girl speak.  
 
    “It all just seems so confusing,” Aliha admitted as she turned back around. “When I was a small girl, I got lost in the woods and came across an old grave that had my name on it. I traced the letters on the head stone for quite some time, and I imagined I was named after a beautiful queen. That’s when Timber found me and led me back to my father, and I always wondered who was buried alone in the woods, and what a coincidence that I should have her name?” Aliha stared hard at Gideon, forcing him to reveal some hidden secret, but the old man simply shrugged and shook his head as if he knew nothing of the grave. But he did, and it drowned him in sadness.  
 
    The next morning, Aliha sat at a long table with Gideon, Shanks, and Gretta, as well as their host, the Beoraki king with his Shadows spread out all around. They were having breakfast and there were platters of fresh Arani fruits and baked breads and roasted mountain boar from the Great Dividing Mountains. They drank stout ale and Arani wine and spoke of the coming journey that Aliha agreed to take. 
 
    The doors to the breakfast hall were pushed open and in walked three men. They were from the Eastern Kingdom and were of average height and build. Their hair grew a soft yellow and was cut short and they had the blue eyes and fair skin of the Arani people. Two of the men were soldiers and dressed in boiled leather armor. They were not allowed to carry weapons inside Coldstorm, but they knew the Northmen were honorable and they were at ease.  
 
    The third man was dressed in colorful silks of red, orange, and yellow. His fine leather boots and leggings marked him as a man of noble birth. He was quite handsome, and he stared at Aliha as he walked over to the great Northern King. Aliha found herself staring back, feeling that he was strangely familiar. She was drawn to the man that was at least twice her age and she fought for an explanation as to why she felt she knew him. 
 
    “King Ironheart, it is an honor to be at Coldstorm,” the man said as he bowed low.  
 
    “You are welcome in this hall, Prince Allenmar. Please sit and share the meal you have helped provide at my table.” The king continued to eat his roasted boar and Prince Allenmar strolled the length of the table to sit down next to Aliha. His personal guards took up positions at the end of the table. 
 
    “I am Prince Allenmar, heir to the throne of Castle Sunflower.” 
 
    “Sunflower,” Aliha laughed. “Is that really the name of your castle?”  
 
    “Your mother loved it,” Allenmar said. 
 
    “You know who I am?” Aliha asked. 
 
    “Of course, you look just as she did when she promised to be my wife.” Allenmar laughed and leaned back as an attendant sat down a plate with fresh fruit and toasted bread. He was also given a glass of Arani Red, a personal wine he always took with him wherever he went. 
 
    “You were engaged to Queen Aliha?” she asked. 
 
    “She was not a queen when I knew her. We were childhood friends, me and your mother. Aliha’s father was on the king’s council and my father, King Allesteous, had told the man that he would like Aliha to be my future wife and queen. We were raised together and Aliha was groomed to be a queen, just not my queen,” and the Arani Prince just shrugged as if it didn’t matter and he took a long drink of his fine wine. 
 
    “Is this true?” Aliha asked when she turned to Gideon.  
 
    Gideon sat quiet and thought on his answer. Everyone knew that Queen Aliha was to be married to Prince Allenmar. 
 
    “It is true,” King Ironheart said loudly and he eyed the prince with authority. “I know you will always be bitter, Prince Allenmar, but our decision to wed Aliha to King Uriah was for the betterment of all Asaria.” 
 
    The prince nodded and looked away and Ironheart let it go at that. Bearok, however, slowly started to rise from his seat, for he felt that the king had been slighted by the Arani Prince. King Ironheart put a restraining hand on his Shadow and shook his head and Bearok stared down the table at the prince and his men. 
 
    “So, what is your name, lass?” Allenmar asked Aliha. 
 
    “My name is–” 
 
    “Her name is Princess Aliha,” Gretta interjected. “She is a princess, like me, and if you call either of us lass again, I will have Bearok cut off your Arani head.” 
 
    Prince Allenmar put up his hands in defeat.  
 
    “I am sorry, Princesses,” and Allenmar turned to the girl. “You are Princess Aliha?” and she nodded her head and smiled.  
 
    “Interesting,” said the prince and he drank the rest of his Arani Red and bid his attendant to fetch another bottle. “I searched for your mother for eighteen years. King Uriah said she was abducted by the Dishoni when they gained access to the castle. I searched all Asaria for almost half my life and I finally come across her daughter at Coldstorm. A daughter no one knew she had,” and the prince laughed his silly little laugh again and took another long drink from his fancy glass.  
 
    “Prince Allenmar,” said Gideon, “since you seem so troubled by all of this, please allow me to once again tell the story of how our young Princess Aliha has come to sit at King Ironhearts breakfast table.” The healer was irritated at having to retell the same lie over and over, and in front of Ironheart, who detested liars and compared them to snow mice. But Gideon did so, and hopefully for the last time.  
 
    “It began the night the Dishoni raided Castle Lamourne,” and Gideon told their story to the Arani Prince. 
 
    Prince Allenmar listened to the amazing tale as he looked upon the girl. His mind began to wander as still a small part of his consciousness paid attention to Gideon’s story. Seeing Aliha at such an early age flooded his thoughts with memories of the time when he had last seen his Aliha. 
 
    More than twenty years ago, Prince Allenmar and his father, King Allesteous, were in the North visiting the Port of Snowflake during The Ice Pack, a dog sled race that is held once a year. Aliha and her father, Argus DeMoreath, had traveled with them. Argus was a nobleman on the king’s council, and they were exceptional friends as well. Aliha and Prince Allenmar were quite young when first they met, and they grew up close together with the thought that they would one day be married and Aliha would be his queen.  
 
    The Arani prince remembered standing on the cold crowded street of Snowflake with his beloved and her father. They were looking up at the top balcony of a two-story building made of wood and stone. A large board was hanging over the railing and men moved names around the individual slots. This was the Leader Board for The Ice Pack and it kept the patrons of the large port aware of the standings in the race. Names like Flay Renard, who was barely a man grown and in last place on the board, and Frost Jenkins, who was an old veteran of the race and was sitting in first place. Talons of the Eagle was in second – the Dishoni warrior being the favorite for the entire West that year. Then there was the newcomer to the sport, a young man who was simply called The Boar was holding onto third place. 
 
    As the prince stood with Aliha, a commotion broke out as King Ironheart made his appearance for the last two days of The Ice Pack. The race usually lasted a short fortnight, and during that time the port became the gambling and entertainment cornerstone of all Asaria. All vessels came into dock and no ship would raise anchor so the whole harbor and surrounding waters looked more like a dead forest with the bare masts sticking up like ancient trees. 
 
    Prince Allenmar recalled the grand feast that the Beoraki king had thrown for all of Snowflake. He remembered the Northern events of fighting and drinking and throwing blades of Beoraki steel. Allenmar recalled the dancing and boisterous singing, and he especially remembered how later that night when the celebration had turned somber, he was told of the plan to marry Aliha to the newly kinged Uriah. Allenmar immediately rebuked the plan, was standing and yelling at his father. He even dared yell at King Ironheart, calling him a fool and was then laid low by the large Northern boy named Bearok. As the prince stood up, he begged Aliha to say something. She had sat quiet during the whole ordeal like she had known all along. Allenmar then remembered how Aliha cried the night before when he called her his queen. She could not explain why she was crying, but now Allenmar knew. Aliha had known all along and had said nothing. 
 
    Allenmar stood with dignity and hurt in his eyes. He stared hard at Aliha and she reached out a gentle hand and he knocked it away and left the room. He mounted the Iron Horse that day and rode back across the frozen North to the Port of Icewater where a ship was waiting to sail him back to the Eastern Kingdom. Prince Allenmar never saw his queen again. 
 
    As the Arani Prince thought of his true love and listened to Gideon tell of Aliha’s journey to Asaria, he subconsciously began to hum a song that his Aliha had sung to him long ago. It was called “Forever Your Queen” and Aliha sat there and began to sing softly along with him. She knew every word, words and phrases that even Allenmar had forgotten.  
 
     The rest of the table went silent as Aliha quietly sang and the prince hummed. Then they sang the last phrases together. 
 
      
 
    “I will love you forever 
 
    And I take this ring 
 
    I’m promised forever 
 
    Forever your Queen” 
 
      
 
    Prince Allenmar did not want to know how Aliha knew the song. He simply stood and excused himself politely from the table and left the room, his personal guards in tow. 
 
    “How did you know that song, Aliha?” Gideon asked quietly. 
 
    “Someone I knew sang it,” Aliha quessed, but she couldn’t recall who. Just a figure lost in shadowed memories. 
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    Year of the Frost Horn 2318 A.A. 
 
      
 
    The small frontier town had stood for a hundred years. It was built deep in the Timberlands – a long stretch of forest that ran the coast of the Eastern Kingdom and deep into the Southern Kingdom as well. There were many towns constructed throughout the region and they were all linked together with trade routes and logger roads and were allowed the right to govern themselves.  
 
    The men of the town were loggers. From early morning until late in the evening, they would work the grand forest. They cut the thick tall trees and loaded them onto long wagons that were pulled by teams of muscled draft horses and transported all throughout Asaria. 
 
    The women of the town were busy as well. They made crafts and stitched clothing to be traded or sold. They oversaw the schools and worship halls, as well as the children and elderly.  
 
    The frontier towns rarely saw excitement. The small communities usually held no more than two hundred people, and the routines of day to day life were quite regular, until today. 
 
    “You are the leader of this town, yes?” asked General Dread. 
 
    “I am,” the man said. He was on his knees with his hands tied behind his back. He was a thick man – a logger.  
 
    “I think we have rounded up nearly everyone, wouldn’t you agree?” The Asarian soldier squatted down to look the big man in the face. They locked eyes for a moment, and then the logger looked away and the other man stood.  
 
    General Dread was dressed in black leather armor and carried a variety of knives and other curious weapons. He was not a tall man, nor was he heavily muscled, but he was a man to be feared and he carried himself as such. The soldier had a bald head with deep dark eyes, hollow cheek bones, and a hooked beak of a nose. His face was pale white like a man that had been sick for too long, and his teeth were crooked and stained. He was a top general in Prince Hadias’ dark army and his appearance and smell was that of a dead man. 
 
    “Why have you come here? We have nothing worth taking. We are a simple people,” the logger spoke quietly to the Asarian soldier as he looked out at the rest of the townsfolk. The people were all lined up in the street and also on their knees, and worried whispers and soft questions filtered throughout the crowd.  
 
    “You have plenty worth taking. Just look at all the faces of the men and women that will be willing to work our mines. Your children will be bought and sold all throughout the South,” spoke Dread in a raspy voice. 
 
    “No!” the logger yelled, “You can’t–” and the Asarian kicked the kneeling man hard in the face, sending him flat to his back. 
 
    “I can,” and Dread turned away.  
 
    Prince Hadias sat quiet upon his roan mare. He watched as his disciplined army began herding the people into cages on long wagons. Small skirmishes broke out as the men of the town tried to break free of their bonds. They were dispatched easily with wicked looking blades and crossbow bolts. Some were clubbed and carried away while others were killed on the spot and left where they lay.  
 
    The Asarian army crept into the small town in the middle of the night and caught the peoples unaware. They bottled up the residence and forced them out into the street to be loaded up and taken to the South. 
 
    “What about the boy?” Prince Hadias asked Dread. The prince had a dark complexion with long black hair and piercing gray eyes. He was as handsome as he was evil – his father raising him to be ruthless and cold. 
 
    “He escaped into the forest,” Dread replied. “Kneeamara is tracking him now and I suspect he will be joining us soon.”   
 
    “But will she bring him back alive?” Prince Hadias asked. 
 
    “Do you wish it?” Dread tilted his head as he asked the question.  
 
    Prince Hadias shrugged his shoulders and shook his head to indicate that it really didn’t matter. He turned his horse about and moved off to other business while General Dread went back to loading their captives into cages.  
 
       
 
    ********************** 
 
      
 
    The young boy of ten summers ran as fast as he could, and the soldiers chased him. The tall thick trees kept him dodging back and forth and long branches scraped at his eyes and cheeks, but he would not slow and he did not tire. He could hear the labored breaths of the soldiers that fell farther back with each quick step he took, and he jumped across a wide running stream and then climbed up the muddy bank on the other side. He shook away fists full of mud as he sprinted off to gain even more distance between himself and his hunters.   
 
    Tanner was thin and short, but wiry and brave. He had thick brown hair that grew down to his large dark eyes and a small nose peeked out from an innocent face. He wore blue trousers that were covered in mud and stained green from scrambling on his knees through the brush, and his thin black shirt was torn from reaching tree limbs that had grabbed at him when he ran away. His favorite sandals were lost somewhere in the forest and his feet hurt as sharp rocks and long thorns cut into them.  
 
    Tanner ran until the darkness fell upon the Timberlands and he was forced to walk with cautious steps up the forest trail. He shivered as he ambled on and he wrapped himself up in his own arms in a feeble attempt to ward off the chill. He was tripped up by a long leafy vine, but he caught himself and staggered onward, reaching out to the darkness to keep from running into trees or their lower branches.  
 
    Tanner crept through the inky forest for quite some time before he spotted a light in the distance. Slowly, he worked his way towards what seemed to be a small campfire. The boy could smell the smoke and feel its warmth and his senses responded as he was cold to the bone. He came to the edge of the small clearing and surveyed the scene while hiding in the dark shadows. 
 
    The forest floor was swept clear of all leaves and debris. There were long cut logs placed about the outer edge of the campfire, and on one of those sat a small girl. She appeared to be of his same age with long dark hair and soft, trusting, blue eyes. Her face was round, and her thin nose and thick red lips gave her the look of someone older, yet she was undoubtedly a young girl. She wore a simple white nightshirt that was long to her knees and her feet were bare. 
 
    Tanner found himself entering the clearing and moving right up to the small girl. She was more beautiful than any girl he had ever met. In a strange way, she reminded him of his mother. The way she looked at him made him feel like everything would be all right.  
 
    “You poor thing, are you lost?” the small girl asked. “Why don’t you sit down and warm yourself by the fire.”  
 
    The girl’s tiny voice seemed to echo inside the small boy’s head. Tanner wanted to speak but found himself speechless. He simply sat down on a small log and stared at the girl. Tanner was no longer cold and tired, but his head swam in confusion.  
 
    “Your feet look horrible,” the young girl said. “Do they hurt?” 
 
    Tanner nodded his head but remained silent. 
 
    The girl reached down and picked up a small bag from off the ground and then slowly kneeled down next to the boy. With the gentlest of hands, she took one of his feet and inspected the bottom.   
 
    “Oh dear,” the little girl said, and she carefully put the foot back down and lifted the other foot. “Oh my,” she said, placing the foot across her lap as she reached into her bag and pulled out a clean white rag. She reached down again and pulled out a small bottle, unscrewed the lid, and poured a clear liquid onto the cloth. The girl then cleaned the boy’s wounded feet and carefully wrapped them with white bandages. She spoke kind words and made the boy feel almost happy and not so alone.  
 
     “My name is Mara and I live in the town just to the south. My parents will be along shortly. Let’s just lay back against the log and rest until they get here.” The boy found her words to be intoxicating and he moved off the log to lie down next to her. She continued to speak to him, but the boy surrendered to his exhaustion and fell asleep.  
 
      
 
    *************** 
 
      
 
    The day was warm and the sun shown brightly. The crystal blue waters of the Arani River swept slowly under a long arching bridge made of cobblestones and thick solid beams of oak from the Timberlands. The wide bridge known as Drin Crossing connected the outer quarter, which consisted of rows of tightly packed houses, to the inner part of the city where merchants sold their wares.  
 
    Tanner sat on the edge of the bridge at its apex and dangled his legs high above the smooth water. His hands grasped a wooden pole with a long fishing line attached that dropped into the deep waters and tempted fish with a worm on a hook.  
 
    Next to the boy sat the small girl, Mara. She looked down into the clear waters as Tanner slowly moved the pole back and forth to bait a fish. Her long dark hair caught a gust of wind and it blew across her face and made her laugh. She pulled it back and watched as the boy stayed somber and simply stared down into the flowing waters that dragged below him. 
 
    “Why so sad?” Mara asked. 
 
    “I think something has happened to my father,” Tanner said as he stared into the blue waters of the Arani River. He used to sit on this very bridge every day after school and fish the waters. He would always bring home a catch for him and his mother. He would clean the fish and prepare it for his mother to cook, and she would always say, “You are the real man of this house.” His father was a soldier and never around. That was when he lived in Arani City – before his mother died. 
 
    “Why do you think that?” Mara asked.  
 
    The boy thought for a moment. He couldn’t remember what had happened to his dad, maybe he never knew. 
 
    “Why don’t you come with me?” Mara said with a hint of a smile. “On the way, we can look for your father. I’m sure we can find him.” Tanner would not look up from the waters. Their reflection was on the surface, but a woman sat next to him, not Mara. He stared into the river and the woman stared back and she spoke to him, her voice sweet but cold.  
 
    “Would you like to be special? Would you really like to fly?” Tanner wanted that more than anything, now that his mom was gone. He had no love for his father and had blamed the man for his mother’s death, even though he knew it was not true. She had simply gotten sick. He just wanted to fly away now. Tanner looked up from the river and finally put his eyes on the small girl. 
 
    “I can make you special,” Mara laughed, and she reached out a tiny finger and touched the boy’s nose. A flare of light sparked off her touch and Tanner felt as if he was beginning to float. He rose from off the ground, dropping his fishing pole into the waters and lifting both arms out as if to fly. He was so happy, but only for a moment as he woke from his dream and found thick hands wrapped about each arm. He was being dragged away by the soldiers he had run from earlier. He shook violently, trying to break free from their grasp. The two soldiers just laughed as they took him away.  
 
    “I don’t want the boy harmed. Put him in an empty cage and bring him with us,” said General Kneeamara. 
 
    “Yes, General,” said the soldier, and he moved off to follow the others.  
 
    “It seems you have found another pet,” said Sergeant Semik. 
 
    General Kneeamara stared hard at the ugly man. Her flowing black hair draped long over strong shoulders, and her sparkling blue eyes burned with hatred. She was tall and athletic and dressed in leather armor with a short sword on her left hip, but her mind was her deadliest weapon, and it was cold and cunning.  
 
    “Head back, Sergeant,” Kneeamara replied in an icy tone, and she moved past Semik with a driving shoulder and knocked him sideways.  
 
      
 
      
 
    ************************ 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Yamen the Darkhorse fought with skill and bravery unmatched in all the Southern Kingdom. He raced through the maze of hallways in Castle Lamourne, killing all the Dishoni warriors that stood in his path. He made his way up long circling staircases with his shield, driving the enemy back and pushing them over the railing to their certain doom. His sword flashed like lightning and only glimpses of the shiny steel could be seen as Yamen cut his way through the men that dared stand against him, leaving a curtain of blood for the rest of the Queen’s Guard to run through.” 
 
    “Michael, please, don’t you think that’s a little much?” Evaylia asked, giving him a strong look of disapproval.  
 
    “Be quiet, Evaylia,” hushed little Tris, a small girl of ten summers. “This is the best part.” 
 
    Michael smiled to his girlfriend and she rolled her eyes back at him and simply shook her head. His little sister, Tristania, urged him on to finish the tale. 
 
    “Yamen the Darkhorse and his large group of Queen’s Guard decorated the cold stone hallways with Dishoni body parts,” and Michael winked at Evaylia, who threw back a sneer of disgust. “But alas, when the day was finally won and Castle Lamourne cleared of all the Western invaders, Queen Aliha was nowhere to be found.”  
 
    “But King Uriah was safe, the cowardly fool. What kind of king abandons his queen while his castle is under siege?” Tris spat the same words every time her brother told the story. 
 
    “The queen had just given birth to Prince Hadias, she could not be moved,” Michael replied. 
 
    “He shouldn’t have left her alone,” his sister shot back. “A real king would have stayed to protect her!” 
 
    “But he was the king,” Michael countered.  
 
    “So!” Both Tris and Evaylia shot back. 
 
    “Would you have left me to be abducted by the Dishoni savages?” Evaylia continued with a questioning glare. 
 
    “The Dishoni are not savages, and no, I would have fought by your side until they captured you. Then I would have run,” and Michael laughed as he put up his hands to block the fist full of dirt that was hurled his way by Evaylia. Tris laughed even harder and clapped her small hands as the older girl then dove forward and tackled the boy off the log he was sitting on. The two wrestled in the dirt for a moment and little Tris cheered on Evaylia, until they stopped and started kissing.  
 
    “Ok, now you’re grossing me out,” and the small girl turned away and moved to the other side of the small forest clearing and sat down on a log next to her other brother, Jase.  
 
    “They really know how to ruin a perfectly good evening,” Tris said, but her brother spoke not a word. He just stared into the campfire while sitting on the log.  
 
    The two brothers, their little sister, and Evaylia were all spending the night in the forest far from the frontier town that was their home. The small campsite had blankets laid out all around a campfire and there were logs that circled the area to sit on. The four spent many warm nights there, staying up late and telling stories until the break of dawn.  
 
    Michael was tall and muscular with thick brown hair that grew down to his shoulders. He was handsome like his father with a strong jaw and quick smile and dark brown eyes that could steal a girl’s heart. He was confident and charismatic, raised by his father who was head of the town council and considered the leader of the logging community. Michael would be eighteen summers old come dawn, a man grown and ready to start working the forest with the other loggers.  
 
    Evaylia climbed off her boyfriend, stood up and reached out a strong but delicate hand. Michael took the offer and as the girl pulled him to his feet, she let go and watched him fall back to the ground. She then turned away and walked into the circle to join Tris and Jase, leaving Michael to watch as she strode with confidence away from him. Evaylia was just short of six feet, making her almost as tall as Michael. She was not skinny, nor was she fat. She was thick and strong, well built for a frontier’s woman of nineteen summers. Evaylia had sharp features with great bone structure, her long curly red hair decorating an oval face with beautiful green eyes and full red lips. She sat down next to Tris on a log and watched as Michael brushed the dirt from his backside. 
 
    “Oh, your brother is dirty, Tris. Look how he pats himself clean. What is it you call him?” Evaylia smiled and winked at the small girl. 
 
    “He’s a Southern Princess!” Tris cried out and the two girls burst into laughter. Jase continued to stare into the flames, quiet and unblinking. 
 
    “Funny girl, my sister is,” Michael replied dryly, and he quickly scooped up a handful of dirt and pretended to cast it their way. He was disappointed when neither girl flinched, their looks daring him to make the throw. Michael just shook his head as he opened his hand and let the dirt fall away.   
 
    “Your influence on my sister is becoming a bore,” Michael said to Evaylia. 
 
    “Why, because you can’t tease me anymore?” remarked Tris as her brother sat down next to his girlfriend.  
 
    “Exactly,” Michael replied, thinking that Tris was maturing faster than he expected, mostly due to the sway that Evaylia had on her. He had been seeing Evaylia since her and her uncle moved to the small town two months earlier. It was love at first sight, he would tell her, and it was true. When he saw her on the first day she rode into town with her uncle, he was mesmerized and immediately introduced himself in his most charming way. Evaylia played hard-to-get for a while, even flirting with some of the other boys, but she admitted later she had been smitten by his charm that first day and had not stopped thinking about him. 
 
     Now it seemed Tris was adopting Evaylia’s personality, her strong will and dominating characteristics, which Michael loved in his girlfriend, but not so much in his little sister. He wanted her to stay cute and innocent and not carry so much attitude. Tris had thick brown hair that was long and curly, and it fell around a small round face with soft dark eyes and thin lips that would pout when discouraged. When the small girl smiled, she could light up the darkest room, and her laugh could bring joy to the saddest of men. 
 
    As Michael thought about all that was Tris, he couldn’t help but look over to his older brother Jase and feel his heart deflate. The man of twenty-seven summers had spent most of his life in a state where his mind was lost in a void. It was hard to describe, hard to explain, and impossible to understand. Jase looked to be normal and had the same features that Michael shared with his father. He had a strong jaw, long nose, and haunted brown eyes, and his brown hair was kept short. He was tall like his brother, but much leaner, and he always sat or moved about in a state of comatose. He never spoke a word to anyone, and his eyes only registered the absence of thought.  
 
    Michael had not been born yet when the incident occurred. Jase was seven and playing in the forest with three of his young friends. They were down at Settlers Pond swimming in the warm waters on a hot summer day. The small group had found a dying frog and began passing it around, each boy taking a turn holding the blue frog that had red stripes. They stroked the slimy skin with their tiny fingers and dared one another to kiss its bright colored back. When they were done, they put the frog on a lily pad and pushed it around the pond as if on a boat. Later that night, they told their parents of the adventures they all had at Settlers Pond.   
 
    Within two days, Jase’s three friends were dead, and he lay in a coma with an extremely high temperature. Apparently, the frog they were playing with was an adder frog, one of the most poisonous animals in the forest.  
 
    It was by pure luck, or the will of Carami, that two healers were passing through the frontier town a few days later. The men were told of the incident and hurried to the small house to find Jase burning up and in an unconcious state. The two healers constructed a small med tent and the boy was carried inside. The healer that was an old man insisted on being alone with the boy while the other healer, a man of middle age, sat outside with Jase’s mother and father.   
 
    Soon, the old man came back out of the tent with a smile on his face. The boy who was near to death was seemingly cured and taken back into the house to rest. The two healers left soon after with reasons of being needed elsewhere, although Jase’s father, Fedor, begged the two to stay so he might thank the men with a fine dinner.  
 
    Jase was cured and indeed alive but was never the same. He could not speak, or would not, it was never known which because the boy’s mind was lost to darkness. Jase was taken to many cities, looked at by the finest of healers, but they had no cure to give and no explanation to offer. 
 
     Fedor and his wife raised the boy the best they could and many years after Michael was born, his father told him of the sad story of how his brother came to be the way he was. He told him of the poisonous frog and of the death of his friends and of the healers that mysteriously showed up and cured Jase. He told Michael of the tent that Jase had been taken into and how a soft glow escaped from underneath while the boy was being healed. In a moment of despair his father admitted to wishing that Jase had died because of the life he was forced to live. Fedor told him that he was plagued with dreams of Jase coming to him in the middle of the night and talking to him while he slept. 
 
    Michael vaguely remembered a similar dream when he was ten summers old. As he slept, Jase put a comforting hand on him which stirred him to wake. Although Michael knew he was still asleep, he felt that it was more than a dream. It was so surreal how his brother told him he was ok and that he needed him to watch after his body while he was away. Michael recalled waking from his sleep and immediately going over to check on his brother who slept soundlessly with his eyes open in his own bed on the other side of the room. That was the only time he had ever dreamt of his brother, until last night when Jase came to him in his sleep.   
 
    “They are coming,” Jase had told him. 
 
    “What are you thinking about?” Evaylia asked Michael as they both stretched out on a comfortable blanket that was spread out before the small campfire. Tristania had fallen asleep and Jase just laid there staring at the fire on a thick blanket of fur. It was quite early in the morning, a sliver of a moon hanging lazily in the sky above them, and Michael still pondered the riddle that was Jase.  
 
    “I’m thinking of you,” Michael lied and Evaylia just smirked to let him know she knew it.  
 
    “It’s ok, you don’t have to tell me. I am curious as to what weighs so heavy on your mind, but I’ll wait until you’re ready to tell me,” Evaylia then kissed Michael as they lay on the thick blanket in each other’s arms and resigned to fall asleep. Michael stretched out for quite some time until he too dozed off. 
 
    “Michael, wake up,” Jase shook his brother until he opened his eyes. “I need to show you something.” 
 
    Michael stood up from his blanket and looked down to see himself asleep with Evaylia in his arms. Tris was still asleep on her blanket and Jase was laying on his back with his eyes wide open, staring at him. A cold chill rocked Michael and he stirred in his sleep, causing Evaylia to become restless. 
 
    “You must not wake. Now follow me,” and Jase walked away from the campsite and Michael followed, turning once again to look at his brother who was still watching him as he lay on his blanket. This time the eerie feeling was too much and Michael gasped and woke from his sleep. He sat up quickly to survey his surroundings. Tris was still asleep, and Jase just laid there staring up into the sky while looking at nothing. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Michael?” Evaylia asked in a tired voice as she stirred awake. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” he said, “but something is not right.” It was still early in the morning and the sun was just starting to peek over the horizon. “Tris, wake up,” Michael said in a hushed voice. “Tris, wake up, now,” he said a little louder. 
 
    “Why are you whispering?” Evaylia asked, her voice becoming nervous as Michael stood up and gestured for her to do the same. 
 
    Tris started to wake as Michael reached down and shook her gently. 
 
    “Michael, what are you doing?” Tris asked, sounding tired and more than a little irritated. 
 
    “Something is wrong, get up,” and he moved over to help Jase stand, his older brother doing so without any complaints. 
 
    “C’mon,” Michael told the others and he moved off in the direction that Jase had walked in his dream. The others followed behind him with Tris holding onto Jase’s hand and leading the way. The four walked a long winding path that led them to the forest edge, and they stopped when they saw the commotion in the town center not far from where they stood concealed in the trees.   
 
    They watched as soldiers in black leather armor moved about the gathering of townspeople that were on their knees in the dirt road. The morning sun reflected off the metal weapons that the soldiers carried, and it looked as if most of the small community was there.  
 
    Michael could see his father down on his knees with his hands tied behind his back and there were soldiers around him, one talking to him and gesturing out to the crowd of people. 
 
    “Michael, what’s going on?” Tris asked in a quiet voice. 
 
    “I don’t know, Tris,” he whispered back. “Just watch and…,” Michael’s voice was cut short as he watched their father get struck hard by the soldier he was talking to. Tristania started to cry out but Evaylia quickly grabbed her and covered her mouth. 
 
    “SHHHH…,” Evaylia whispered to the little girl as she squirmed to break free. “If they hear us, then we will be caught. What do you think they want, Michael?” Evaylia asked as she tried to calm Tristania. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he started to say. 
 
    “They mean us no harm,” a little girl said from behind them, startling them all as they turned around.  
 
    “How do you know what they want?” Michael asked with suspicion, for he had never seen the girl before. 
 
    “I don’t know what they want. I just don’t think they want to hurt us.” The young girl was dressed in a simple white nightshirt that was long to her knees.  
 
    “We will stay here and be quiet until we know for sure,” Michael said, and they sat down in the tall brush and watched the townspeople being loaded up into cages and taken away. Tris cried and argued that they should help the people, and even though Michael wanted to rush to his father’s aid, he knew there was nothing he could do. He knew that doing anything would put Tris, Evaylia, and his brother in danger – not to mention the small girl that appeared out of nowhere. 
 
    “We will go to Warmwater and get help,” Michael said to Tris. “They have soldiers there that will help us free father,” and he turned to Evaylia. “They will help us free your uncle as well,” and he looked again at the town he called home as the last of the soldiers in black were preparing to leave. “And they will punish those men that came here today,” Michael said angrily, and the group walked away, moving through the trees in the direction that would take them to the city of Warmwater.  
 
    “By the way,” Michael said to the little girl that had just joined their group. “What is your name?” 
 
    “Mara,” she answered in a tiny voice.  
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    Year of the Frost Horn 2318 A.A. 
 
      
 
    The nameless man knelt in the sand with his arms down at his side and his eyes wide open. Blood was pouring from the open wound on the side of his neck as a man-like beast tore at his flesh with razor sharp teeth. Both the man and the creature were staring at Torique as he rowed slowly away from the island. Both wore sinister grins as the beast-like man tore another meaty chunk from the neck of the helpless man. The beach was covered with half eaten bodies, the men and women all staring at Torique, all with the same evil smile. The creatures that fed on them also eyed the captain as he continued to row away, and some were gesturing for him to come back and deliver more of the innocent people. 
 
    A hand shot up from the cold ocean waters and grabbed onto the side of his small rowboat, startling Torique as he pulled at the oars. Then another hand reached up, grabbing at the boat as well. Slowly, a head rose up out of the waters as the arms pulled the body up the side of the small craft. Torique continued to row as he watched the slimy scalp with small patches of long brown hair rise until a half rotten face with empty eye sockets appeared, and the captain felt sick. As he rowed, he started retching uncontrollably and the thing slowly climbed into his boat. He began to vomit blood, and tears poured from his eyes as he stared at his wife, who sat there across from him with a face rotting away.  
 
    “Elizabeth,” Torique whispered. 
 
    “What have you done?” the dead woman asked in a haunted voice. “Torique, my sweet, what have you done?” 
 
    Torique shook his head slowly as he cried, and he let go of the oars and held out his hands to his wife. Elizabeth raised her arms as well, her eye sockets staring lifeless into his. Then she shrieked with madness and shot forward, driving Torique over the side of the small boat and then grappling with him in the water, attempting to pull him under. 
 
    Torique woke screaming in his bed, fighting off Elizabeth as she slapped at his hands to keep him at bay. 
 
    “Torique!” Elizabeth screamed, “you are dreaming! It was a dream!” she continued to yell as they wrestled in bed. “It was a dream,” she kept saying until reality overcame Torique and he rolled out of bed, gasping for breath as he hit the floor and laid there.  
 
    “I’m ok,” Torique said as he lay on the floor soaked in his own sweat while his wife hovered above him, kneeling on the edge of the bed and shaking her head. 
 
    “You are not ok!” Elizabeth yelled as tears streamed down her face. “Every night you do this to me! What has happened to you? Ever since you returned from your voyage out to sea, you have had these nightmares! Tell me what happened,” she begged. “I can’t help you unless you tell me!” 
 
    “You can’t help me at all!” Torique yelled back as he stood. “You can’t!” and the man left the room as his wife washed in tears.  
 
      
 
    ********************* 
 
      
 
    The Watchtower stood tall above the Asar River and guarded the border of the Eastern Kingdom. It was constructed of black granite excavated from the Northern mines and it housed a small garrison of Riverwatchers. At the top of the tower was a huge vat filled with flammable liquid and combustible wood that could be lit as a signal fire. The huge blaze would alert the Arani Kingdom when King Uriah’s army finally crossed the Asar River.  
 
    “The Beoraki helped us build these towers nearly fifteen years ago,” said Simeon Redsword, a large man with flaming red hair and a thick orange beard to match. “There are eight watchtowers in all – five along the Asar River and two more built to the north of here, closer to Castle Sunflower. Eight is the largest watchtower of them all and it sits in the valley near Shipwrecker Cove. When the Asarian army invades, we will light the signal fires on each of the towers all the way to Eight, and the Beoraki will be warned of the invasion and King Ironheart himself will ride from Coldstorm with a hundred thousand Northmen. That will be the end of King Uriah, my boy.” Simeon was instructing a recruit to the Riverwatchers – the title given to those that lived in the watchtowers and overlooked the Asar River.  
 
    “Will King Ironheart really come to our aid?” asked Tye, a young man of eighteen summers. His birthday was two days ago and to celebrate his becoming a man, he drank too much strong ale and foolishly joined the Riverwatchers. He was tall and thin with short brown hair and a boyish face.   
 
    “He will,” replied Simeon. “The Northern King would love another chance to end the reign of Uriah. Had the Kadomi not intervened in their last war, the Asarian King would already be dead.”  
 
    “Wouldn’t King Ironheart be dead if not for the snow dragons?” asked Tye slyly. 
 
    “If you believe the Beoraki King can be killed, then you’re a fool. I for one think him immortal.” The two Riverwatchers stood atop the large tower and stared down at the Asar River below. They could see the tiny figures of the Asarian army staying busy on the other side, working about the camps and tall siege towers that stood like giants among their ranks. 
 
    “Why would you think him immortal? He’s not a god,” Tye dared say. 
 
    “Don’t let the Northmen hear you say that, boy, or they will split you in two,” and Tye gulped and looked around nervously as if one such man could have heard him speak such a daring phrase. Simeon laughed at the boy’s reaction, his hands holding his large belly as it shook in place. “Don’t worry, boy, you’ll be safe as long as you’re with me,” said Simeon as he gave Tye a hardy slap on the back, knocking the young man forward a step. “Anyway, I think him immortal because he hasn’t aged a day in the last twenty years. In fact, he looks to be thirty winters in age, not sixty as I know him to be.” 
 
    “How old are you, sir?” Tye dared to ask, and then shrank back when he saw the harsh look that Simeon gave him.  
 
    “Are you dense, boy?” the large man replied. “Don’t go asking men their age because they might be thinking it’s none of your business.” Simeon turned back to stare down at the vast army below. The sun was setting and the small soldiers that moved around with purpose began casting long shadows. 
 
    “I’m sorry for asking, sir” said Tye, his high-pitched voice sounding sheepish. “I’ll not ask again.” 
 
    “I’m sixty summers, boy, same as the Beoraki King. But to see him looking young and full of strength while I grow fat and old…,” and Simeon trailed off to a whisper while he stared out across the Asar River. “It was forty years ago when I first met King Ironheart,” the old Riverwatcher began his tale and Tye moved up beside him, staring out over the expanse that was the South. “I was with my father and we had led an expedition across the barren Wastelands to visit the Temple of Carami.” 
 
    A strong wind blew the dry sand around in fits as the long train of people trekked across the barren desert known as The Wastelands. The pilgrimage of thirty people on their way to the Temple of Carami had started in the Arani Kingdom many weeks ago. The expedition was led by Coronas Redsword and his son, Simeon, and they had five brave knights from Castle Sunflower and five mercenaries in their group to protect the traveling band of faithful worshippers.  
 
    The sand gale bore down on the troupe, stinging the flesh of those not completely covered in wraps and sand turbans. They huddled over in their desperate walk, forcing their tired legs to drive them through the unrelenting storm. Some of the men and women crouched low on horses that trudged along slowly while others dismounted and led their steeds by the reins. Pack animals such as stubborn donkeys and old horses had to be pulled along, fighting with every step and causing their owners to fall far behind in the caravan.  
 
    The group had traveled for several days through the desert when the storm raged upon them from out of nowhere. They were a day’s journey from the temple, spying the tall towers of the huge citadel far in the distance, when small dust devils started forming around them. Steadily the winds became stronger until the full force of a blinding sandstorm scoured down upon them. 
 
    “We must keep going!” yelled Coronas Redsword to his son and those that could barely hear him over the gusting winds. The trail of people stretched out farther and farther as the torrid storm separated the group, causing the knights and mercenaries to fall back to keep the party from scattering across the desert.  
 
    “We should stop and wait for the others to catch up!” cried Simeon to his father. “We must band together until the storm has passed!” 
 
    “No,” Coronas yelled back. “We must keep going!” He put his head down and shook the reins of his large courser, encouraging the animal to drive on through the blowing winds. Simeon did the same but continued to call out to his father, begging him to stop so the group could come together. 
 
    “We’re becoming too spread out!” Simeon yelled. “They’ll get lost in the storm!” His father kept riding, oblivious to his cries. Simeon shook his head in frustration and forcefully turned his mount around and gestured to the mercenary beside him to follow. They rode slowly back down the line, encouraging the weary travelers to push onward through the driving winds and blowing sand.  
 
    At one point, they came across a brave knight who was leading his large stallion by the reins while three helpless women rode on its back, each huddled together close with their heads down. Simeon rode on, silently commending the selfless man and calling out to others to show courage and keep going. The mercenary rode up beside him and pointed into the blinding storm. She rode a gray mare that danced nervously beside Simeon’s charger – his mount becoming increasingly agitated as well.  
 
    “Did you see that?” she yelled above the storm. The woman was dressed in leather armor and pulled down the cloth wrap that was about her head to expose her mouth so Simeon could hear her. 
 
    “I’m seein nothing in this blasted storm!” he called back. 
 
    “There it is again!” the woman cried, pointing more forcefully and kicking into her mount to get the animal moving. The horse whinnied in a desperate fit and began turning in circles. Simeon’s mount high-stepped back as he peered through the sheet of blowing sand, and he could see what the woman was pointing at; strange shadows that appeared to be human but moving much too quickly through the blowing storm.  
 
    “Who is that?” Simeon yelled, and he could hear a scream above the noisy winds. The mercenary’s horse began to buck, and more screams erupted all around them as the gray shapes darted through the storm.  
 
    The mercenary could not control her horse and she was thrown off, landing hard on her back and Simeon watched as her mount took off into the blowing sands and was quickly lost from sight. Suddenly, a gray shape fell upon the woman and the strong winds blew a spray of blood across Simeon’s face. He immediately drew his sword while jumping off his horse and he came down hard with a controlled chop of his blade into the back of the creature, sinking it deep into skin and bone and then what appeared to be sand as the thing simply blew away and merged with the storm.  
 
    Simeon quickly grabbed at his horse’s reins as it tried to pull away, yanking him back as another gray shadow descended upon the vulnerable woman. Again, Simeon sliced down with his sword, cutting deep into the creature’s head and causing it to look up into his eyes while the blade passed through its skull. For a moment, Simeon could see the distorted features of a human head that appeared rotting and long since dead. It screamed in his face and then turned to sand and blew away with the wind. 
 
     Simeon reached down quickly and scooped up the woman with one arm while he tried to control his horse with the other. With a strength driven by his fear and adrenaline, he tossed himself and the woman up onto his horse and madly spurred the steed away. 
 
    They rode hard through the blinding storm, retracing their path towards the front of the caravan. All around him were the fleeting gray shapes of the sand creatures and the humans they hunted in the storm. Simeon was hindered as he held onto the woman that was across his lap and seemingly unconscious while he raced on. They passed the valiant knight that had allowed the three women to ride his horse while he walked and found him desperately fighting with a sword in one hand and the reins of his stallion in the other.  
 
    Simeon kept riding and was anxious to find his father when suddenly a man came out of nowhere to stand in the path of his charging horse. He had his hands up high, begging him to stop. Simeon pulled hard on the reins and tried to halt his large mount and the horse skidded to a stop and reared up, throwing both Simeon and the mercenary onto the sandy ground. Then the animal raced off and the man ran after it, both disappearing into the storm.  
 
    Simeon reached down to pick up the woman at his feet, the sand blowing hard in his face, and he stopped. He watched as three of the gray shapes came lumbering his way and he drew his sword and prepared to fight. As the creatures came closer, the one on the right merged with the one in the middle, making it larger and more menacing. Then the one on the left disappeared into that creature and it became larger still. Two more of the sand demons joined with the monstrous creature and soon it stood before Simeon, towering over the man and standing near to twelve feet tall.  
 
    Simeon started to slowly circle away from the female mercenary that lay unconscious at his feet. The sand blew hard around them, covering the woman’s arms and legs and threatening to drown the rest of her in grit. Simeon raised his sword to keep the attention of the huge sand creature away from her, and his foot became bound in place in the sand. He looked down to see a hand grabbing onto his boot and he quickly swung his sword and cut himself free. More arms grew from the shifting sands with hands that reached for Simeon’s legs and he slashed at them and continued to step away.  
 
    The huge creature advanced towards him, a long cudgel growing from its hands as it stepped forward. The monster raised the club up over its head and roared a deafening cry equal to that of the storm. Simeon looked up and raised his sword in a feeble attempt to block the powerful weapon while hands of sand grabbed onto his legs and held him in place. 
 
    Doomed was Simeon, but before the sand demon could deliver the killing blow, a ghostly shadow appeared above and behind it, and Simeon watched as a man descended from the sky with his own weapon. A long bow staff came arcing down in a powerful overhand chop to crash onto the skull of the mighty beast, then driving downward through its sternum, splitting its chest cavity in two, and the huge sand demon exploded into a shower of sand, knocking Simeon to the desert floor.  
 
    The monk landed with grace and batted away the sandy arms that held Simeon to the ground, then he leapt away into the storm to continue the fight. Simeon watched as more of the monks raced through the storm, swinging their bow staffs and turning the creatures to dust. They battled the sand demons fiercely while gathering up the survivors of the lost caravan and herding them all together.  
 
    Simeon quickly found the unconscious woman that was buried in the hot sand and began to dig her out. Soon, the host of warrior monks and the remaining weary travelers that were in his band stood all around him.  
 
    The angry storm raged on and countless more sand demons circled the large group, slowly closing in on them. Simeon looked at a monk that stood before him and saw the faint glow of a charm that was held in his hand. The amulet was attached to a long silver chain that was worn around the neck of the mysterious monk. He began chanting in a mystical verse while a small orb in the center of the talisman began to spin and glow brighter. A brilliant light pushed out to surround the whole group, covering them all in a dome of radiance, and an eerie calm settled over them. No more were the driving winds and stinging sands. The cacophony of the mighty sand gale was drawn down to a simple hush and only the crying of the women and nervous speech of the men could be heard. 
 
    “Gather up your wounded,” said one of the monks. “We must make haste towards the temple. The demon storm will not abate, and our magic is not eternal.” They were all dressed in the yellow garb of monks and their heads were wrapped in red cloth turbans that wound down to cover their faces, leaving narrow slits for their eyes and mouths. 
 
    Simeon reached down and scooped up the woman at his feet while others helped the few wounded to stand. All the horses and pack animals were lost and only half of the original thirty devotees remained. Two of the knights of Castle Sunflower survived and the female that Simeon carried was all that remained of the mercenaries. She was badly wounded with a terrible gash on her neck and dark bruising across her face. They wrapped cloth around the injury to help stem the flow of blood, but she would not live if they didn’t make the temple that night. 
 
    “Did you see Coronas Redsword?” Simeon asked one of the twelve monks that assisted his haggard party. “He was at the front of our caravan riding a black charger.” 
 
    “Your father and the others are fine. They ride up ahead of the storm, being led by Brother Umias.” As the monk walked, he nodded towards the outer shell of the magical sphere that kept them safe from the storm. “The demons will trek with us until we are at the walls of the temple. There, the magic of Carami will extinguish the cursed storm and its creatures with it.” 
 
    Simeon could see the sand demons walking along just on the other side of the clear bubble that surrounded them. The storm was still raging all around and the sand was blowing fiercely, causing the visibility outside the magical shell to be minimal. But the demons could be seen clearly as they trudged along next to the protective clear orb. They did not look in at the exhausted party, but simply marched along beside them. They were gray shapes, appearing to be human, but long since dead. Their faces were distorted, with looks of anguish and contempt and they shambled along slowly, keeping pace with the group.   
 
    “Brother Tamos, will you relieve me?” asked the tired monk that was walking with the magical necklace.  
 
    “Of course, Brother,” replied Tamos as he left Simeon’s side and moved over to accept the magic amulet. The magical sphere that surrounded the weary travelers shimmied momentarily and a small spray of sand fell upon the troupe, causing them all to look nervously at the walking dead beside the sphere.  
 
    “Do not be alarmed,” one of the warrior monks said to the group. “They cannot enter our protective sphere as long as the magic remains in affect. My brothers and I must all share in the glory of The Gift to make such a long journey. It becomes most taxing on a single individual if the magic is used for too long.” 
 
    “What are they?” Simeon asked one of the monks as he continued on with heavy footsteps. He still carried the injured woman in his arms, arms that began to grow weary with each step. 
 
    “Let me help you carry the woman,” the monk said, avoiding Simeon’s question. “I can tell she grows heavy in your arms.” 
 
    “No thank you,” Simeon replied. “She is my burden alone. She would not be here now if I did not insist she make the journey with me. Ten years ago, when my mother died from a sweeping plague, I was left alone to raise myself. I was just a boy of ten summers and my father was off venturing the lands to the north. This woman took me in and cared for me. We have been the best of friends ever since, for she too lost a loved one. Her brother that she loved more than anyone in the world, died young. In a way, I replaced her lost brother, and she became a mother to me. If she dies here, then I ask you to let me die as well.” 
 
    “Then I will not let her die,” said the monk. “My name is Darious, and I do not have the patience to bury you both.” The monk chuckled at his small joke as he continued to keep pace with Simeon. 
 
    “If you can keep her from dying, then I will be forever in your debt,” replied Simeon as he shifted the heavy woman in his arms and picked up his stride with renewed vigor.  
 
    The party kept walking, plodding through the sand that dragged at their feet. The monks would each take a turn carrying the magic necklace and Simeon could tell they were being drained of their energy as they began to stagger on through the shifting sands.  
 
    At one point, a tired woman fell to the sandy floor, causing the man that was helping her along to go face first into the ocean of grit. Several of the exhausted monks raced over to help them up, bringing them both to their feet and assisting them on with the laboring trek. 
 
    Simeon’s arms were burning, and his thick muscular biceps began to cramp, but he continued on. He tried to get his mind off the growing agony that threatened to consume him, and he again asked the question, but this time it was Tamos that walked beside him.  
 
    “What are those creatures?” Simeon asked as he nodded towards the sand demons that kept pace beside the magical sphere. 
 
    “Please, Brother Simeon, allow me to share in your burden,” and Tamos reached out to the woman in his arms. 
 
    Simeon shook his head and laughed with exhaustion. “Why do you avoid my question, good monk? After what they have done to me and the people I promised to protect, the least you can do is tell me their story. Please, it will keep my mind from ailing on this long journey.” 
 
    “There is not much to tell, my friend,” said Tamos with a shrug. “Legends say that a group of treasure seekers scoured through the mystical Wastelands and happened upon a cursed ancient city rich with diamonds and gems. They helped themselves to the treasure and foolishly wandered back into the desert. Soon after, a sandstorm swallowed them up and they were all lost with the vast treasure. Now the cursed men are forced to walk the Wastelands for all eternity.” Tamos shrugged again and left the story at that. 
 
    Simeon’s instincts told him there was much more to the tale than what he was being told, but he didn’t press the issue further. More curious than ever, Simeon began angling his walk so he could move closer to the edge of the protective barrier and get a better look at the so-called treasure seekers. 
 
    “Not too close, my friend,” said Tamos. “If you come in contact with the magical barrier, you can be thrown out and you will be lost.” 
 
    Simeon staggered on, moving close to the edge where he walked next to one of the strange creatures. It paid him no mind as it continued to plod along next to the sphere. Simeon could see it clearly and indeed it did resemble a man long since dead. The creature’s skin was the color of sand and it moved and shifted like tiny granules being blown across the desert floor. Its eyes were a sparkling blue, two orbs that floated in the hollow caves of dark eye sockets. It seemed to wear clothing that was similar to that of the monks, although torn and aged, the resemblance was there. 
 
    Simeon looked over to the monks and found them all staring at him. An uncomfortable feeling washed over his body and he slowly moved away from the sphere’s edge.  
 
    They all kept walking for what seemed like days, and just when Simeon was about to give up hope and surrender to his exhaustion, the storm suddenly cleared, and the sand demons blew into the desert floor and the force of the wind abated. The monk that was holding the magic amulet allowed the protective barrier to disappear and Simeon looked up in awe.  
 
    The massive stone wall that surrounded the ancient Temple of Carami towered before them, standing hundreds of feet high and stretching far in both directions. The group was twenty yards from the vast citadel, and they moved with vigorous steps and began to cry with relief.  
 
    A long drawbridge was lowered over a wide moat that was filled with boiling tar that spit from the deep chasm that surrounded the entire structure. A large portcullis raised and huge doors opened, and out came dozens of monks to greet and assist the beleaguered people. Simeon’s father was there as well, and he raced to his son and took the woman from his arms just as Simeon gave into his exhaustion and fell to the hard planks of the drawbridge and into total darkness. 
 
      
 
    ******************* 
 
      
 
    “We can’t save her. She is too close to death.” 
 
    “I told him I would not let her die. You must let me heal her.” 
 
    “We have done everything in our power to mend her wounds. It is her time.” 
 
    “We have not done everything.” 
 
    “I would advise against using The Gift to save her life. It would take too much of your life energy, Darious, and there’s no telling what affects it will have on her. This one’s aura is dark and it would not be wise to touch her with magic.” 
 
    Simeon was barely conscious as he listened to the verbal exchange between the monks. He was dizzy and his vision was blurry, but he could see he was in a room and the fuzzy shapes of monks were standing over the woman he carried to the temple. He wanted to voice his opinion and tell them to just save her. Whatever the consequences, he would pay them. But he was too exhausted, and he lay motionless on a small bed of his own. He faded back into unconsciousness, waking periodically for only brief moments and then falling back to sleep.  
 
    Simeon could not tell if he was dreaming or if he was actually awake. He laid on his side watching as a monk stood over the woman that was lying on a small bed on the other side of the room. His arm was stretched out over her and he held a silver chain with an amulet tight in his grip. A small crystal spun at the center of the charm, bathing the woman with its soft glow. Back into darkness Simeon fell, mumbling in fits, tossing and turning. 
 
    The next morning, rays of sunshine spilled through the window and washed over Simeon like a warm bath. He stretched out long on the small bed as he struggled to open his eyes. At first she was blurry, walking up to him and then sitting down on his bed beside him. She ran her fingers through his hair and when his vision cleared, Simeon smiled wide and sat up. 
 
    “You’re alive,” Simeon whispered, and tears began to form as he was overcome with joy. 
 
    “No thanks to you,” she teased and then laughed at his incredulous expression.  
 
    “But I carried you…” he began to stammer. 
 
    “I know what you did for me, Simeon. Thank you for saving my life,” and she leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. 
 
    “I’m sorry I talked you into coming,” Simeon started to say. 
 
    “Are you kidding? Stay home and miss all the fun? I’d be mad if you left me behind.” 
 
    “Are you ok?” Simeon asked, reaching up to the woman’s neck to find no visible wound or scar. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said, grabbing onto his hand and holding it close. “In fact, I’ve never felt better.” 
 
    “I’m so glad to hear that,” replied Coronas Redsword as he entered the room. Two of the temple monks walked in as well, and they were dressed in yellow robes and had their heads shaved, as was the norm for most of the brothers that lived in the sacred temple. “We would have been quite shaken had the good brothers not healed your terrible wounds.”  
 
    “Once again, I thank you, Darious,” the woman said. She had shoulder-length black hair, a round face with soft features, and sparkling blue eyes. She wore a soft blue tunic and comfortable breeches that were given to her by the monks.  
 
    “It is Carami you must thank, Kneeamara,” Darious replied. 
 
    “Please, call me Mara,” said the woman and she smiled with gratitude at the two monks. “And thank you for saving us in the desert. And give my thanks to all the other brave monks that came to our rescue.” 
 
    Tamos nodded and smiled and Darious took a step forward and took hold of Kneeamara’s hand.   
 
    “Maybe one day you will return the favor and save all our lives,” Darious said as he stared deep into Kneeamara’s eyes, causing her to look away uncomfortably and nod her head. 
 
    “Of course,” Kneeamara replied, “if there is ever anything I can do,” and she looked back into his eyes and found them staring hard into hers. She wanted to break free of his grasp, his hands holding onto hers and keeping her close. She felt as if he was looking deep inside her, possibly eyeing her very soul and she wanted to scream out but couldn’t. Tamos put a hand on Darious’ shoulder and the monk let go of Kneeamara’s hand. 
 
    As he stepped back, he whispered to the woman. “Don’t let me down, Mara,” and he smiled as he turned away and left the room with Tamos. 
 
    Kneeamara just stood there as she watched the monk leave the room. She was visibly shaken for reasons she did not understand. She felt as though she had been inside the mind of the monk and he was telling her things that made no sense. There was a special bond now between them and it made her feel as though she had lost something that was personal to her.   
 
    “And how are you feeling, my son?” asked Coronos. He was a large man with a bulging mid-section, and he seemed comfortable in the light robe and wool garb given to him by the monks. He had bright orange hair that was thick and curly and a strong jaw that was matted with a thick red beard.  
 
    “I’m fine, Father,” replied Simeon as he stared at Kneeamara, wondering what she was thinking about as she stood with a troubled expression.  
 
     “Good, because you will not want to miss the show,” and Coronos gave a wide smile to his son and clapped his hands together and rubbed them vigorously. “Follow me, my boy,” and the man walked quickly out of the room. 
 
    Simeon rose from the bed wearing the comfortable clothes provided by the monks. He walked over to put a strong arm around Kneeamara, causing her to jump from her reverie. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re ok?” Simeon asked as he moved around in front of her. 
 
     Kneeamara smiled at Simeon and took hold of his large arm and began walking him out of the room.   
 
    “I’m fine,” she laughed. “C’mon, I don’t want to be late for the ceremony.” 
 
    “What ceremony?” Simeon asked. 
 
    “You’ll see,” Kneeamara said, pulling him forward and quickening their pace. 
 
    The huge ceremonial hall was located at the southwest corner of the grand temple complex. It had a vaulted ceiling that was decorated with elaborate paintings depicting angels and demons and the wars they eternally fought. Sculptures of angels riding strange beasts were cut into the solid rock walls and tall stone statues of monks in prayer and battle circled the huge room. They stood on huge blocks of stone and the stories of their amazing feats and dedications to Carami could be found carved into each base. 
 
    Simeon stood on a high balcony with Kneeamara and his father. Others from his original party were there as well, and many more he did not know, all lined up against the stone railing to watch the ceremony below. Only monks were allowed on the ground floor and there were thousands of them. They sat on benches that circled a huge granite platform with steps that led up to the top. In the center of the platform was a grand statue cut from a solid piece of white rock and standing more than fifty feet high and thirty feet long. It depicted the image of Carami standing in the clouds and reaching down to all his children. The huge statue was carved so that no matter where one stood in the massive chamber, they would always see the same image. 
 
    In front of the magnificent statue stood two kings, each dressed in ornate armor that was forged with pure silver and gold. Two monks also stood on the platform and they each carried a sword with veneration. After a long reverent pause, each monk carefully handed-over the sword he was carrying. The King of the North was large and imposing and he took his long sword from the monk with gentle hands, and the Asarian King took his blade with respect as well. 
 
    Both men then faced each other before the watchful eye of Carami and pulled forth their swords from their decorated scabbards. There was a thick tension between them and at first it appeared they would do battle.  
 
    They crossed their blades gently, though, and the metallic clang was crisp and loud. Then they crossed them again, this time a little harder, and then a third time harder still, and the result was a deafening blast that echoed throughout the giant hall. A strong vibration shook deep inside the rock walls and the ceiling moaned as dust and pebbles showered down upon all who witnessed the event.  
 
    The two kings then sheathed their swords and slowly walked off the platform, taking even strides together down the stone steps, then moving off in different directions to exit the vast ceremonial hall. 
 
    “Now can someone please explain what I just saw,” Simeon whispered to no one in particular. 
 
    “Exciting, wasn’t it?” said the man that was standing next to him. He looked to be an Asarian with his short dark hair and brown eyes. “The way the swords interacted with each other was simply amazing.” 
 
    “The Beoraki King and the Asarian King just finished signing a truce to end The Blood Wars,” explained his father, who was standing on the other side of him. “When both men arrived at the temple, they gave up their famous swords until after they signed the peace treaty. They were just now given back their blades in a bonding of the truce. They are both great men.” 
 
    “It is their weapons that make them great,” said the Asarian on the other side. “Deathbringer and The Asar were forged here in this temple’s mystical forge. They were crafted with starmetal that fell from the sky thousands of years ago. It was a sign from Carami on where he wanted his grand temple built. Deep in the heart of this massive temple complex is the remains of the meteor that the temple was created around.” 
 
    “And how would you know that?” challenged Coronas Redsword. “The monks aren’t for telling their secrets to just anyone, and you are definitely no monk.” 
 
    “It was nearly one thousand years ago when the monk Faloniris had the vision to craft the weapons. It was then that Baktul from the North and Gerridine from the South were brought to the temple to forge the weapons from the starmetal. They were both weapons masters and they created the two blades you just witnessed today. Baktual crafted Deathbringer and Gerridine forged The Asar. Both weapons were then given to the kings at that time to stop the ongoing war between the North and the South. The weapons were said to have been blessed with magic and the two kings soon became the greatest leaders Asaria had ever known. It will not be long before the Northern King’s son, Beurgas Ironheart, will be the Beoraki leader, and he will be a great man as well.” 
 
    “I’m thinking Beurgas is already great,” replied Simeon’s father and everyone agreed.  
 
    “The ceremony that you just witnessed was exactly like the one performed one thousand years ago,” continued the Asarian. “The special weapons were given to the kings long ago after they signed a treaty as well. They say that the weapons themselves imbue a spiritual power over those that possess them. I spent the last few days sharpening and polishing the blades and I was amazed at how the swords interacted with each other.” 
 
    “You worked on the blades?” questioned Simeon as he took another full look at the man beside him. He did not look to be a blacksmith.  
 
    “Of course I did. I’m the only one left who can,” boasted the Asarian. “Bantera died, and he had no sons. His daughter is still too young to work metal, and since I am the last of the blood- line of Gerridine, I am the only one who can forge here at the temple.”  
 
    “So you are Isakar,” spoke Coronas with respect. The large man reached out and shook the Asarian’s hand. “Sorry I doubted you. I did not know who you were.” 
 
    “Quite all right,” said Isakar. “I don’t look like your average weapons master. I trained under my father, and he under his. Ever since Gerridine and Baktual forged those weapons, their descendants have been the only metal workers to use the temple forge. There are reasons why, of course, but those are the monk secrets you were talking about.”  
 
    “Do you live here?” asked Simeon. The crowd along the railing started to thin out as the onlookers left the balcony. Soon, only Simeon, his father, and Kneeamara were left and they stayed to listen to Isakar. 
 
    “Sadly, no,” he answered. “I live in Asarian City with my wife and she is with child. I came here to use the forge and craft a special weapon that I will one day give to my son.”  
 
    “But the kings came, and you were interrupted with the care of Deathbringer and The Asar,” Simeon finished for him. 
 
    “Yes,” Isakar chuckled, “I was interrupted, but to have the chance to work on the two famous swords was an honor. The power that the blades radiated was incredible.” 
 
    “There you are,” spoke Brother Tamos as he came out onto the balcony. “Did you enjoy the ceremony? I can tell Isakar was quite pleased with the Kissing of the Swords.”  
 
    “I was enthralled, Good Brother,” said the weapons master as he bowed to Tamos. “Thank you for the opportunity to witness such a blessed event. If you will all excuse me now, I must get back to my work. The sooner I am finished, the sooner I can return to my family. It was very nice meeting you all,” and Isakar, a man of only twenty summers, newly married and soon to be a father, walked from the balcony and into the large hall beyond. 
 
    “It is settled,” said Tamos. “Those wishing to sail with King Ironheart will be leaving at nightfall. Those departing to Dragonport with the Southern King will leave tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “Are you sure you will not sail to Warmwater with us?” asked Simeon. 
 
    “I wish to visit Asarian City to break the sad news to the families of my fallen band,” replied Kneeamara. “I will leave with the Asarians in the morning. Maybe we can meet up at Redrose or Starcrest in a few months.” 
 
    “Promise me,” said Simeon, taking her hand gently. “I wish to see you again, soon.”  
 
    “I promise,” Kneeamara ensured the man. 
 
    “That was the last time I saw Kneeamara. I sometimes wonder about her, boy,” Simeon replied to Tye as he finished the tale. It was late and the nighttime shrouded everything in darkness. Both men had remained on the tower and continued to stare down at the vast Asarian army below. The Asar River that flowed between them reflected the glowing moon above. 
 
    “That was quite a story,” said Tye, “but you didn’t tell me about meeting King Ironheart.” 
 
    “Are you dense, boy?” blurted Simeon. “I sailed back with Beurgas Ironheart and I trained with him on the deck of his ship and bested him two out of three exchanges.” 
 
    “You bested King Ironheart?” asked Tye slyly, a long grin cresting his face. 
 
    “Before he was king, I did!” cried Simeon. “You better believe everything I tell ya, boy,” and the large man stood a little taller. “No one has adventured more than I.”  
 
    Loud hoof-beats grabbed both their attention and they peered down below and found a lone rider and horse approaching from the east. They watched the man ride up to the watchtower and deliver information to another man that had come out of the tall structure to meet him. Then the rider rode off and the other man entered back into the tower and shouts began to filter their way throughout the tall structure. 
 
    “Those might be moving orders,” said Simeon with a concerned look. 
 
    “What are moving orders?” asked a nervous Tye. 
 
    “Don’t you worry, boy,” Simeon spoke with authority. “I won’t let them transfer you out. You just got here, and I’ll make sure you never end up at Eight.” 
 
    “What’s so bad about Eight?” asked the young man in a nervously high voice. 
 
    “That’s the tower up north where you don’t want to go. Men go out on ranging and don’t come back. There are Kadomi in the area waiting to pull your guts out,” Simeon replied dramatically, and he reached out to the boy’s mid-section, causing Tye to jump and squeal like a little girl. 
 
    Simeon gave the young man a hard look and Tye turned away embarrassed. 
 
    “Don’t ever let me hear you scream like that again,” said Simeon. “You sounded like a dad-blum maiden on her first flowering.”  
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Tye sheepishly.  
 
    “Now, don’t worry,” said Simeon, “and let me do all the talking. Let’s go down and find out whose being transferred out of my tower.” The two Riverwatchers went down the circle of stairs through many levels until they reached the floor where the other men were gathered. A senior commander was loudly reading off names from a piece of paper when they entered the large room. 
 
    “What is going on here?” Simeon yelled out. “Why call out these names!” 
 
    “These men are being transferred,” the commander replied.  
 
    “They most certainly are not. I need these good men with me!” Simeon looked all around the quiet room hoping to get support in his attempt to keep the men there. All the men gave Simeon confused looks to indicate to him that he did not understand the events that were taking place around him. 
 
    “So, you need these men with you?” asked the senior commander of the Riverwatchers. 
 
    “I most certainly do!” yelled Simeon with a large grin, which quickly faded when he looked around and found no one else smiling. 
 
    “Once again then, you men whose names I just called out will be leaving first thing in the morning–” Commander Kebel tried to continue. 
 
    “Hold on,” Simeon interjected. “I said I wanted these men here with me!” 
 
    “Oh,” replied the senior commander, “I see the confusion.” 
 
    “Yes,” nodded Simeon and he looked over at Tye and gave the young man a reassuring wink. “I think you are confused.” 
 
    “No, Commander Redsword,” said Kabel, a tall thin man and the sternest of commanders. “It is you who is confused. You are leading these men up north. You are being transferred.” 
 
    “I am,” said Simeon, pointing at himself while grinning. 
 
    “You are,” replied the higher-ranking commander, a small grin etching his stern face as well. 
 
    Simeon stood quiet as if waiting for the punch line to end the joke. He could not believe he was being transferred. He had been on rotation for ten years and another senior officer of the Riverwatchers had promised him he could stay at this watchtower until he retired. 
 
    “Where am I being transferred?” asked Simeon in disbelief. 
 
    “Eight, Simeon Redsword,” Commander Kabel spoke with authority. “You and your men are leaving for Eight tomorrow morning.” Then, without further discussion, Kabel walked straight for Simeon and slapped the paper against his wide chest. Simeon reached up and took the orders in his grasp. 
 
    “Dress warm, Simeon,” replied Commander Kabel. “And don’t get yourself eaten.” With an evil grin, the man strode out of the room. 
 
    Simeon read the paper over and over. He was indeed being transferred to Eight.  
 
    “I’m sorry you’re leaving, sir,” said Tye sadly. “It was nice knowing you.” 
 
    “Well you’re going to get to know me a lot better,” replied Simeon, “because you’re coming with us.”  
 
    “But my name is not on the list,” cried Tye, sounding whiney. 
 
    “You’re coming with us!” yelled Simeon. “And quit your crying or I’ll kill ya myself!” 
 
      
 
       
 
    ********************* 
 
      
 
    The tall trees made a shadowy canopy over the logger road as it wound its way north through the Eastern Kingdom.  
 
    “The Timberlands are quiet this morning,” rasped General Dread as he rode up alongside Prince Hadias. Their train of men, horses, and wagons with cages moved along slowly and loudly.  
 
    “It does seem rather peaceful,” Prince Hadias commented dryly while riding comfortably on his large black roan. “Maybe it’s the stench of death you exude.” 
 
    “Possibly,” replied Dread. “Sir, Kneeamara has just sent word that she travels with a large party of frontier folk that escaped our grasp.” 
 
    “Really?” Prince Hadias asked, showing little interest. “Is she going to kill them or capture them for her own amusement?” 
 
    “She is asking for Sergeant Semik and his band to meet her at Breakers Point. She says there are as many as thirty potential prisoners and she would like to capture most of them.” 
 
    “Then why ask for Semik?” asked the prince. “He is only good for killing.” 
 
    “Truly,” replied Dread. His bald and pale head was slick with sweat as they rode through the hot forest. 
 
    “Tell Semik to make for Breakers Point,” Prince Hadias shrugged. “Tell him to hurry in this endeavor. I want General Kneeamara beside me when we take Eight.”  
 
    “Yes, My Prince,” Dread replied, and he turned his black horse around roughly and rode back down the noisy column.  
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    Year of the Frost Horn 2318 A.A.  
 
      
 
    Snow Huskies moved nervously with impatience and excitement to start the race. The snow was crunching beneath their paws and the cold morning darkness allowed their breath to be seen. Men dressed in thick furs moved around them while checking harnesses and dogsleds, tying down packs of supplies and making the final preparations for the race. They inspected the dogs, checking paws and legs while giving them praise and encouragement.  
 
    The Ice Pack dogsled race began as soon as the sun broke the horizon and the first rays of morning spilled out onto the crowded streets of Iron City – a large mining town that was deep in the North and built up against the long range of mountains known as The Vault of the Gods. A sense of urgency rattled across the crowded street as men and dogs prepared in the last few moments of darkness. 
 
    “Where is he?” the man asked angrily. 
 
    “I can’t find him,” replied another. They were both Dishoni and dressed warm in thick bison furs and held torches that were nearly burned out. 
 
    “The race will start soon. You go find him,” and the man turned his attention back to the team of dogs and walked to the lead position where a muscled glacier wolf sat calm and quiet. Whitestar was one of the two most famous wolves in all the North, the other being Whisper, her mate. She was small for her breed, unlike Whisper, who was exceptionally large. Whitestar had a thick coat of pure white fur that would gleam like silk when the rays of the sun fell upon her. She was the lead dog for the Dishoni musher, Spirit Wind, who had started competing in the race when he was fifteen summers. He lost badly in his first two races, but then won the next four Ice Packs after acquiring Whitestar and a few other snow huskies. 
 
    “Where is he, Whitestar?” the man asked the glacier wolf as he bent down and put a gloved hand on the top of her head and scratched at the ears.  
 
    A flare of sunlight burst over the street of Iron City and the dog teams broke into motion. The harnesses drew taught as the lead animals began to pull and the trailing dogs behind them took their share in moving the sleds. The man watched as the other teams pulled away. 
 
    “Where is Spirit Wind?” he whispered again.  
 
      
 
    *********************** 
 
      
 
    The large room was bathed in light and smoke from a fire that blazed in the hearth and pushed heat across the surrounding area. The floor was heavy with large furs and blankets and they moved as if coming to life.  
 
    An urgent pounding at the locked door and a muffled yell behind it only brought more laughs and giggles from underneath the blankets.  
 
    Suddenly, the door flew open as two large men put their shoulders to the barrier and busted through. Three young Dishoni women peeked out from under the mass of blankets and they gave startled cries. 
 
    “Where is he?” asked the men as they moved into the room. They were large Asarians and they grew thick black beards about their hard faces.  
 
    The furs and blankets danced wildly as the rough men reached down and started pulling off the deep pile of coverings, causing the women to squeal and move away from them. 
 
    As the men waded over the moving pile of furs and blankets, a form wiggled past underneath them back towards the open door. A thin but muscled young man shot out from under the heavy layers in only his breeches. He raced for the exit and grabbed at the pile of thick furs and boots as he dashed out the door. 
 
    The two large men yelled out as they turned and sprinted heavily after the young Dishoni man who was running out into the snow packed street, throwing on boots and dressing himself in furs as he lumbered along.  
 
    Spirit Wind turned off the empty street and into a cold dark alley, throwing on his warm fur hat and gloves. He could hear the heavy footsteps of the men that gave him pursuit and he pushed even harder at his attempt to create more distance from them. The alley opened onto a large street that was crowded with people and a flare of sunlight spilled upon it. Spirit Wind picked up his pace, turning the corner and weaving his way through the throng of running people.  
 
    As the first rays of morning crested the horizon, the cold crowded street of Iron City went up in a roar of yelling and dog teams barking. Men and women ran alongside Spirit Wind as they all moved towards the starting line to see the beginning of the race.  
 
    Whitestar had a special bonding with Spirit Wind. She could sense the young man was near, but she waited patiently, calming the other dogs in her line. They were good huskies – strong and not too young to have experience, but not too old to be slowed down by it. 
 
    The four snow huskies and one glacier wolf stood calm in a sea of chaos as all the other dogs pulled their sleds and riders away from them, moving down the street to the outskirts of the large mining town and out onto the frozen plains of the North.  
 
    Then Spirit Wind was there, running desperately towards them, and Whitestar looked back with excitement and barked once, a command, and the other snow huskies responded with their own shouts, and the glacier wolf was off. The snow huskies pulled in kind and the dogsled started to pull away as Spirit Wind came running up from behind. When he passed his Dishoni brother that had been waiting for him all morning, all he could do was shrug at the man’s scolding words and comments.  
 
    Spirit Wind quickly caught up to his dogsled and jumped onto the back runners while shouting encouraging words to his exceptional dog team. They rode out into the barren North, the other dog teams already far into the distance.  
 
    The long race trail known as The Ice Pack stretched far across the hard lands of the North all the way to the western Port City of Snowflake. It was a dangerous trail that skirted frozen lakes and wound through treacherous mountain passes. There were two other towns spread out along the trail where the men and their dog teams would check in, most of them spending the night and starting again at first light.  
 
    The Ice Pack was a yearly race where the best mushers and dog teams from all parts of Asaria came to compete. There were Beoraki from the North and Asarians from the South. Sturdy Arani men from the East also joined the race, as well as the hardy men from the West: the Dishoni.  
 
    The long race usually lasted near to a fortnight. The trail wound across the frozen North and then through the dangerous passes of the Ice Pack Mountains. It ended at the town center of Snowflake, the busiest port in all the North during the race. The town became the hot spot for all Asaria and drinking and gambling and all the games of the Beoraki were endless for several weeks. 
 
    Spirit Wind rode the trail all day and long into the night. He had caught up to the other mushers and paced them, staying close behind and camping with them for warmth and safety. The North had white bears and packs of wolves and many other hazards, making the night a treacherous time to ride.  
 
    Spirit Wind knew most of the other men and considered some of them friends. Small alliances would be formed out in the harsh environment, but inevitably, there could be only one winner of The Ice Pack.  
 
      
 
    ******************** 
 
      
 
    “No more than two full days of walking,” replied Michael as he addressed the questions of a worried old woman.  
 
    “And what will we eat?” she asked again for the third time. 
 
    “Norman is fishing the streams and Big Tim is hunting for venison. Tris and Evaylia are searching for berries and roots. We will be fine. I have made this journey to Warmwater many times with my father. In two days, we will be there.” Michael had actually made the journey only twice, and he and his father were on horses.  
 
    Michael had walked with Tris, Evaylia, and Jase through the thick forest with the little girl named Mara always close behind. The Timberlands were enormous, spreading out along the eastern coast of Asaria. Tall trees crowded the landscape supplying a canopy of leafy colors to cover the region while wire brush and thorn bushes grew thick upon the ground.  
 
    By midday they had come across a large group of people from a neighboring town that had also been overrun by the Asarians. A large man by the name of Big Tim led a band of twenty-five frontiers folk. They were mostly woman and children, but a few old men dotted their ranks, as well as a young sturdy lumberjack named Norman. They were all headed for Warmwater, and Michael and his small group joined them. 
 
    When darkness came the first night, they all camped in a tight clearing with a bright moon above them. They had little supplies, so most of the group made their beds on the hard-packed dirt, and they did their best to make the old and very young comfortable.  
 
    They had water from a nearby stream and they ate berries and small portions of bread and carrots which were brought along in haste by the other townspeople. Michael moved throughout the campsite with Big Tim and Evaylia, helping and encouraging the haggard group to find some rest so they could all be on the move come morning. 
 
    Michael and Norman, a tall lumberjack with blonde hair and blue eyes, took the first watch while everyone else tried to find sleep. Michael sat with Evaylia and Tris while Jase sat on a log and stared at nothing. Mara sat on a log alone across the small clearing and was content with staring at them. She seemed most interested in Jase. 
 
    “I insist on taking the next watch, Michael,” Evaylia said quietly, but with a stubborn edge. 
 
    “You need your rest,” Michael whispered. “Besides, you’re a girl and girls can’t take watch.” 
 
    “Why not?” Evaylia whispered back, a small smile creasing her lips. 
 
    “They are too girly,” he replied, smiling back and throwing her a wink. 
 
    “You’re the only one that’s too girly, Michael,” said Tris in a harsh whisper.  
 
    “Shhhhh,” hushed a few of the women who were trying to get their children to sleep.  
 
    Michael put his finger to his lip and gave Tris a silent shh. “Go to sleep,” he whispered with a smile.  
 
    The stubborn little girl pouted for a short moment, and then she curled up on a thin blanket with Evaylia and forced herself to try and get some sleep. Michael stood from his log and crept over to the strange little girl named Mara. 
 
    “Are you ok?” he asked quietly, and she tore her eyes away from Jase in a confused manner, but quickly regained focus and responded. 
 
    “I am fine, Michael,” she said sweetly and with a smile.  
 
    Michael stared at the girl, wanting to say more, but the words would not come. 
 
    “If I need anything, I’ll be sure to ask,” Mara said, dismissing him politely.  
 
    “Ok,” Michael whispered, and he turned around and walked back across the clearing and sat down next to Jase. His head began to ache, and he winced with pain and rubbed at his temples. He looked over at Mara and found her smiling at him and his head pounded even more, and he turned away with a sickened stomach and tried not to retch. Michael stood slowly from the log and staggered over to Evaylia.  
 
    “What is wrong with you? You look sick,” Evaylia asked as she stood with heavy concern on her face.  
 
    “I don’t know,” replied Michael, his face pale and his head heavy. “I just got suddenly ill. Will you cover my watch for a bit?” and he lay down next to Tris on the ground and curled up, using his arm for a pillow. Michael fell asleep quickly and deeply and was a little annoyed when his older brother woke him. 
 
    “Michael,” said Jase loudly and he reached down and again shook his younger brother. 
 
    “I’m awake,” Michael said irritably, knowing that he surely wasn’t if he was talking to Jase, but in his dream, everything seemed so real.  
 
    “Listen to me,” Jase said desperately, standing above Michael who was still lying on the ground next to a sleeping Tris. Evaylia sat on a log not far from him, but she seemed not to notice their exchange. “You can’t trust her, Michael. She –” and Jase stiffened and arced his entire body, throwing his chest out and gasping as a long blade tore through it. Blood sprayed across Michael’s face and he woke with a scream and sat up quickly and looked around to find Jase lying safely on the ground near to him, eyes wide open and looking at nothing. 
 
    “Michael,” Evaylia whispered as she jumped to his side. “You were dreaming,” and she knelt next to him. 
 
    “I know,” he said, catching his breath and collecting his thoughts. “I’m ok now,” and he laid back down next to his little sister, who stirred and shifted back to sleep.  
 
    The moon was still bright in the dark sky and it seemed to illuminate the clearing so Michael could see Big Tim pacing the other end of the campsite. He could see the other frontier folk stretching out and trying to gain comfort on the forest floor, but most were just resting with anticipation for the following morning. 
 
    Michael was disturbed over his violent dream and he looked over at Mara and found her staring back at him from across the clearing.   
 
    “Bad dream,” she whispered with a smile. Michael turned away as his head pounded with painful throbs, and he closed his eyes and tried to force himself back to sleep.  
 
    The next morning came early and the tired group of people resumed their trek to the distant city of Warmwater. Mysteriously, the small girl named Mara seemed to disappear sometime during the night. The group spread out and spent the entire morning looking for the missing girl, but she could not be found, and the party moved on. Michael was sure that the girl had not just wandered off, nor had she been captured or harmed by any animal. The little girl had simply left the group and Michael felt bad that he didn’t mind. There was something very odd about Mara, and he silently hoped to not see her again.  
 
      
 
    ******************** 
 
      
 
    “Where’s your wolf, honey?” Robert and Joseph found the little girl out beside the barn. It was a warm day and blue skies looked down on Aliha as she sat and played in the dirt. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she replied in a tiny voice, not bothering to look up as she continued to dig a small trench in the hard-packed dirt.  
 
    “Joseph wants to see her,” her father said. “She’s usually around when Aliha is outside playing.” Robert scanned the surrounding area for the timber wolf, but she could not be seen.  
 
    “She wouldn’t like Joseph,” Aliha said. She was nine summers old and always spoke her mind. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t she like me?” Joseph asked as he knelt next to the small girl.  
 
    Aliha stopped digging and looked up at the man.   
 
    “You’re the reason she isn’t around today, so she must not like you.” Then she went back to digging in the dirt, using her stick to etch lines and patterns. “She doesn’t like anyone but me – not even father.” She stood and dropped her stick on the ground and used her tiny hands to brush the dirt off her knees and smooth out the wrinkles on her faded yellow dress.  
 
    “What’s her name?” asked Joseph as he stood up next to her.  
 
    “How would I know what her name is?” Aliha asked back with her tiny hands on her hips. Her knees were stained brown with dirt, as were her feet.  
 
    Joseph simply laughed as he turned away and started walking towards his wagon. “You could give her a name, I guess.” 
 
    “What name would I give her?” she asked. 
 
    “I heard a story about a boy and his wolf once when I was in Ferrinbay,” Joseph said. “It was told to me by The Silver Tongue of Gabler’s Keep,” he flared dramatically.  
 
    “That nut?” Robert laughed. “What’s his name? Tamar… or Tamulos… um, Tamis the Priest?” he asked with sarcasm. 
 
    “It’s Tamos the Monk and he tells a better story than you,” Joseph replied with mock anger. 
 
    “He talks crazy, that’s what he does,” Robert said back, looking down at Aliha and messing up her hair with a strong hand. The little girl reached up and grabbed at his wrist while ducking away. 
 
    “What did the boy name his wolf?” Aliha asked as she spun around her father.  
 
    Joseph climbed up into the seat of his wagon and sat down, then he picked up the reins to the two horses and turned to the small girl. 
 
    “I believe the wolf’s name was Timber,” the man said as he shook at the reins. The horses began to walk, and the wagon started to moan and creak as it slowly pulled away. “Tell DeeAnna that I loved the pie,” Joseph called out and he waved and said goodbye. 
 
    “Timber…Timber.” Aliha kept repeating the name quietly. “What do you think of Timber, Father?” the small girl asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, honey,” he replied. “Is Timber even a girl’s name?” 
 
    “Timber,” she said, then said it again and again. “Timber, yes, I think I like that name,” and Aliha called the name out to try it for real. “Timber!” she yelled. “Timber, come here, girl!” 
 
    “And did she come?” Prince Allenmar asked. 
 
    “Not until late that night,” Aliha said, scratching at the ears of the large black wolf that lay at her feet. “I remember sitting on the porch all evening, wanting desperately to give Timber her new name. I cried when my father made me go to bed. Then I cried even more while I sat in bed,” Aliha said with a laugh. “Then, off in the distance I heard her howl and I crept outside and found her waiting for me. It’s like she knew I needed her. Anyway, that’s how I came up with the name Timber,” and Aliha wrapped up her story. She sat on a long-padded chair and Prince Allenmar joined her. They were in a comfortable rail car heading west towards the coast and the city of Snowflake.  
 
    After leaving Castle Coldstorm, Aliha and her group made the short journey back to Frostbite where they met up with Daphaxian and boarded the Iron Horse. Gideon slept on a long- cushioned bench while Shanks and Daphaxian were engaged in quiet conversation on comfortable seats of their own. Gretta and the imposing Northman, Bearok, were talking quietly up at the front of the rail car alone.  
 
    “So you named her after Kadomi’s wolf?” the prince asked. 
 
    “Who is Kadomi?” inquired Aliha.  
 
    “Surely you have heard the story of the first Kadomi?” Prince Allenmar replied with a wink. He was having a difficult time being so close to a replica of the girl he had loved so much all those years ago. Everything that Aliha said and did produced strong memories for him. He felt twenty years younger as he sat with her, and he couldn’t help but try and be extra charming.  
 
     “I may have heard it before,” Aliha replied, “but I must have been very young.” Allenmar smiled and stared at her so she looked away and felt awkward for doing so. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Aliha,” the handsome prince said. “You are the very image of your mother and I feel as though we were never apart.” Allenmar knew he made Aliha uncomfortable, so he changed the subject quickly. “I shall tell you the story of the first Kadomi,” the prince said. “We have a long journey ahead of us and a good story will help to pass the time.” 
 
    “I love a good story,” commented Daphaxian as he walked up to the pair and sat down across from them. Shanks was with him and he sat down as well. “What would you like to hear, Aliha?” Daphaxian asked the girl as he threw a charming wink her way. Prince Allenmar looked at the Asarian rogue with a bit of contempt. “How about the mysterious tale of Isakar and the magical sword he forged for his lost son?” 
 
    “No one wants to hear that,” replied Shanks, smiling at a hurt Daphaxian. “Let me tell the story of Yamen the Darkhorse and his valiant Queen’s Guard.” 
 
    “A good story, indeed,” replied a tired Gideon as he walked slowly over to the group, gently swaying with the rocking of the rail car. “But let me tell the tale of Ezeria and his healing quest for Carami.” 
 
    Soon, all four men were arguing over the right to tell his tale, but it was Aliha who spoke up to end their bickering. 
 
    “Gentlemen, please,” she said, “I’m sure they are all good stories and I will want to hear each of them in time, but right now, I would like for Prince Allenmar to tell me the story of the first Kadomi.”   
 
    Prince Allenmar smiled wide at Daphaxian and the Asarian chuckled as he realized the game the Arani Prince was playing. Allenmar was obviously smitten by the young Aliha, possibly wanting to relive his younger days.  
 
    Daphaxian smiled back at the prince and wondered if it was wise to bring the man along. Maybe no one would notice if the Arani Prince came up missing in Snowflake. Daphaxian just smiled as he contemplated the thought and Allenmar cleared his throat and began the tale of the first Kadomi.  
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    Year of the Foul Beasts 2001 A.A. 
 
      
 
    It was midday and dark thick clouds rolled across the sky and suffocated the eastern coast while rain and wind pounded the ocean and land. The silhouette of a tall man could be seen as lightning threaded its way throughout the ominous clouds. He was standing at the edge of a tall cliff that overlooked the wide entrance to an inlet that stretched far into the northern part of the Arani Kingdom. The long inlet separated the hills to the north from the Timberlands below. The bay was shallow and filled with small rocky islands that reached up to disembowel any ship that dared sail into the long cove.  
 
    A dark silhouette on the water tossed about as the powerful storm drove massive ocean born waves against the coast. A large boat rode the unsteady waters, riding high and then low as the waves pushed the ship around like a tiny piece of driftwood. 
 
    No crew was visible on board the ship and it looked as if the storm itself was sailing the vessel. It moved out to the mouth of the long inlet and the rolling waters ushered the ship in. It rocked hard to the side as a large wave took the boat close to the rocky cliffs that ran the length of the northern shore. The ship was driven along the massive wall that towered high above the churning waters. 
 
    When lightening flashed across the storm clouds, brief images of the doomed ship could be seen moving close to the tall rocks that sprouted from the cold waters. The watcher that stood cliffside mounted a roan mare and followed the ship as it moved deeper into the long channel, passing dangerously close to another rocky island. It was only a matter of time before the boat was destroyed upon the rocks.  
 
    The storm pushed large amounts of water into the inlet, making the large waves unpredictable to sail. The ship was able to ride the churning waters over most of the sharp rocks, and the luck the craft was having as it pushed deeper into the channel kept the man moving fast along the cliff side. He was beginning to believe the vessel was being steered even though no sailors were evident aboard the ship.  
 
    The vessel had sailed a good distance when finally, the crunch of wood being smashed against the rocks rose above the loud voice of the mighty storm. A burst of lightening showed briefly the ship being torn apart, and another bright flash made it possible to see the craft turning on its side. The watcher sat on his horse and witnessed the vessel being slowly pulled under by the angry waters of Shipwrecker Cove.  
 
    It took the rider all that night to circumvent the long channel, and by morning he was riding around the edge of the inlet and walking his mount along the southern shore. He looked for signs of the wrecked vessel, and at one point, he got off his horse and tied the reins to a small tree and began walking along the waters on foot. 
 
    His name was Tanamar and he wore a long, hooded robe which he kept tight about himself, folding his arms as he walked and hiding his hands in the long sleeves of the soft garment. He moved to the edge of the shoreline of rocks and mud and investigated the bay. He searched the waters as he moved along the shore and came upon a small wooden box. Tanamar picked it up out of the mud and found it to be locked, so he slid the box into a deep pocket and continued down the shoreline where large planks of wood floated about the water. 
 
    After a short time, he came across the wrecked ship anchored upon a tiny island of sharp rocks. Long planks of wood bobbed on the waves around the vessel and he noticed a body that was unmoving apon the shore. It appeared to be a woman and strapped across her back was a leather carrier that held a small child that gently coughed tiny sprays of water from its mouth.  
 
    Tanamar reached down and took hold of the infant. As the naked baby slid free from the pack, the woman suddenly reared up and grabbed hold of his arm. Startled, he pulled away from the woman’s grasp, slipping in the mud and almost dropping the baby into the cold water. The woman’s face was twisted with rage and she hissed and screamed in an incoherent manner, causing Tanamar to stumble back a few steps.  
 
    The sight of the woman’s ghastly face sent chills throughout his body. Where her eyes should have been, there were only deep empty sockets, yet he felt as though she was staring right at him. As the woman screamed with hatred, he could see teeth sharp and rotten. Her hair was long and black, and it hung about her in thick, wet, uneven strands as she slowly pulled herself out of the water.  
 
    Tanamar noticed then that her wrists were shackled in chains and as she crawled out of the inlet and onto the rocky ground, so were her feet. The woman began sniffing the air as would an animal when tracking its prey, scrambling on all fours, causing him to backpedal quickly away. 
 
    She wore no clothes other than the crude leather pack that had held the child. She was thin and toned with muscle and she growled and hissed, sounding more animal than human. 
 
    “Who are you?” asked Tanamar as he held the child and backed away slowly. At the sound of his voice, the woman froze, craning her head and neck around to listen to his words.  
 
    He circled slowly to his left and the woman, still on all fours, turned slowly with him. 
 
    “Who are you?” he asked again, and then whispered softly, “what are you?” She hissed at the sound of his voice and began crawling towards him. He backpedaled away and when the baby started crying louder, the woman screamed and scrambled after him. 
 
    Tanamar ran, holding the child close while the woman paced him on all fours, running on hands and feet like an animal. She was incredibly fast, the chains she wore barely hindering her uncanny movements. 
 
    He thought of discarding his heavy robe so he could run faster, but there was no time. He thought of throwing down the infant, hoping the crazed woman would stop chasing him, but he couldn’t bring himself to drop the child. As he ran, he could sense the woman’s pursuit, and the weight of his heavy robe slowed him down and made him breathless.  
 
    Fear drove the man on, and he turned his head to see how close the maddened woman was to him and found her right on his heels, screaming a savage cry. As she reached out to grab hold of his robe, Tanamar made a desperate leap from the shoreline into the inlet, plunging into the cold water.  
 
    He dragged himself out into the channel until he was chest deep, holding the infant up above the waterline. His robe felt heavy and the icy waters chilled him to the bone, but he kept wading deeper and farther away from the shore to escape the woman. When he finally turned around to see how close she was behind him, he realized the woman did not follow him into the water. Instead, she was stalking the shoreline nervously, still on hands and feet, sniffing at the ground and the air. She put a clawed hand into the water and then withdrew it quickly, screaming with hatred as she continued to pace back and forth. 
 
    Tanamar stood still, shivering in the cold water and trying desperately to quiet the baby. The woman paced the shoreline back and forth and he began to slowly wade towards the far shore where his horse was tied to a tree. The sound of ocean gulls and water splashing joined in with the child’s soft cries as the wind picked up to an audible howl.  
 
    A piece of driftwood from the ship washed up against him and a plan formed in his head. Holding the child close, he grabbed the small plank out of the water and threw it hard in the direction he had run from. The board splashed on the waves and the woman shrieked and began running back down the shoreline in the direction of the noise. The man then slowly started wading in the other direction toward his horse. The sound of waves lapping at the shore and the caw of birds covered the sound of his movements as he crept to the edge of the water not far from his horse.  
 
    Tanamar’s legs were numb from the icy chill of the waters as he stepped free from the inlet and quietly walked toward his horse. He almost tripped and went down to one knee under the heavy weight of his wet robe, and that caused the child to start crying again. The woman screamed immediately at the sound and started running back in his direction, pounding the shoreline on all fours with incredible speed.  
 
    Tanamar sprinted quickly for his horse. He untied the reins from the small tree with nervous fingers and tried desperately to climb up into the saddle. The weight of his wet robe and the child in one arm made it difficult to mount his agitated steed as it started to pull away.  
 
    The vicious woman was almost upon him. He could hear the close rattle of her chains, and her blood-thirsty cry let him know he was caught. The horse pulled away and the baby nearly toppled out of his arms just as he climbed up into the stirrup. His frightened mount tore away from the reaching claws of the woman while he desperately held onto the baby and the horn of the saddle. He was amazed at the speed of the woman as she ran after them, pacing the horse at first, but then slowly falling behind.  
 
    It was some time before he outdistanced the woman far enough to make it possible to stop the horse and climb up into the saddle. He held the baby close and after a while the child stopped crying and fell asleep in his arms. Far away, the man could still hear the faint cry of the infant’s mother calling out to him, promising revenge. 
 
      
 
    ********************* 
 
      
 
    Tanamar was a hermit. He had lived alone for more than twenty years in the caves that worm-holed the hills on the northeastern coast of the Eastern Kingdom, just below the Mountains of the Great Divide. 
 
    As a boy, he had lived with his parents on a small settlement deep in the Timberlands just south of Shipwrecker Cove. His mother and father were healers and they taught Tanamar the art as well. By the age of fifteen, he knew all about curing the sick with the use of medicinal herbs. 
 
    When a plague swept through Arani City, his parents went there to help treat the sick while Tanamar stayed with friends that lived not far to the south. After a year, he received word of his parents dying from the same illness they had gone to cure, and Tanamar was left with nothing.  
 
    He stayed with his parent’s friends until he was eighteen, then he wandered the eastern coast as a healer for the small settlements there. 
 
    As he grew older, life as a traveler became harder and one harsh winter season, he found himself deep in the hills just south of the Mountains of the Great Divide. He had traveled to the area with a small party of trappers that hired him on as their healer. They explored the hills and caves throughout the region and found few animals to hold their interest.  
 
    When the men left the area, Tanamar stayed behind and continued to explore the infinite number of caves and connecting tunnels. Some were small, barely a hovel in the side of a hill, while other caves were enormous, burrowing deep underneath the mountains and opening into large underground caverns.   
 
    There were hieroglyphs painted across the walls portraying hill tribes that dominated the region. Drawings that showed the tribes at peace with one another had dark smears of paint across them, while the depictions of war and slaughter were colored bright and left unmarked.   
 
    In the largest of the many caverns, Tanamar discovered a huge boulder formation in the shape of a throne, and the paintings on the wall behind the massive chair comfirmed it to be where the king of the hill tribes sat.  
 
    There were freshwater streams and lakes that contained rare fish and plant life that only grew in the darkness of the amazing underworld. Some caves burrowed under the mountains like great reaching tendrils, their rocky ceilings more than eighty feet high and sculptured with long stalactites.  
 
    There were skeletons of animals with huge curving tusks that were massive in size, and caves that were filled with the skulls and bones of dragons. Cavern graveyards were crowded with colossal size human remains and Tanamar dated the skeletons back to The Age of Giants. 
 
    For more than twenty years, Tanamar excavated and documented the region alone. His findings he kept secret and had no intention of sharing his knowledge with anyone – until now.  
 
    He rode towards a small farmhouse located deep in the Timberlands with his new son in his arms. He decided to raise the child as his own, and they could discover the mysteries of the caves together. He would no longer be alone.  
 
    Tanamar rode his horse up close to the front porch of the old homestead. Standing on the faded planks of wood was an old man stooped with age and possessing a stern pinched face that showed a sour expression. 
 
    “Tanamar,” wheezed the old man. 
 
    “Jarkel,” replied Tanamar while holding the child comfortably. “Meet my new son.”  
 
    Jarkel stood eyeing the child. “What do you want?” he said with distaste. 
 
    “May we come into your house and talk? I could use the rest from my long travels, and the child could use some milk – if you have some to spare, that is.”  
 
    Tanamar carefully climbed down from his horse and stood before the old man. Jarkel scowled at the child, then he gave a biting sigh and moved slowly to enter his small house made of thick logs, and the healer followed.  
 
    Tanamar sat down on a wooden chair before a small table while Jarkel went into another room to fetch a small cup of fresh goat milk. Tanamar held the child and he took the small cup that Jarkel offered and he carefully tipped it to let tiny drops slip into the child’s mouth.  
 
    “Thank you,” Tanamar said graciously. “We have ridden far.” 
 
    “Why did you come here?” Jarkel replied tiredly.  
 
    Tanamar had known Jarkel and his family for many years, and when an epidemic claimed the life of the old man’s wife and two sons, Jarkel blamed the world, and Tanamar with it.  
 
    “I am going to Arani City to stay with some friends,” said Tanamar as he got ready to leave. He did not want to overstay his visit because he knew he was not welcome.  
 
    “You could have saved them, you know,” said the sour old man.  
 
    Tanamar stopped what he was doing and looked over at Jarkel. He felt bad for the old man. He was saddened when he heard the horrible news of his family, and he wished he could have been there to help, but he was living in Asarian City at the time. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” was all Tanamar could say. That’s all he could ever say because he didn’t have the heart to argue with the old man. He said thank you and good-bye to Jarkel, who responded with nothing, and Tanamar mounted his horse with the babe in his arms and set out for Arani City. 
 
    Late that evening, Jarkel sat at his small table drunk on ale and swimming in self-pity. He cursed Tanamar yet again and blamed the world for all his losses.  
 
    “Curse you, Tanamar!” he yelled again, this time a little louder, then again louder still.  
 
    A strong wind was blowing outside as a large storm moved over the Timberlands. Jarkel’s house moaned and creaked and the trees outside began to roar as the wind poured through their leaves, pushing on them and causing the trees themselves to bend.  
 
    Jarkel sat staring into the swirling depths of his half empty mug and listened to the noises of the storm. A soft rattle of chains could be heard outside the front door and Jarkel placed his mug on the table and slowly rose to his feet. He stumbled to the front door and opened it slowly as the force of the wind pushed against him.  
 
    Jarkel peered into the darkness of the outside. There was a full moon that was bright in the sky, but dark clouds were present, and they blocked out the light for brief moments. Suddenly, a powerful burst of wind tore the door open, and Jarkel was nearly thrown to the floor. He stumbled at the entryway as the moon came free from the clouds and Jarkel could see an animal as it sat in the dirt not far from his porch. 
 
    The old man reached for the door and battled with the wind to try and close it. He watched the creature start to advance, and it slowly crawled in the dirt towards his front porch. Jarkel panicked as he struggled to close the door, and he pushed against it to force it closed. He could see the animal as it moved closer and closer, crawling through the blowing debris of the storm and up onto his old wooden porch.  
 
    Jarkel nearly had the door closed and was pushing with all his might when the creature advanced to the doorway and stood face to face with him. Jarkel pulled his head back and screamed at the sight of the woman. Her eye sockets were vacant, yet she seemed to stare into his eyes. She just stood there as he forced the door closed and pulled down a small latch in the right-hand corner in a sad effort to secure it. 
 
    “What do you want?” Jarkel yelled, but there was no response other than the cry of the storm as it battered the small house and surrounding forest. The soft rattle of chains could be heard moving away from the front door to become lost in the storm. 
 
    Jarkel stood breathless as he listened carefully at the door, waiting quietly. Then, the noise of the chains could be heard again, softly at first, but then growing louder quickly. The fierce rattle was right up against the door and the wood exploded open, sending Jarkel to the floor. 
 
    The strong wind blew dirt and dust through the opening, but Jarkel could clearly see the naked woman as she stood up from the wreckage in the doorway. She looked down at the helpless old man, her empty sockets only adding to the look of hatred as she advanced toward him. She pounced and began clawing fiercely and biting at his face, and Jarkel screamed wildly and fought with the creature. He tried desperately to kick her away, but to no avail as she overpowered his frail form and tore at his flesh until he was dead. 
 
      
 
    ******************** 
 
      
 
    Tanamar stood at the second-story window and watched the children running down in the large courtyard below. The two children were playing tag, chasing each other through the mazes of fantastic flower gardens and over long arcing bridges that spanned small ponds full of exotic fish.  
 
    It had been just over three years since he had arrived in Arani City and was welcomed by his long-time friend, Palleor Fastideous, who was a wealthy merchant owning a prominent estate. Tanamar and the child moved into the large house and lived with the merchant and his family. 
 
    Palleor was married to a beautiful Dishoni woman named Teaona and they had a sparkling young daughter named Isella. The small girl was almost ten and she had the same dark complexion and exotic look that her mother had. She was dressed in a long, flowing, yellow dress and she laughed as she chased the young boy around a large fountain that sprayed water high into the air. 
 
    The boy was Tanamar’s son, and even though he was only three years of age, he was seemingly more like twelve. His name was Kadomi and he had grown fast and at an abnormal rate – his thick black hair and dark eyes giving him a rough look to match his demeanor. He was extremely smart, although he hardly spoke, and he understood everything and learned quickly. His mind was sharp, and he never forgot a lesson learned. No one had an explanation for the boy’s rapid growth, although some whispered of magic. 
 
    Tanamar watched as the young Isella nearly tagged the agile Kadomi before he ducked back into the maze of tall green bushes. Isella squealed in frustration and sprinted to catch the incredibly fast boy, but it was obvious she never would unless he allowed her to, which he did quite often. Kadomi was obsessed with Isella, and over time, became quite protective of her.  
 
    Kadomi also had a talent for communicating with animals. He spent time with the household pets, and the animals became much smarter and better trained. Palleor had a wild gray stallion named Chaotic that could not be broken and all that attempted were thrown far and hard to the ground. Men from all over the Eastern Kingdom would travel to Arani City just for a chance at taming the dominant steed, but all were thrown and sent away sore and broken themselves. 
 
    Then one day, a cry rose from out of the courtyard, begging everyone to come and see. Palleor and Tanamar ran to the window and looked out, worried as to what they would witness. On the far side of the grand courtyard was a small corral where they kept the gray stallion. Chaotic stood tall and unmoving, almost majestic like the horse of a king. On its back sat Kadomi and he stroked the animal’s neck while whispering into its ear. Everyone on the estate stood in awe as they watched the boy ride Chaotic.  
 
    After he was done, the horse knelt and Kadomi slid off and walked away. A large man that worked in the stables tried to ride the stallion soon after, and he was thrown immediately and given shattered ribs for his troubles.  
 
    Tanamar watched as the boy chased after the girl. Isella screamed as she ran and Kadomi was always just out of reach and barely too slow.  
 
    “Tanamar, did you hear what was said?” The old healer turned from the window and moved back over to the table where a small group of men sat. He joined them tiredly and again was asked the question. “Did you hear the news from the messenger?” asked Palleor again. The wealthy merchant was a middle-aged man with short light-brown hair and a thin mustache. “Five more bodies turned up in Sidlers Forest. That makes close to fifty in the last two years.” 
 
    “I heard,” replied Tanamar.  
 
    “There are also more wolves in the forest,” Palleor said. 
 
    “Three years ago, I would hunt in those very woods and never once did I see a wolf,” commented a man named Graff, who worked for Palleor and was a friend to the family. 
 
    “Now the place is crawling with them,” said Crate, another man employed by the merchant. “It’s like something is drawing them to the forest.”  
 
    “Here we go again,” mocked Graff, a young man with a thin build and light-yellow hair. “More talk of dark magic.” 
 
    “No, hear me out,” replied Crate, a heavy-set man in his mid-twenties. “I have a cousin that lives near Starcrest, and she has a neighbor that has seen strange sights near the forest. Then there was the disappearance of Mosley and Miss Teartly.” 
 
    “And Jarkel,” said Graff, encouraging his friend and co-worker. 
 
    “That’s right,” replied Crate and he motioned toward Tanamar. “Tanamar knew Jarkel, and even he thinks it strange that he has not been seen in three years.” 
 
    Tanamar nodded his head but said nothing. 
 
    Another man entered the room and whispered words into Palleor’s ear. 
 
    “Bring him in,” said Palleor and the messenger left quickly. “Now we will hear what your book has to say.”  
 
    The wooden box that Tanamar had found floating in the wreckage of the ship three years prior had contained a leather-bound journal with stained crisp pages. Most of the writings were done in an unknown language, and there were codes and pictured graphs that were indecipherable. Palleor had spread the word to all his fellow merchants about the mysterious journal and asked them to help find someone to translate it.  
 
    An older man with a heavy build soon entered the room. He was dressed in a long flowing robe of bright colors and a red silk turban sat upon his head. He had dark skin and a long grey beard that framed a kind face. Fancy chains hung around his neck and rings decorated each finger as he was garnished with jewelry. He was accompanied by a thin boy of thirteen summers who was dressed in simple tan garb. The youth had thick black hair and a dark complexion with almond shaped eyes that were darker still.  
 
    “Hello, my friends,” said the man as he entered the room. “My name is Halzot and it is good to meet you all.” He spoke with a heavy accent that told the men at the table he was not from Asaria.  
 
    “You are welcome in my home, Halzot,” replied Palleor as he stood and motioned to an empty chair. “Please sit with us and enjoy the meal that has been prepared in your honor,” and Palleor nodded to his servants to begin bringing in the food and fine wine. 
 
    Halzot nodded his head and respectfully sat down while the small boy stood motionless behind him. 
 
    “Come sit over here, boy,” said Crate as he offered the empty chair that was next to him. 
 
    “His name is Timlon, and he is fine where he is,” replied Halzot kindly. 
 
    “What is he – your slave?” joked Crate and he laughed. 
 
    Halzot’s face turned to stone and he gave the foolish man a frozen glare. “I do not care for that word,” he said icily. “It seems I have made a mistake in coming here,” and he rose from his chair. 
 
    “Please, sir,” Palleor amended quickly, “he means no offense.” Then he turned to Crate with restrained anger. “Apologize to my guest before you leave to clean the stalls.” 
 
    Crate sat there with a hurt expression on his simple face, looking as if he felt he did nothing wrong. “But Palleor, I was just joking.” 
 
    “Apologize!” Palleor yelled. 
 
    “I am sorry, sir,” Crate said, looking down at his nervous hands. 
 
    “Now go,” Palleor said and Crate rose from his chair and quickly left the room. “Please,” Palleor said to Halzot as he motioned toward the empty chair.  
 
    Halzot hesitated and played a man insulted, but grudgingly, he sat back down just as servants with plates full of food and drink swarmed the tables. Soon, all the men were eating fresh fruits and tender pieces of steak from Palleor’s finest stock. They drank the finest wine, washing down chunks of buttered bread and exotic cheeses.  
 
    After Halzot was done, he put more of the wonderful food on his plate and served it to the boy behind him. Timlon respectfully took the meal and then turned and moved to a corner of the room and sat down. He gingerly picked at the food, being precise and showing the best of manners.  
 
    “You need someone to translate a book for you, and normally I would not bother with such a tiresome chore,” and Halzot turned to the boy who was still eating. “Kadomi,” he said, and the boy gave him a haunted look. 
 
    The room became clustered with servants as they cleaned up the evening meal. The men and the strange boy all moved to a comfortable sitting room and Tanamar took out the leather journal and gently handed it to Halzot. The man opened the book and Timlon quietly peeked over his shoulder and started reading passages into Halzot’s ear. The man listened intently and after brushing quickly through most of the pages, the boy stepped back and Halzot spoke. 
 
    “Have you heard of The Treasure of a Hundred Lords?” he asked them, and they looked at one another and shook their heads. 
 
    “It is told,” Halzot began, “that nearly one hundred years ago, a pirate by the name of Roninsay…,” and he was interrupted.  
 
    “Kadomso,” the boy spoke softly, as if correcting the man. Halzot smiled and continued on.  
 
    “Roninsay,” he said, and again was cut short. 
 
    “Kadomso,” Timlon whispered again over his shoulder. The men were all sitting in comfortable chairs and Timlon stood close behind Halzot. 
 
    “I know,” he spoke kindly, “I know.” 
 
    “What is Kadomso?” Tanamar asked. 
 
    “It means,” Halzot said hesitantly, “it means monster or god-like creature.” 
 
    “Both,” the boy whispered. 
 
    “It is the boy’s native language and he has been teaching me their culture and tongue, but some words are confusing. For example, the word Kadomi means children of the monster that corrupts all men,” and Halzot shook his head with subtle confusion.   
 
     “That’s the boy’s name,” Graff said and Tanamar hushed him. It was true; he had named his son after one of the words used in the journal. He did not know what the word meant, but he liked the sound of it. But now to learn that Kadomi meant “children of a beast,” he wasn’t so sure he could keep the boy’s name as it was.  
 
    “Which boy would that be?” Halzot inquired.  
 
    “It is the name of my son,” Tanamar replied. “I named him after the word, not knowing what it meant, but liking how it sounded.”  
 
    Halzot smiled and shook his head. “It is just a story,” and Timlon shook his head and whispered that it wasn’t.  
 
    “Anyway, Roninsay the Kadomso,” Halzot clarified, “was a famous and ruthless island pirate. He challenged any and all on the open seas and he hit the mainland and robbed from the coastal lords. He amassed quite a treasure that to this day has never been recovered. The fierce pirate and his dreaded crew simply vanished and there were no more accounts of the raiders. That is where the word ‘Kadomi’ comes from. There were stories supposedly told by Roninsay’s crew that spoke of an island where they kept the massive treasure, and the island was inhabited by creatures that fed on human flesh.” 
 
    Tanamar and the other men listened intently to the story. They watched the small boy quietly feed Halzot with information as he spoke.  
 
    “As you can imagine,” Halzot continued, “there have been countless attempts at finding the secret island. Hundreds of brave captains have ventured out to the endless seas in search of the lost Treasure of a Hundred Lords. Unfortunately, no one has ever found it. Your journal, however, was written by a supposed captain that claims he did.” 
 
    “The captain writes that they sail in search of the mythical Treasure of a Hundred Lords. Most of the entries talk of daily life on the ship as they sail the endless oceans for over a year. There is talk of false maps and directions not followed and the crew whispers of mutiny in order to abandon the failed quest.” Halzot continued to translate the journal through the strange boy while the other men listened intently. 
 
    “There was a mighty storm that nearly finishes the large sailing vessel, but with luck and courage the brave men make it through. They are blown off course and lost at sea, however, and for two more weeks they sail. They have not seen land in over a month and provisions are running low. There is a failed attempt at a mutiny and half the crew is killed. The next day they spot a massive shroud of thick mist and dare to sail through it to find a huge island where they anchor just off the coast.” 
 
    Timlon continued to translate the captain’s log quietly into Halzot’s ear, and he in turn told the men around him the strange tale.  
 
    “During the night the island comes to life. The captain writes of eerie chanting and drums being played continuously. There are horrid screams of death and victory. The inhabitants of the dark, heavily forested island never show themselves and the captain and crew stay awake and alert all night. The next morning, they sail slowly around the immense island and come across what appears to be a long wall of high cliffs. He writes here,” and Halzot pauses as he prepares to read from the journal, the young Timlon whispering and pointing to each word.  
 
    “The rocky cliffs are a thousand feet high and thrice that in length. There is a huge cave entrance in the center, and it is large enough for a galley to sail comfortably through. We take a small boat and row into the dark massive cavern until we find a vast chamber filled with treasure. It is piled high all around us. There is a large pier where a galley could easily dock and load the treasure that surrounds the small lake. We sail back to The Island Queen and rest until dawn. Come morning we will sail into the cavern and load as much of the treasure as we can and then try to find our way home.” 
 
    Halzot sat back comfortably in his chair as he turned yet another brittle page. Timlon whispered in his ear and he listened intently. Palleor, Tanamar, and Graff sat anxiously and waited for the rest of the story.  
 
    “Would you care to read to the good men?” Halzot asked the young boy quietly. Timlon stepped back in fear and he eyed the three men with suspicion. “Come read the last few entries for us all,” Halzot said as he held out the small book. 
 
    Timlon stared at the journal, and it was obvious that he wanted to finish it. He slowly moved forward while staring at the other men and gently took hold of the book and then stepped back.  
 
    “We are at sea, far from the cursed island. Most of my crew is dead.” Timlon spoke with clarity and the way he read made him appear to be quite intelligent. “My greed will be the death of us all. I sailed The Island Queen into the lair of the vast treasure. We docked inside the huge cavern and soon we were all wading through gold. My men began filling all our chests with treasure, and just as we were to begin loading it onto the ship, they appeared. It seemed as if they came from nowhere. Men and women moving like animals and were quick to the kill. They were dirty and naked, and they made animal noises as they ripped my men apart. Those of us that survived fought bravely back to the ship where we pulled up anchor and slowly drifted out to the center of the cavern’s lake. More and more of the strange inhabitants appeared, but they did not enter the water or pursue in any way. We left the island and the treasure behind and we sail to find home. We will regroup and bring a fleet of ships and an army to take the vast treasure.” Timlon turned another crisp page and then looked up at the men. “This is the last entry,” he said quietly.  
 
    “Surely there’s more,” Graff whispered. 
 
    The boy shook his head and again read from the book. 
 
    “This will be my last entry, for I know I am a dead man. My crew has been slain by the island savages. The creatures followed us out to sea and struck early in the morning, climbing up the side of the galley and coming aboard. There was a fierce battle and most of my men were killed. Two Kadomi savages were caught and put into chains, but the woman, who appeares to be with child, escaped and killed the rest of my crew. She is at my cabin door now and it will not be long before she breaks through and kills me. I am not afraid to die.” Timlon turned the page and showed the men that the rest of the pages were blank. Then the boy carefully handed the book back to Halzot and stepped once again behind him. 
 
    “Where did you find the book, if you don’t mind my asking?” Halzot inquired. 
 
    Tanamar sat quiet as he digested all he had learned. Kadomi was a strange boy, but could he become a vicious killer like his mother?  
 
    “I found it on the shore of Shipwrecker Cove not far from where a galley sat wrecked upon the rocks,” Tanamar replied. 
 
    “The Island Queen?” Halzot asked. 
 
    “I suppose,” replied Tanamar as he stood from the table and walked over to the open window to see Kadomi and Isella sitting near the fountain in the center of the courtyard below. He began to wonder if it was safe to keep the boy here at his friend’s estate much longer, and soon, plans to travel back to his home in the hills to the east began to take root.  
 
    The men talked till it was late in the evening and Palleor offered Halzot and the strange boy a room for the night, but the old man graciously declined and after a short time, they left.  
 
    Later that night, Tanamar sat in his room at a small table and wrote in his journal near candlelight. He recorded all that he had learned that evening about the strange journey of The Island Queen and her doomed crew. He had kept a running journal for the past ten years, writing down all his discoveries in the mysterious caves he called home. He wrote of his incredible adventure at Shipwrecker Cove, the rescue of his new son from the beast-like woman that nearly claimed his life, and the raising of the boy at Palleor’s estate. He knew that one day his story would be told, and he would be the one telling it through his many journals.  
 
    Tanamar stayed with Palleor and his wife for several more days before finally deciding that the time had come. He was ready to move back to the caves he called his home, and he would feel relieved to isolate the strange Kadomi child. The more time the boy spent with the young Isella, the more he became obsessed with her.  
 
    When the time came to leave the estate, Kadomi became enraged and almost uncontrollable, even after Palleor had generously given him the wild horse named Chaotic. Kadomi kept grabbing at Isella and steering her toward the horse, which was strangely calm and kneeling so Kadomi could climb aboard. Tanamar interfered with the boy’s repeated attempts until Palleor and his wife simply took their young daughter back into the house.  
 
    Tanamar spent the morning convincing Kadomi that it was time to leave, and at long last the two were mounted and heading down the road. Kadomi formed his first real sentence that day.  
 
    “I be back for you, Isella,” Kadomi said repeatedly. 
 
    They headed east with a small caravan, traveling for several days before coming to the long stretch of wilderness known as the Timberlands. They separated there and Tanamar and Kodomi traveled the northern trail that just skimmed the wall of trees. They spent the night at a small campground where a warm fire burned in a deep pit. Tanamar sat on the earthen ground against a downed tree and wrote in his journal while Kadomi balanced on one of the tree stumps and stared out into the night. A black wolf had been following the pair since they left the merchant caravan and turned north. It sat quiet twenty yards from their campsite just in front of the thick tree line, which was dancing with shadows from the campfire’s light. 
 
    “That’s a timber wolf,” Tanamar said. “Those woods are the Timberlands.” 
 
    Kadomi just sat there and eyed the animal. 
 
    The next day and night were uneventful and by the second day, the wolf was traveling with them.  
 
    “Timber,” said Kadomi, gesturing to the wolf and Tanamar did not complain.  
 
    The next evening they were camped just west of Shipwrecker Cove. There were others traveling north and they camped in the clearing as well. Tanamar sat on a small grassy hill and looked out to the long inlet that stretched for miles. There was a bright moon and it cast an unnatural glow down upon the shoreline where Tanamar had first pulled the small child from the Kadomi woman’s back. He played the horrific scene over in his mind as if watching it safely from a distance. He remembered the desperate chase and how he jumped into the cold water to get away. The thought brought a cold chill to rack his spine and he looked over to see Kadomi sitting with Timber at their small campsite.  
 
    He was about to turn away when he noticed a strange figure shrouded in the shadows of the nearby forest a hundred feet from where he sat. Tanamar blinked and it was gone, and he stared hard at the tree-line to see it again. The bright campfires caused shadows to dance across the trees and Tanamar envisioned Kadomi’s mother standing in front staring at him with hate through her empty eyesockets. 
 
    The next day Tanamar and Kadomi traveled east into the hills along the tall cliffs of Shipwrecker Cove. He could look down at the churning waters and see the tall sprouting rocks that had gored The Island Queen long ago. There was no sign of her now, but Tanamar could still remember the sight of the wrecked ship.  
 
    Tanamar and Kodomi rode until evening and at long last they arrived at a large cave entrance where he had originally made his home all those years ago. Tanamar was about to unhorse when Kadomi spoke. 
 
    “My… mother,” he said, and chills ran down the old man’s spine. Standing only twenty yards away was the woman of all Tanamar’s nightmares. She was tall, and dirt covered her naked body as she stared hard at Tanamar through hollowed sockets. She was surrounded by a pack of wolves – some pacing nervously around her while others sat quiet.  
 
    Kadomi watched as his mother began to advance and the wolves circled forward with her. Tanamar’s adopted son turned to him and formed his last sentence. 
 
    “You… should…go, Tanamar,” Kadomi said.  
 
    Tanamar’s heart broke as he looked at the boy whose face held no expression. He nodded to his son and with a strong regret, kicked his horse into action. Immediately, the wolves gave chase, barking and growling as they ran after him. Even the Kadomi woman started after Tanamar, but then a loud harsh command echoed all throughout the surrounding hills as Kadomi shouted out from astride Chaotic’s back. The wolves broke off from their pursuit and the woman slowed to a reluctant stop as Tanamar rode away. 
 
    “After that, Tanamar became a wandering herb healer and traveled all throughout the Timberlands as well as the Southern Kingdom,” Allenmar finished the tale to the gentle rocking of the Iron Horse as it sped its way west to the city of Snowflake.  
 
    “That’s it?” Aliha asked. “What about Kadomi and his gruesome mother?” 
 
    “I believe they started to mate like animals,” replied Daphaxian with a long grin and a charming wink. 
 
    “What?” cried Aliha. 
 
    “No, they did not mate, you crude ruffian,” Gideon remarked. “A year later, Kadomi rode his stallion back to Palleor’s estate and kidnapped Isella. There were witnesses to the event, but with mixed stories. Some had said the girl was taken by force, while others say Isella leapt from her balcony and rode away with the boy.” 
 
    “Ah,” Aliha said, putting her hands together and holding them close to her chest. “That’s so romantic.” 
 
    “Romantic!” Daphaxian, Prince Allenmar, and Gideon all said together. 
 
    “Yes, romantic,” said the imposing Gretta as she walked up to join them. She had been sitting with Bearok at the front of the rail car but took interest in the story at the end. “Romance is something you three animals know nothing about.” 
 
    “Animals?” said Daphaxian and Prince Allenmar at the same time with hurt expressions. They looked at each other and briefly scowled to the other. Then they turned back to Gretta and Daphaxian spoke foolishly.  
 
    “Ice Queen,” he said with a charming smile while holding out his hands.  
 
    “Don’t call me that,” Gretta said threateningly and Daphaxian smiled all the wider. “And you,” the Beoraki princess turned her anger to Prince Allenmar, who sat quietly next to Aliha. “You forgot the most important part to your little story.” 
 
    “The most important part?” Allenmar questioned. 
 
    “Ok,” Gretta said with disgust and she turned to Bearok who still sat comfortably at the front of the rail car. “Bearok,” Gretta called out, “I’m getting angry, so will you please bring your sword.” 
 
    “Ok, ok,” said Allenmar as he patted the air in front of him. “Um, let’s see, Tanamar just comes up missing and some travelers find his journals.” 
 
    “Some travelers?” Gretta asked dangerously as she pulled a sharp dagger from her belt sheath. 
 
    “No wait,” said Allenmar with a truly concerned look on his face. Everyone else just sat quiet, all except the rogue Daphaxian and he laughed at the worried Arani prince. Gretta turned the blade onto Daphaxian. 
 
    “Finish the story correctly or your dirty face will bleed,” threatened Gretta, and Daphaxian painted a look of hurt across his handsome features.    
 
     “Dear Princess, I do know how the story ends,” and the charming Daphaxian turned to Aliha and spoke dramatically with his hands. “It is true – Tanamar did come up missing. He was witnessed leaving Asarian City and heading east towards the Timberlands, but he was never seen again. It was only by the grace of The Three Princesses of Asaria,” and Daphaxian stood up and faced Gretta, and she leveled her dagger at his heart. “For those three wondrous women, who were superior over all men in all aspects, found the lost journals of Tanamar and took them to the famous libraries in Arani City. There, the history of the Kadomi was first recorded,” and Daphaxian finished with a short bow, kissing the point of Gretta’s blade.  
 
    When he brought his head back up, he found the alluring princess with a seductive smile, and before she turned away to move back toward the front of the rail car, she shot her hand out, and with her dagger tip, cut a short line of red across Daphaxian’s cheek. The Asarian rogue smiled and reached up with his fingers and touched the blood where he had been marked.  
 
    “I think I’m in love,” Daphaxian said bashfully and all in the rail car laughed. 
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    The tunnel was dark, and it echoed with heavy footsteps as King Uriah strode in haste with his men. Deep beneath Castle Lamourne, caves were excavated for safe passage out of the kingdom, but they were a labyrinth and one could easily get lost and spend his last days walking the tunnels that wormed throughout the bedrock.  
 
    Uriah cut right, then left, and then left again. He held out an oil lantern and it gave off a soft glow, illuminating the rocky passageway as he turned right at the next intersection. The five soldiers that paced him would be lost by now, so they made sure not to fall behind.  
 
    No one knew the tunnels as King Uriah did. He had lived in the castle all his life and as a boy he spent most of his time memorizing the dark caves. He would get lost for days so he kept a pack that held four days of rations, although he had never been lost more than three days, and since that day had never been lost again. 
 
    The king and his men made good time and when they emerged through the concealed cave exit, the moon was high in the sky. The king took his men through the trees a short distance and soon they walked into a clearing that was lit with tall torches. Bash and a dozen fully armed knights stood vigilant. Across the way, on the other side of the forest clearing, was a large lake and a narrow dock that splashed upon the tiny waves. The cold water was dark and shrouded with a heavy mist and a small rowboat made its way slowly from the other side.  
 
    King Uriah and Bash walked over to the dock and they climbed into a small rowboat. Bash grabbed at the oars and began to row while the king sat quiet. They made their way to the mid-point of the lake where another boat sat waiting. There, two figures sat patiently in heavy robes that covered their entireties. 
 
    Bash rowed until they were close to the other boat and then worked the oars to a stop. Dark waves lapped at the side of the two boats and a heavy fog lay thick all around them. The moon above glowed bright and it cast an eerie glow as one of the robed figures in the other boat pulled back his hood. He was Kadomi and he had long, thick, brown hair that was mangy like an animal’s and it grew thick around a strong jaw. He had a flat square nose and sharp black eyes that burned with hatred. When he spoke, his voice was deep and rough as if an animal had learned to speak.  
 
    “The Supreme Master has given me more demands to give to you,” the creature growled.  
 
    “I have already met his demands,” replied King Uriah in a deep and angry voice. “I will not give him more.” 
 
    “If you want The Supreme Master to help you crush the Northman then you will accommodate his demands!” the Kadomi’s voice resonated with power. His name was Bastion and he was second only to the Lord of the Kadomi.  
 
    “I have sent thousands of slaves to your cursed island to be hunted like animals! What more can he ask for?!” Uriah asked sternly.  
 
    “You will send one thousand ships full of your kind.”  
 
    “I don’t have a thousand ships to give!” Uriah replied with anger. “And I don’t have that many slaves for slaughter!”  
 
    “Then get them. Only then will you insure the help of the Kadomi Lord. You have no hope in defeating King Ironheart without The Supreme Master’s help,” Bastion’s deep voice was filled with disdain.  
 
    King Uriah growled with anger and frustration. “Your master better be there!” he spat. “The entire Kadomi army better be there, and it better not fail this time! You botched my last war with King Ironheart!” 
 
    “Your own kind stained the battlefield with magic, so you are to blame for your failure!” roared Bastion. “But it does not matter now, because your army has grown stronger! This time the Northman will not survive!” 
 
    “Agreed,” replied King Uriah. “Bash, take me back,” and the king’s shield grabbed at the oars and began to row back to the dock near the forest clearing. 
 
    Later that evening, the king sat before a large fire in his favorite chair and sipped at a glass of fine Arani Red and thought about the Kadomi Lord’s demand of one thousand ships and a hundred thousand slaves. Uriah thought back to the one time he had met the creature, and he remembered the cold touch of death that was at its fingertips. 
 
    Prince Uriah was eighteen and he was camping and hunting with his two older brothers in the Timberlands just south of the Asar River, which divided the Asarian Kingdom and the Arani Kingdom. Every year, Prince Uriah and his two brothers, Prince Farrior and Prince Gilmar, would spend one week camping in the forest. His twin brother, Prince Ezeria, was off on a fool’s errand at the Temple of Carami, wasting his time training with the monks. 
 
    It was late in the day and the setting sun was casting long shadows down upon the forest floor. Prince Uriah and his two princely brothers were tracking a large buck that had evaded them all that day. They were close now and the shadows that stretched across the forest floor were helping the three brothers to hide.  
 
    Uriah followed close behind. His two older brothers would not allow him the lead for he was third in line for the throne. Prince Farrior was oldest at a mature twenty-three summers. He was tall and strong, and the people loved him as they loved the king. 
 
    Prince Gilmar was second to the throne. He was twenty-one summers, and he too was kind and loved by the people. All Asarians in the Southern Kingdom were happy with the ruling class. Even Prince Ezeria was loved by all. In fact, he was the most adored, but he had no taste for politics and became an herb healer and went to the Temple of Carami to become a master healer. 
 
    Prince Uriah, however, was not loved. He thought his father was weak and too kind to the people. He felt the poor were not taxed enough and the nobles were not given their due, and he was tired of his father’s inadequacy to rule what could be the strongest kingdom in all Asaria.  
 
    Prince Farrior got down to the ground and motioned for his brothers to do the same. They had worked their way to a dense forest region and the thick trees were tall all around them. They lay in heavy brush and slowly crawled forward, inching along.  
 
    Uriah rose up and looked around when he thought he saw movement in the trees, shadows that moved with the setting of the sun.  
 
    “Get down,” Prince Farrior whispered harshly. 
 
    “I think there’s something–” was all Uriah could say before his brother hushed him and waved him back down. But Uriah was frozen with fear as dark shapes came out from the trees just in front of his brothers. Then, more dark figures emerged to the left and suddenly there were more to his right. Instantly, the three brothers were surrounded by tall hulking Kadomi warriors.  
 
    Farrior and Gilmar, who were still on the ground, slowly rose to their knees, but then froze when two of the Kadomi warriors pulled their blades free and growled threateningly. The three Asarian Princes stayed motionless with their hands up to show no aggression.  
 
    Two large figures dressed in long thick robes walked out from the thick stand of trees, and Uriah was gripped with fear as the larger of the two approached and stood over Farrior.  
 
    On his knees, the prince looked up and stared in horror as the creature towered over him wearing a long thick robe made from the grey bear and black lion. Its hood was over its head, but two bright glowing orbs of white could clearly be seen, and they radiated power like nothing the three men had ever felt. 
 
    “Are you The One?” the Lord of the Kadomi asked in an otherworldly voice that echoed in their minds as much as it did the air. It reached out a large hand and grabbed Farrior’s head and held it there. Its long thick digits encompassed the size of his skull and sharp fingernails dug into his skin. “No,” said the creature and it easily snapped Farrior’s neck and let him fall to the forest floor. 
 
    Gilmar screamed and tried to rise but the Kadomi Lord grabbed his head and easily held him in place. “No,” the beast spoke the chilling words again, and he snapped Gilmar’s neck just as easily.  
 
    Then the huge figure loomed over Uriah and wrapped its large hand around his head. The Asarian prince kneeled there waiting to die, and then suddenly his head was free, and the creature hissed, “Stand, future king,” and Uriah stood with his head pounding from the vibrations of power. “I have done you a favor. When you are king, I will help you destroy the Northman and rule all of Asaria.” Uriah’s head pounded while small trickles of blood ran from his ears and nose. 
 
    “You have my word!” cried Uriah as he put his hands over his ears, trying desperately to stop the pounding and ringing. He dropped to his knees and put his head onto the forest floor and stayed like that until the rush of pain and pressure abated. When Prince Uriah finally dared to look up, he found himself alone in the forest with his dead brothers next to him.  
 
    King Uriah stood up slowly from his chair and was chilled from the dark thoughts on his long-ago encounter with the Kadomi Lord, and he began to walk with heavy footsteps as his cumbersome robe weighed him down. He went to the north tower and climbed the circling stone steps up to the top and then stepped out onto the towering wall. He breathed in the cold air as he stared far to the north and thought about his plans to conquer all Asaria.  
 
    He would send word the next morning to start confiscating all merchant ships around Dragonport. He wanted five hundred ships full of slaves and on their way to the island in the Eastern Ocean as soon as possible. All slaves that had lost their value were to be sent straight to Dragonport immediately.  
 
    King Uriah would also send word to Captain Waterrun to ready The Coral Rose and her crew, and to be advised that he would be sailing a small armada to the dreaded island. 
 
    A message would also be sent to Prince Hadias in the Timberlands, telling him to be thorough with the capture of every man, woman, and child, and that all slaves were to be shipped to the South straightaway.  
 
      
 
    ********************** 
 
      
 
    The map was laid out across a large boulder and it showed the terrain of the Timberlands from the Asar River all the way north to the vale where Eight stood tall. It showed the trails and logger roads that ran east to the port city of Warmwater, and it marked the tight pass that ran through a long range of steep rocky hills that were thick with trees and forest brush. The pass was named The Woodcave because the trees grew heavy on both sides of the road creating walls and a dark ceiling of leaves and branches. Even in full daylight, the pass was dark as night and shrouded in mystery.  
 
    “Following these logger roads on horseback,” General Kneeamara said as she pointed on the map, “you will make The Woodcave before nightfall, plenty of time to ready your ambush. The escapees are here on this trail, but they go slow to accommodate the old.”  
 
    “Rakkus,” Kneeamara turned to a man of medium build wearing black leather armor and a short sword on his left hip. He was a scout and tracker for the Asarian army. “You and your men will herd the group to The Woodcave where Semik will be waiting.”  
 
    “Semik,” she turned back to the sergeant, “you will hide just behind the tree line and take them when they are about to enter the pass.” 
 
    Sergeant Semik stood across from Kneeamara and eyed her with disdain. He never liked the woman and found it an insult that she be placed over him. He had heard she was a witch, but he found it hard to believe and he looked forward to the day he could kill her. Of course, he would take his pleasures first and give her a slow and painful death. 
 
    “I don’t need further instruction. You may go,” said the brash sergeant. Semik was an intimidating man, large and mean. He had long greasy hair the color of dirt and it surrounded an unwashed face with a scraggly beard. He had a strong jaw and cold dark eyes that sat close together above a large nose. He wore a mix of chain mail and boiled leather armor and carried a long sword on his left hip. 
 
    Kneeamara stared hard at the sergeant, forcing herself not to kill the man where he stood. “I will say it again,” General Kneeamara warned, “do not kill anyone. Prince Hadias wants them all alive and if so much as one of them dies, you will answer to me.”  
 
    Semik gave a small laugh and shook his head. “I’m not worried about you. Now go on to your prince and I’ll take care of business here.” Sergeant Semik spoke to the general with such disrespect that it made her smile. She was already angry because Prince Hadias had instructed her to let Semik handle the escapees so she could ride back to the main army to be at his side. Now with the insolence of Semik, Kneeamara was fuming, and she liked the rush of power she got as she entered the sergeant’s mind. 
 
    “Rakkus, do not fail me,” Kneeamara said to the other soldier. “I do not trust Semik, but I do trust you. There are a select few in the group that must not be harmed. I do not want to take any chances, so no killing. Understood?”  
 
    Rakkus stood with Semik and Kneeamara, and while the general spoke, he could not help but glance at the sergeant as he stood unmoving and unblinking. It was as if Semik had been frozen.  
 
    “I understand, General,” Rakkus replied. “No killing. The prisoners will be treated well and brought to you.”  
 
    “Do not disappoint me,” said Kneeamara, her words like ice and she moved to her horse and mounted the animal gracefully. “Make sure you remind Semik that if he kills anyone, he dies painfully.”  
 
    “Yes, General,” Rakkus replied and Kneeamara put her heels to her steed and sent it off in a dash. Then Rakkus looked back at Semik and waited for him to respond. 
 
      
 
    ****************** 
 
      
 
    Semik stood with bare feet on an endless stretch of hot desert sand. He couldn’t remember how he’d gotten there, but he felt that there was nothing out of the ordinary, so he began to walk in the direction he thought was north.  
 
    Semik wore no clothes and there was a reason for it, but he couldn’t remember what it was, so he continued to walk briskly over the rolling hills of sand. The desert radiated a blistering heat and Semik felt as if he was walking on a hot bed of coals. 
 
    A small orb of glowing light so intense that it outshone the sun, hung high in the sky and threw down waves of scorching heat and Semik glistened with sweat. He was in the desert and he was naked with no supplies.  
 
    He continued to walk as large blisters on his feet formed and then broke. His skin was burned to a crisp red and his body began to sting as it continued to get hotter and hotter. The bright orb in the sky had grown larger and hotter over the time he spent walking the desert sands.  
 
    As Semik trudged along, he noticed that his skin was starting to peel, and the burning pain caused the man to rub at his arms and legs. Soon, the burning was accompanied by an insufferable itching and he scratched at his skin and watched it fall away in brittle flakes.  
 
    The glowing orb in the sky grew bigger and brighter and the intense heat that it emitted grew hotter. Then Semik realized the orb wasn’t growing larger, it was getting closer. He thought to turn and run, but realized it was futile, so he stood strong in place while the huge fireball fell from the sky, pounding the sergeant with a continuous blast of scorching wind and heat. The hurricane of fire blasted upon Semik and he wanted to scream out but couldn’t. He watched as his skin and underlying tissue fell away and the bone of his right arm was exposed.  
 
    Semik again tried to scream but couldn’t. He thought that if he could cry out in pain the suffering would be less. He just stood there and braced himself against the scorching winds, looking down and seeing the bones in his legs as more and more skin fell away. Soon, he was a skeleton and the pain he had endured was like nothing he had ever felt before. 
 
    Semik blinked and the tall trees of the surrounding forest came back into view. He immediately screamed out in rage and pain as his nervous system still burned with fire. The sergeant roared in fury as he remembered where he was and why he was there. He turned to Rakkus who stood there wide eyed as he watched him come out of his trance. 
 
    “Where is she!?” the sergeant yelled to Rakkus. “Where is the witch!? I’ll kill her!” and he drew his long sword and turned in circles to find the woman. 
 
    “She is gone,” said Rakkus calmly. “She rode back to Prince Hadias only moments ago.” 
 
    Semik yelled all the louder, cursing Kneeamara and promising her a slow and painful death. But she would have to wait, for he had a small party of Timberland folk to slaughter.  
 
      
 
      
 
    ************************** 
 
      
 
    “There is simply nothing like the Temple of Carami, Aliha,” said Gideon as he and the new princess sat on comfortable chairs aboard the Iron Horse. They would reach the city of Snowflake later that evening, but for now, the two were enjoying a light lunch of fresh Arani fruit while Gideon versed Aliha on the ways of the temple. 
 
    “It is the oldest structure in the world. They say that when Carami first created man, He put them here on Asaria.” 
 
    “Who says that?” Aliha asked while taking a large bite of a bright red apple. 
 
    “The monks at the temple say it. Their oldest and most sacred scroll was written right after Carami had His temple built two thousand years ago. It is known as The Plan of Earth and Star and it talks of Carami and his godly brother, Plagarous.”   
 
    “In the beginning, there was Carami and Plagarous and they sat on heavenly thrones and pondered,” Gideon recited from his memory of the ancient text. “But Carami became bored as they sat and they pondered so he created man and put him here on Asaria. Carami made man to be happy, healthy, and strong. He made animals to be rich for the hunt. Carami made man to be durable in the North and prosperous in the South.”  
 
    Plagarous watched his brother toil with his creation like a farmer on his land and at first, Plagarous did not care, but as he watched Carami grow to love man, he became jealous. Not for what Carami had, but for what his creation did not have. So, he used his godly powers and he blessed man with curses such as sadness, sickness, and pestilence, and where Carami planted the seed for the love between a man and a woman, Plagarous poisoned the growth with lust and rape. And where Carami gave them peace and comfort, Plagarous countered with war and disease, so man was doomed to fail. And he did.  
 
    In Carami’s rage, he shook all Asaria and leveled the continent flat. All of man’s creations were destroyed and Carami started over. His new creations were much smaller and simpler, unlike the giants of The First Age, and the animals were small as well and plentiful for the hunt.  
 
    Again, Plagarous cursed the men and women with plague and wickedness and Carami watched in sadness and he pondered. He came up with an idea and introduced it to his brother. He showed him magic and told him that he would send it down to Asaria to help his people heal.  
 
    Plagarous approved the idea, but on one condition: everyone would have magic. Carami opposed the plan and said they would be given the right to choose whether they would have magic or not. The godly brothers disagreed.  
 
    Carami sent the magic down anyway to a monk who lived deep in the green hills of the Western Southland and introduced the man to healing magic. Carami, in a vision to the monk, told him that the magic could be made to heal mankind and to stave off the sickness that Plagarous had caused.  
 
    The monk became a healer of man. But Plagarous played his hand in the magic as well, and all that were healed by it were given magic themselves. They were given the power to fly, to run faster, and know inconceivable strength. They became extremely intelligent and unlocked the ways of telekinesis. They became so advanced that they focused on new ways to sprout their own demise. War was taken to a new height and diseases and plagues were spread through constant use of the magic. It became a sickness that spread across the land. 
 
    Again, man failed, and they were destroyed.   
 
    In the Third Age of Man, Carami created a new race and put the magic into the hands of the first Asarian, Asar. He and the Ancients built a massive temple to contain it and bestowed a brotherhood to guard it. Carami blessed man, and again Plagarous cursed them.  
 
    “Carami vowed to not interfere this time in the lives of man and would let them go their course with both good and bad and asked his brother to do the same,” Gideon finished. 
 
    “And did he?” Aliha asked after plopping a few large grapes into her mouth. “Did Plagarous agree to not interfere?” 
 
    “Obviously not,” Gideon replied with a sad chuckle. “The monks believe that Plagarous has come down to Asaria to see to the destruction of Carami’s temple.” 
 
    “How would he do that?” asked Aliha. “And wouldn’t Carami try to stop him if he did?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Aliha,” said the old healer. “It is what the monks believe, and soon you will have the chance to ask them yourself.” 
 
     The Iron Horse traveled east across the bare northern tundra, pulling rail cars that were loaded with goods being shipped to Snowflake. Salted beef and fresh Arani fruits were loaded alongside crates of dark ale and an ensemble of the best and cheapest Arani wines. These goods and much more were heading for the eastern port city explicitly for The Ice Pack.   
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    Year of the Frost Horn 2318 A.A. 
 
      
 
    “I’m afraid,” said the small girl quietly. 
 
    “I know, honey,” was all Torique could say to his young daughter. The two sat in a small rowboat that bobbed on the waves close to the sandy beach of the island.  
 
    “Do I really have to go, Daddy?” she asked, her large brown eyes full of sadness and fear and holding tears that had yet to fall. The sight wrenched at Torique’s heart as he sat motionless in the boat. 
 
    “Yes,” he whispered.  
 
    The small girl of eight summers stood up and slowly got out of the boat. Her pink flower dress floated on the water as she splashed waist deep into the cold ocean. She began walking towards the beach with her arms and hands up above the small waves while Torique grabbed at the oars of his small rowboat and started rowing away.  
 
    He watched as his young daughter emerged from the cold surf to stand upon the dreaded island. She slowly walked up the gritty shore towards the thick tangle of jungle vines, and the tropical forest yawned and shook, and a multitude of black carrion birds broke from the tops of the trees and shrieked.  
 
    Torique pulled at the oars as he looked through eyes clouded with tears to see his precious little girl wave goodbye; her sad face surrounded by long curly brown hair. She knelt in the sand and stared out across the blue ocean water in his direction as dark shapes emerged from the jungle line behind her. They crawled with stealth, moving awkwardly across the beach like twisted creatures possessed by madness. Closer and closer they crept towards the small girl as she stayed unmoving in the sand. Then they were right behind her and they stood up to tower menacingly over her. Their twisted limbs stretched out long with claws that dripped venom, and their gruesome mouths opened wide to expose long sharp teeth and drool spittle over her head.  
 
    And she screamed!   
 
    Torique’s eyes popped open as he was shattered from his nightmare. His heart beat hard against his chest and he held his breath as he lay frozen in a hammock that was stretched tight between two large trees in his backyard. It was a warm afternoon and he stared up at a blue sky through the foliage of the tall trees above him and he listened intently to the quiet noises of distant birds chirping somewhere overhead.  
 
    After a moment, he gave a sigh of relief and began to relax, but another scream from his daughter sent him rolling out of the hammock and onto his feet. Torique raced across the thick green grass of his large yard in bare feet, turning in desperate circles to spot his young daughter as she screamed yet again, calling for help.  
 
    “Angelica!” he cried out as he ran around the side of his house towards the tall wooden fence that surrounded the entire backyard. He slid to a stop at the gate and grabbed at the handle and pushed down on a small lever quickly with his thumb and yanked it open. His young daughter screamed in delight as she pushed past him and raced into the backyard. 
 
    “Perfect timing!” she yelled out as a bucket of water washed against Torique’s chest, drenching his shirt and pants. The young boy that splashed him skidded to a stop and his eyes were wide with fear.  
 
    “Sorry, sir,” said Tad in a sheepish manner. He looked down at the bucket he now held loosely with one hand and waited for his scolding.  
 
    Torique’s initial reaction was to yell at the foolish boy, but so relieved was he that Angelica was alright, he just stood there and chuckled, dripping water from the waist down.   
 
    “It’s ok, Tad,” he replied as his small daughter peeked out from behind him with a wide smile. 
 
    “That was perfect,” Angelica said, then she raced off again, sprinting past the boy and causing him to take up the chase once more. 
 
    Later that night, Torique and his wife and daughter sat down for a small dinner of roasted potatoes and cooked ham. Angelica talked continuously of the playful adventures she had had throughout the day while repeating the word “perfect” in almost every sentence and picking at her food in meager bites. Elizabeth just listened while eating and encouraged her daughter to eat instead of talk. Torique sat in deep thought, remembering the dream he had earlier and reflecting on the plan he had been formulating for the past week. He now felt it was time to bring it to his family’s attention.  
 
    “I think we should move back to Dankar City,” he said, freezing Angelica in the middle of her sentence. 
 
    “What?” the small girl protested, her body perking up from its chair. “No way, I’m not going back there. Tell him no, Mommy. We can’t, I won’t.” 
 
    “Honey, please,” Elizabeth said to Angelica, “let your father speak. Why do you wish to move back?” she asked her husband. 
 
    “Mommy, tell him no,” the young girl said with her tiny nose scrunched and her thick eyebrows lowered in anger. “That would not be perfect.”  
 
    “Angelica, please,” Elizabeth scolded, “and quit saying that word. You know it bothers me.” 
 
    “I’m not moving again. I like it here and I won’t go,” Angelica said as she got up from the table. “Now, if you will excuse me, I am going to my perfect room, perfectly,” and she stomped her way into the other room. 
 
    Torique chuckled and shook his head. “She is much like her mother,” he said, trying to lighten the sour atmosphere with a small quip. 
 
    Elizabeth gave him a smile and reached out to place a delicate hand over his. Her dark hair was curly, and it fell to her shoulders. Her brown eyes and thick eyebrows were similar to their daughter’s, as well as her tiny nose. She was short when standing and was thin with large hips. To Torique, she was the most beautiful woman alive. 
 
    “Tell me what is on your mind,” she said, looking deep into her husband’s eyes and seeing the uncertainty that rested there. 
 
    “I don’t think…,” Torique began, then hesitated and took a short breath. “I don’t want to sail for The Crown any longer,” he said. “I want to move back to Dankar where I can sail independently.” 
 
    “I thought you were under contract,” Elizabeth replied, her emotions neutral and showing no sign of being for or against the risky proposal. 
 
    “I am,” Torique said. 
 
    “And you’d be giving up the money,” Elizabeth stated. 
 
    “I know,” Torique whispered.  
 
    “The house, the status in our community, the free doctor visits and schooling,” and she named several more benefits, the whole time Torique was nodding his head. 
 
    “I would give it all up,” he said sternly and rose from the table and stood there in defiance, not against his wife, but to The Crown. “I cannot, no, I will not sail The Coral Rose again!” Torique yelled out, his strong fist shaking in the air.  
 
    “I can’t,” he pleaded to his wife as he sat back down and gently took her hands. “I can’t sleep, I can’t eat. I’m a wreck and I can’t live with myself any longer, and the worst part of it all,” he paused, “is that I can’t tell you why.” Torique gazed into Elizabeth’s eyes and saw the understanding in them. 
 
    “Then I would give it all up, too,” Elizabeth said with warmth. “I want my old Torique back. I love you and I would go anywhere with you.” 
 
    That night, Torique slept better than he had in months and he dreamt that he was on a sandy beach. He was there with his family and they were enjoying a hot summer day. Angelica sat playing in the sand in a bright colored dress. She was building a sandcastle for the queen of all the realms. It looked more like four lumps of sand, but she didn’t care.  
 
    Elizabeth stood staring out at the ocean in a cool summer dress and she had her hands on her hips and was imitating a neighbor that lived on their street. Torique laughed and lay back in the hot sand, feeling the waves of heat relax his tense muscles. It was the perfect day, and his precious daughter kept telling him so. 
 
    The next morning a strong knock on the door woke Torique from his wonderful dreams. He went down the hardwood steps of his lavish two-story home and walked through a wide entryway to the large front door. He looked through the peephole and a concerned look crossed his sturdy unshaven face. He grabbed at the solid brass handle and unlocked the door, then he opened it and greeted the two soldiers of The Crown.  
 
    “Torique Waterrun?” asked one of the gruff men.  
 
    “That is me,” Torique replied. 
 
    “We are here to escort you to City Building. We will give you a moment to get dressed for the road.”  
 
    “I understand,” and Torique closed the door and went back up to his room to get dressed and say goodbye to his wife. This would be his chance to explain to Captain Blears that he needed to get out of his contract with The Crown so he could move back to Dankar City. Torique considered Blears to be a good man and he believed he could convince the captain to let him out of service. 
 
    Torique rode in a small fancy carriage pulled by two strong horses, and half a dozen knights rode escort as they traveled through the city. They arrived at a large brick building several stories high and encompassing an entire city block. It was City Building, and it held all the important officials for the city of Fantior and all the small towns that surrounded the area.  
 
    Once inside the heavily guarded halls of the main structure, they walked quickly to the third floor, climbing several sets of stairs and ramps to get there. They moved hastily down a long hall and went into a large room with four short rows of empty chairs. Two guards stood at the double doors and a man sat behind a large desk at the back of the room. Torique immediately walked over and greeted Captain Blears. 
 
    “It is good to see you again, Captain.” said Torique, almost being too friendly. 
 
    Captain Blears stood up and reached out across his desk to shake Torique’s hand. 
 
    “It is good to see you, too,” Blears replied, but he did not seem as pleased. “Sit down, Torique, we have much to discus.”  
 
    Torique reluctantly sat in an uncomfortable wooden chair in front of Blears’ large desk. The chair was made short so the person sitting in it would feel small and insignificant. Torique just wanted to tell Blears that he could no longer work for The Crown and he had intentions on moving away to sail as an independent, but he was nervous and hesitant to speak. Captain Blears started talking and it was too late to interrupt. The captain had short graying hair that hinted his age in the sixties. He was short and thin, but strong for his age and had been in the army all his life, and his dark colored eyes showed the cunning and wisdom he’d earned from it. 
 
    “The Coral Rose is undergoing maintenance but will be ready to sail in less than a week. King Uriah is sending five hundred ships to the island and you will lead them.” 
 
    “Five hundred ships,” Torique gasped in disbelief. “What is their cargo?” he dared ask. 
 
    “Guess,” Blears replied with an exhausted look. “Now, you will need to be in Dragonport in four days and have the ships into deep water in no more than a fortnight. Am I understood, Captain Waterrun?”  
 
    Torique nodded his head slowly and then finally mustered the courage to speak out. 
 
    “Sir,” Torique started, lowering his voice to keep the two soldiers at the door from overhearing, but the room echoed, and it made him sound suspicious. “I would like to resign from my position as captain of The Coral Rose. I want to move up north to sail as an independent,” and he gave Captain Blears an encouraging smile. 
 
    The captain returned his look with an expression that appeared to be stone. He stared at Torique as if he had no time for his jokes, so Torique reiterated what he had just said. 
 
    “I can no longer work for The Crown,” Torique said and he glanced at the two soldiers, who gave him cool looks of skepticism, their dark eyes challenging him to be foolish enough to say more. 
 
    Captain Blears just sat back and folded his arms against his chest. His look was at first annoyed, but then a soft smile appeared on his face and he nodded his head subtly.  
 
    “I understand, Captain.” Blears said and Torique’s heart inflated. 
 
    “Thank you,” Torique said as he stood up and reached out across the desk to shake Blears’ hand. The captain sat forward but did not stand as he took the offered hand. 
 
    “Good luck to you, Torique,” Blears said and then called out to the two soldiers at the door. “Make sure the captain is escorted back to his home.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Torique kept repeating as he backed out of the room. Blears just waved him off and looked down at papers that spread out across his desk.  
 
    That night, Torique felt better than he had in years. He bathed and shaved and took his family out to the finest eating gallery in all Fantior. He made love to his wife for the first time in a very long time. He slept as he had never slept before. He only had dreams he could not remember, and he felt fresh and clear-headed the next day.  
 
    They all started packing that morning, for Torique wanted to be gone from Fantior by the end of the week. They would stay with an old friend that lived in Dankar until they found a house of their own. Angelica kept crying and saying that he had ruined her perfectly good life. Torique was positive they were doing the right thing and he constantly danced around the house, stopping to take up Elizabeth in his arms and dip her romantically, lowering her almost to the floor and giving her a gentle kiss.  
 
    He would grab up Angelica in his arms and swing her around. The whole time the little girl screamed in protest and kicked as she wanted down, but when she was lowered, she cried out again, begging to be swung around once more.  
 
    After lunch, Torique saddled his mare and rode to the inner city of Fantior. He needed to close out his bank account and withdraw all the funds that were there. When he started working for The Crown, almost all their expenses had been covered. He was able to save up most of his earnings over the past year, and they were considerable. 
 
    As Torique rode up to the bank, he knew he would be waiting for quite some time. There were many horses and wagons all along the front of the long brick building and people were clustered all around the main entry. Torique climbed down from his horse and tied the reins to a long wooden post that ran the length of the building. Then he went over and stood in a very slow-moving line. 
 
    Torique waited patiently, conversing with the old couple behind him as well as the single mother and three children that stood in line before him. They all inched along slowly, and as Torique finally neared the front of the line, his patience was thin and his legs and lower back were aching.  
 
    “Good afternoon,” said Torique as he finally had his turn before one of the bank tellers. It was an old man in a black suit, and he had a wrinkled long face and sour expression. He wore spectacles and he stared at Torique with dark uncaring eyes. 
 
    “Afternoon,” he replied coldly. “What can I do for you, Mr. Waterrun?”  
 
    The fact that the old man knew his name sent him back just a bit, but he quickly recovered and remembered his plan. 
 
    “I would like to withdraw all available funds and close out my account,” Torique replied, trying to sound confident. 
 
    “Serious?” the old teller replied under his breath while shaking his head. “Why?”  
 
    “I am moving away from Fantior and I wish to take what is mine with me,” Torique said. “What business is it of yours?” 
 
    The old man just stared at Torique with disdain. Then he spoke and his words were short and seemed to carry a fine edge. “Mr. Watterrun, as you well know this is an account set up by The Crown. That means that the standing account cannot be simply closed out, but rather absorbed by The Crown if you were terminated. Were you terminated, Mr. Waterrun?” the old man asked, his voice thick with derision.  
 
    “No, I was not terminated,” Torique responded quickly. “I am simply moving to Dragonport so I can be closer to my ship,” he lied. “I am captain of The Coral Rose.” 
 
    “I know who you are,” the old teller said coldly, a hint of a smile creasing his aged face and Torique wondered if the man already knew the truth about him. 
 
    “I can set up an account in Dragonport and have all your credits transferred there. Will that be all, Captain Waterrun?” the old man asked with a sneer. 
 
    “Yes, that will be all,” Torique said as he turned away from the teller in defeat. Not having any funds did complicate matters, but they had enough food and supplies to make the journey back to Dankar City, and Torique’s friends would help them once they arrived. 
 
    He rode home with a sense of optimism, trying to think of the positive aspects of their uncertain future. He made his way to the stables where he tethered his horse and walked up to the back of the house, knowing that a young lad would be along shortly to take care of the animal.  
 
    Torique entered a small room through the back door and took his boots off. He glided over the thick carpet in his socks and knew that the luxuries of the house would be sorely missed. He walked into the front room and began stepping up the long staircase when he realized it was unusually quiet throughout the manor. Torique thought his wife and daughter would still be busy packing up their belongings, but then he surmised that they must have taken a break. 
 
    He moved quietly throughout the bedrooms but found no one. He looked through windows to see if maybe they were in the backyard. He moved quickly now, going down the stairs and calling out their names. 
 
    “Elizabeth! Angelica, where are you?” Torique called out. He walked calmly but with purpose through the lower level, calling out their names and trying not to sound desperate. He had a strong feeling that something was wrong and as he entered the kitchen his legs became weak and he stumbled across the wood floor to see a letter hanging on the wall, held there by a sharp knife that was buried to the hilt. 
 
      
 
    You are expected IMMEDIATELY in Dragonport. 
 
    You will report to the Ministry of Naval Affairs.  
 
    Once you have checked in, you will be reunited with your lovely family. No one quits The Crown! 
 
      
 
    THE CROWN 
 
      
 
    Torique read the note many times before he exploded into action. He raced to the front door and threw it open, hoping against all odds that his family would still be close by. He ran out of the house in long strides but lost all momentum when he saw the dozen knights, all on horseback and wearing full armor. A small carriage waited as well, with four strong horses ready to pull him to Dragonport. Their hooves raked at the dirt and they snorted with agitation as a man dressed in colorful silks opened the carriage door and beckoned him inside.  
 
      
 
      
 
    ***************** 
 
      
 
    The wagons were long flatbeds and built sturdy with the strongest of woods from the Timberlands. Each carried three large iron cages that were full of frontier folk. The men that had raided Fedor’s town kept the children separated from the women, and the women separated from the men.  
 
    Fedor was a large man – a lumberjack – and even though he was nearing fifty summers, he was still strong as an ox. He wore his brown hair short and grew a beard the same, always keeping it neatly trimmed. His eyes were also brown, but they were swollen and purpled from severe beatings by his captors. Fedor’s large nose was broken so he was forced to breath out of his mouth, which was also swollen and bruised and stained with dried blood.  
 
    He sat down on the hard wood in the corner up against uncomfortable iron bars and watched the long train of wagons round a bend in the road. Each slave cart was pulled by six to eight strong horses and there were guards that walked beside them.  
 
    At first the captured men were loud and angry – slamming kicks and their own bodies up against the bars of their confines, but when two women were pulled at random from out of their cages and killed brutally in front of them, the men became obedient and docile.  
 
    Fedor often wondered about his children. He knew they had spent the night in the forest before the invaders attacked and he hoped they had gotten away. He could picture his young daughter in one of the dirty cages and it filled him with sorrow, knowing he could do nothing. He was the leader of the town and he could not save even one of them. They had all counted on him to keep them safe while living in the Timberlands and he had failed them.  
 
    After being on the march for nearly two days, the wagon train finally came to a halt next to a large stream. Soldiers set up guard while attendants filled buckets with water and splashed the slaves and filth clean from the dirty pens. They gave out small rations of food to the women and children, but gave the men nothing, keeping them weak.  
 
    Fedor sat in his corner and tried to sleep. Their clothes were soaked and a chill in the night air added a touch more misery to the captured people. There were moans, both distant and near. Some were women, but most were children and their cries echoed from far up the line. 
 
    “Father,” Jase said for the second time, trying to wake him. 
 
    Fedor opened his swollen eyes and turned his head to see his son standing next to the wagon, just outside his cage. He chuckled and slowly shook his head, knowing he was caught in a dream and he tried to ignore the annoying apparition.  
 
    “Father, it’s me,” Jase kept repeating. “You have to believe me; this is the only way I can talk to you now. Have heart, soldier!” Jase cried out. 
 
    Fedor turned his head to look at his son. Have heart, soldier, were words he repeated to his son after he was poisoned by the frog. He never knew if Jase could hear him or even understand him when he spoke.  
 
    “If I am sleeping then this is a dream. If you are real, then I would be awake and the soldiers would be on top of you,” then Fedor took a deep breath. “You would also not be able to speak because of my decision to let you go to the pond that day.” 
 
    Jase knew his father blamed himself for the accidental poisoning, and if not for the strange appearance of the old healer, he would have died. Jase also knew he was touched by magic and given the power to separate his spirit from its shell. The problem was, he hadn’t been able to get back into his body after he left it the first time. He came close on several occasions, but his body always rejected him in the end. 
 
    “Michael and Tris are safe,” Jase said to his father. He wasn’t sure how long he could keep him asleep, so he kept it short.  
 
    “How?” Fedor whispered.  
 
    “We slept in the woods when the town was ambushed. Evaylia and I are with them. We travel to Warmwater with other refugees from towns all throughout the Timberlands. Prince Hadias and his evil army are sweeping the Timberlands all the way to Eight. I believe this train of wagons is heading for Dragonport. Apparently, the king has put out a standing order for thousands of slaves to be taken there.” 
 
    “Why?” Fedor asked tiredly. 
 
    “I have not come across anyone who knows. I will try to get more information, but these soldiers are not well informed. I will try to find help, but I can’t be sure where!”  
 
    Fedor opened his eyes and realized immediately he was awake. He looked around slowly to see if his son was still around. Was there a chance that he really was talking to Jase and that he was out there somewhere? Were Michael and Tris really safe and on their way to Warmwater?  
 
    Fedor tried to muster a tiny measure of hope, and he whispered his son’s name. “Jase.” 
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    Year of the Frost Horn 2318 A.A. 
 
      
 
    Michael knelt by a thick tree where tall blades of grass and other forest growth kept him mostly hidden. He was waiting patiently in a small dell and watching intently up the sloping landscape to the distant ridge above. It was well past midnight and a clouded moon hung over the rim and bathed it in an eerie glow. The tall silhouettes of trees stood high on the horizon, their dark shapes looking like immense creatures with twisted appendages growing out from all angles. 
 
    There was movement; a dark shape that coalesced with the black trees. It held still for many heartbeats, and then slowly emerged from the brush. A large buck walked tentatively into the open and his rack of antlers looked more like moving tree limbs. The animal froze for just an instant, then it darted off into the forest and Michael sat and waited.  
 
    They were three nights into their trek to Warmwater and he was exhausted. He slept the first night, but not very well. He had dreamt that Jase had been slain and it bothered him so much that he had difficulty sleeping after. The next day was an uneventful walk through the forest, and that night Michael slept in fits and was troubled by the absence of Jase in his dreams. He was worried that his brother had been injured somehow and he would not be able to commune with him again. 
 
    The next morning, they discovered they were being followed. A scout stayed far back but suspiciously out in the open, keeping the frontier folk hustling down the road to Warmwater.  
 
    They walked all day and well into the night, tiredly hurrying with their pursuer always in the distance behind them. When they came down the wooded slope, Michael got the idea to lie in wait for the scout and put an end to his nagging pursuit. He was still angry that the soldiers had dared make such a move on the Timberland folk and he thought it time to take a small stand. He had never killed a man before and the thought brought a cold chill to his body.  
 
    Michael took a quick breath as his heart jumped into his throat. A dark shape emerged from over the ridge and Michael realized he’d been staring at the shape for quite some time before it moved. Michael slowly reached down and picked up his axe as he watched the scout creep forward through the trees, but when he saw more men sneaking over the moonlit ridge, he quickly abandoned his plans of ambush and slowly backed away through the brush to join his fleeing group. 
 
      
 
    ****************** 
 
      
 
    Rakkus moved through the forest, slipping from tree to tree as he watched the young man creep off into the night. He had followed the group all day, hearding them on as they fled towards Warmwater. He had been watching the boy hide down in the dell for some time before deciding to move on. He knew that with his men behind him, the boy would discard all plans of an ambush.  
 
    Sergeant Semik had warned him before they parted ways not to interfere at the mouth of The Woodcave, so Rakkus stayed far back, making sure he was not too close when the sergeant and his men started killing the Timberland folk.  
 
    Rakkus and his men followed the group at a distance until they came to a clearing at the edge of a grassy bowl-shaped valley. The Timberland folk walked a trail that wound its way to the other side where a steep rocky hill was like an unpassable barrier. Rakkus could see the large group of people heading towards the entrance of the large tree-shrouded pass.  
 
    He held his men back and watched as a glowing moon cast light on what would soon be a blood bath. Rakkus remembered the wild look in Semik’s eyes when the angry sergeant swore to kill all the forest folk just to provoke Kneeamara’s wrath, and he knew that at any moment, Semik and his men would jump out and slaughter the innocent people. He found himself oddly anticipating the carnage.  
 
    Rakkus watched as the group of people walked harmlessly into the pass and he listened intently for the cries of death that should have followed, but only silence ensued. The scout took a small step forward as he contemplated the thought of allowing the people to get away. That step turned into another, and soon he and his men were sprinting towards The Woodcave. 
 
      
 
    **************************** 
 
      
 
    Michael and the group held hands as they made their way forward through the darkness. On both sides of the narrow road, countless trees grew thick and tall and they covered the sky with their bulky tangle of branches and leaves, blocking out the soft light of the night sky. They waited on lighting their torches to keep themselves hidden from the men that followed.  
 
    Then, soft moans began to filter their way through the darkness and the group became nervous. The muffled wails grew louder as more and more voices toned up and Michael fumbled with his torch and flint as Tris and the others called out for light. With his little sister wrapped around his leg, Michael struck at the flint again and again, trying desperately to light the torch. Flashes of light sparked off the flint and a few women in the group screamed and cried out that they saw men in the trees. As Michael struck at the flint, he looked up at the tree in front of him and jumped, dropping his torch to the ground. There, in front of the tree was a man dressed in chain mail armor.  
 
    Michael tagged at the flint in quick desperate strikes, using the brief flashes of light to see the soldier that was bound tight against the tree. The group started to scatter in fear and some of the frightened women and children fled up the dark road.   
 
    Suddenly, a burst of light flooded the surrounding area as Norman fired up his torch. Michael looked up the road and saw men tied to the trees on both sides far into the darkness. He reached down and picked up his own torch and lit it, and then he slowly moved over to inspect the man that was tied to the tree in front of him. 
 
    “Don’t go near him, Michael,” Evaylia whispered harshly as she began to usher Jase and the others in the group forward. “Let’s move on. We need to get through the pass.”  
 
    Norman and Big Tim agreed and helped the people forward, giving encouragement and advising them not to look at the men that were bound to the trees along the dark road. 
 
    Michael inched closer and stared into the man’s eyes and saw the crazy hatred that dwelt in their depths. The soldier had thin wirebrush wrapped tight around his throat and his head was pulled back against the tree so he couldn’t move. The man also had wirebrush looped around each wrist and his arms were pulled back around each side of the wide tree and tied firm, stretching him back tight to the bark. The soldier’s legs and feet were bound as well, and he tried to spit curses at Michael, but the wirebrush around his neck was too tight and he could barely breathe. 
 
    “C’mon, Michael, let’s go,” Tris said quietly, urging her brother to leave, but when he didn’t respond, she grabbed at his hand and began to try and pull him away. Michael continued to stare at the man with long dirty hair, a scraggly disgusting beard, and a large nose.  
 
    “Michael, let’s go,” Tris repeated as she tugged on his arm. 
 
    “Go,” Michael said without taking his eyes off the soldier. “I’ll catch up.” 
 
    “No, Michael, you have to come with us. Let’s go,” Tris pleaded with him, pulling on his arm. 
 
    Michael spun on the little girl with anger, lowering himself to look her in the face. 
 
    “Go!” he roared to his sister as he shook his hand free. “I’ll catch up!” The look she gave him broke his heart, but he was wrestling with greater demons at the moment, and he stood and faced the soldier again. Tris burst into tears and ran off to catch up to Evaylia and the others.  
 
    Michael stood there with his torch spitting flames and smoke and he continued to stare at the man while the rest of the party moved up the pass. He wanted to kill the man, and the thought reverberated through his head. 
 
    “I could kill you,” Michael whispered to the man, trying to sound threatening. 
 
    Sergeant Semik just smiled. Michael slowly reached over to his side and grabbed the hilt of the dagger that was sheathed there. He wanted to be brave as he stood there facing the restrained soldier. He was so angry at the events that transpired over the last few days and he wanted to pour his bound-up aggression all over the smug warrior. 
 
    Michael growled in fury and drew his blade and plunged it into the man’s chest, but the soldier’s chain mail armor kept it from going too deep. The soldier gave a gurgled cry as Michael retracted the dagger, and he looked into the angry eyes of the soldier and brought the knife down again, driving the blade down even harder. Semik growled in pain as he struggled with his bonds, but his attempt was futile as they were expertly tied.  
 
    Michael smiled and brought his knife up for another stab just as a flare of light burst from the entrance to the dark cave only thirty yards away. Michael turned to see the scout and his men entering the pass with torches and weapons drawn. He quickly looked back at the soldier and found him smiling.  
 
    “You’re dead,” Semik tried to say. 
 
    Michael took off, sprinting up the wide path as fast as he could, and he could not help but notice the unspeakable terror in the eyes of the men that were bound to the trees. It caused him to slow his run to a stop as he considered who actually captured these men, and where were they now? Michael looked into the swallowing darkness beyond the trees and thought he saw the dark outline of a figure that stood idle.  
 
    He glanced back at the long line of soldiers that were bound to the trees and saw the scout and his men cutting their comrades free. He quickly glanced back into the trees, past the soldier that was tied there, and peered into the darkness. He could feel dark eyes staring back at him and a cold chill went down his spine.  
 
    Michael looked back to the soldiers and found some of them free and running in his direction and he took off, racing up the pass to catch up to the group that was just ahead. 
 
    “Run!” Michael yelled out to them. “They’re coming!”  
 
    The Timberland folk all picked up their pace, but the fact that they were mostly women and children, and some elderly, kept them from sprinting ahead. Michael urged them forward, calling out to Norman to give him the axe that he carried. 
 
    “Get them through the pass,” Michael said as he reached out and took the long-handled blade. “I’ll hold them here.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious,” the lumberjack said as he watched the advancing soldiers come to within fifty yards, their torches lighting their way through the dark pass. “You can’t stop them.” 
 
    “C’mon, Michael!” Big Tim roared while pushing the frontier people on. They were all running, but just not fast enough. 
 
    “Michael, let’s go!” Evaylia cried, urging Jase to move faster. He trotted along while staring forward, his expression no different than normal.  
 
    Tris was there, pushing on Jase from behind and trying to get him to move faster. The group of people surged forward, screaming in fear and trying to help their loved ones on in a desperate panic. 
 
    Michael and Norman knew they would all be captured and possibly killed. They looked at each other with fear in their eyes, and there was no mistaking it – they had to stay and give the people time to get away. 
 
    “You still have your knife?” Norman asked as the soldiers ran towards them while holding torches out and looking into the trees with frightened looks.  
 
    Michael tossed down his torch and pulled out his knife and handed it over to Norman. Then, with two strong hands, he gripped the long handle of his axe and took a strong stance as he readied for battle. He braced himself and pulled the blade back and prepared to swing. Sergeant Semik came rushing forward with a long sword while screaming curses and Michael knew he was dead.  
 
    Suddenly, a huge black beast of a horse broke from the darkness, its large rider holding on while flying from the trees in an earth-shaking jump to intercept the advancing soldier. Michael and Norman both jumped back while Semik slammed into the side of the large beast and was knocked to the ground.  
 
    Michael looked at the horse-like creature and saw its blood red eyes and terrific orange mane which grew thick around its long head. The beast roared and threw its head back and he could see long sharp teeth as the lionsteed stomped its clawed feet in agitation and snorted angrily. Michael looked up to the rider and found the Kadomi staring down at him with a stoic face. He looked as fierce as the creature he rode – his black hair thick and long over broad shoulders that were dressed in leather and chain mail armor.  
 
    The Kadomi turned away to look at Semik as he climbed back to his feet and sprinted into the trees. The other soldiers stood with terrified looks and a nervous desperation to flee the dark pass.  
 
    A loud roar burst from the darkness behind the soldiers, just past the surrounding torchlight, and they all turned in fear. Michael and Norman backed away slowly as the Kadomi looked over at them atop his agitated lionsteed. The two turned and ran quickly away as cries of pain and death rang out from the soldiers behind them. They sprinted up the dirt road with Norman’s torch pushing back the darkness until they came out of the pass to find the group moving at a hurried pace. 
 
    “Oh, Michael, I’m so glad you’re alright,” said Evaylia and she gave him a big hug and a long passionate kiss. 
 
    “We’re ok,” Michael said after kissing her back. “Where is Tris?” he asked as he began to look around. 
 
    “She’s here,” Evaylia said and she called out her name. 
 
    “Tris!” Michael called out as well.  
 
    “Tris!” Evaylia yelled again as they all moved along, and it did not take long before they realized that Tristania was missing.  
 
    Immediately, Michael and Evaylia were running back to the pass with Norman right behind them. Big Tim stayed with the group and pressed on to Warmwater, staying close to Jase and keeping him moving forward.  
 
    The three entered back into The Woodcave and Michael and Evaylia whispered at the darkness. Norman held his torch high as they looked past the trees, calling out her name softly, but with conviction. They searched for some time, but there was simply no sign of Tris, and Michael became frantic and began yelling at the top of his lungs.  
 
    “Tristania! Where are you?!” 
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    Year of the Frost Horn 2318 A.A. 
 
      
 
    The camp was spread out along the side of the road and several campfires burned to keep the chill of the long night off the traveling soldiers. Riverwatchers, they were called, but they traveled to Eight and there would be no rivers to watch there.  
 
    The large tower stood tall in a small grassy valley that sat between the hills of the Kadomi in the north and the Timberlands to the south. The watchtower stood hundreds of feet high and overlooked the waters of Shipwrecker Cove. It was the only tower that could be seen by the Northmen, who sat in watchtowers of their own high up on the side of the Titan Mountains. Once the signal fire at the top of Eight was lit, King Ironheart would know to send his armies south. 
 
    Commander Simeon Redsword sat with his group of Riverwatchers and told amazing story after amazing story. Tye thought there to be no end to the fabulous tales, and he surely agreed that Simeon Redsword was the greatest adventurer that ever lived. 
 
    “It was Cataclys himself, I tell ya!” Simeon roared when his men began to doubt his unbelievable story. “I traveled with him and King Ironheart, way before any of you were piglets in your mother’s bellies!”  
 
    “And did you mate with his daughter, the beautiful Minx?” one man asked lewdly, and the other men all roared with approval, for everyone knew the stories of the alluring seductress, Minx. She was more Kadomi than human and her lust for mating rivaled that of any mountain animal.  
 
    “Or maybe with his son, Cogaro!” another man blurted out and all roared with laughter. 
 
    “Or maybe with Madion,” a drunk soldier slurred, and the men laughed all the louder, for Madion was the name of the Kadomi’s black lion, and everywhere that Cataclys went, Madion was quick to follow.  
 
    Simeon scowled with displeasure and eyed the snickering Tye, who quickly changed his facial expression to a scowl of his own, shaming the other men for disrespecting the great commander. 
 
    “Whether I lay with Minx or not is none of your darned business,” Simeon said threateningly, which made his men laugh even more. “I’ll tell you the story Cataclys told me, and if you’re not for believing it, then you can leave off my camp.” Not a single man left the area, though, because whether the stories were true or not, they were highly entertaining, and they helped pass the time on the long road to Eight. 
 
      
 
    ****************** 
 
      
 
    Year of the Enlightened Wolf 2290 A.A. 
 
      
 
    Towering thick trees stood as obstacles in the boy’s mind. Each thistle bush and every twig of mountain brush was a challenge that had to be faced and overcome. He moved carefully and with the hurried caution of an animal stalking its prey, moving from one tree to the next, becoming each tree, blending with each shadow. In the distance, he could hear the caustic roar of animals fighting and the following cries of defeat, the lament before dying. With the stealth of a forest creature, the Kadomi boy moved in that direction wearing only animal skin breeches and a look of determination.  
 
    The boy was older – almost an adult, a Kworlar, meaning he was able to survive alone and breed with many. That was the Kadomi way, to breed like animals. A mature Kadomi female with a strong animal spirit could give birth to as many as five children every six months. The over population of the Hill Kadomi caused their growing numbers to begin moving into the labyrinth of connecting tunnels and caverns beneath the Mountains of the Great Divide.  
 
     The boy had been born nearly seven years ago in the dark subterranean caves that honeycombed throughout the vast mountain range. His father, Garriusus, was a great tribal leader of one of the largest clans of Mountain Kadomi and was one of the Revered Five chosen by The Supreme Master himself to act as advisors to the Kadomi cause.  
 
    Garriusus took his sons out from the Kadomi caves and into the harsh wilderness that covered the wide range of mountains, which crossed the entire continent of Asaria from the eastern shore to the western, dividing the cold North from the more hospitable south. 
 
    Each boy was out to become a Kworlar, and they would attempt to find and connect with their spirit animals, the beasts that would draw them deeper into their animalistic nature. The stronger the Kadomi spirit, the easier it was to control the animal instincts, which meant the Kadomi’s body and mind could be forced to accelerate in its growth. Those with a weak animal spirit would take too long to mature and would easily be killed off like the runt in a litter.  
 
    The strongest of the Kadomi could mature and reach Kworlar by the age of seven. Garriusus and Bastion both reached Kworlar in just over five years, both being born in the Year of the Yawning Bear, and both during the lunar eclipse on the Night of Silence.  
 
    The two grew up together, both living close to the borders that marked the hills from the mountains. For five years the two hunted together, trained together, and pushed each other to grow at an accelerated rate. When they both reached Kworlar, their competitive nature turned violent and animalistic. Both vied for the dominance of pack leader and they drove a wedge between the Kadomi that lived in the hills, and those that were forced to live in the harsh underground mountain caverns.  
 
    The two powerful Kadomi leaders killed their way to the tops of their clans, Bastion being tribal leader over most of the hill clans, while Garriusus was the tribal leader to the largest and most powerful mountain clan. 
 
    The two were on the Revered Five Council, and only those five were able to sit with The Supreme Master. Out of the countless numbers of both Hill Kadomi and Mountain Kadomi, only the Revered Five could ever look upon The Supreme Master without hurriedly turning away and lowering their head in submission.  
 
    Garriusus sat first on the council, next to The Supreme Master and Bastion was chosen as second. Bastion loathed Garriusus and they quarreled often and even fought with intent to kill, and even though Garriusus always got the better of the deceiving Bastion, their Master was always there to save his second chosen, even bringing him back from certain death on many occasions.  
 
    The Kadomi boy stopped and stood close to the trunk of a large towering pine that grew close to the edge of a cliff. He looked out over the mountain valley and watched as a warm morning sun melted the chill from the forest below and it seemed as though the plant life was waking to its glorious first rays.  
 
    The boy scanned the trees below with eyes that rivaled those of a red hawk and saw movement in the deep shadows beneath the green pines. He watched the animal stir in the darkness beneath the tall trees that decorated the valley below and he quickly began to climb his way down the rocky cliffside.  
 
    He was strong with hands that gripped at the rocks and he lowered himself down the side of the cliff with ease, his footing as sure as that of any mountain goat. He quickly climbed down the sheer rock wall, leaping from one rocky crevice to the next, lowering himself nearly two hundred feet until he stood on the valley floor.  
 
    The sun was warm on his face as he viewed the forested landscape. He could sense he was being watched as he slowly began walking across a green meadow towards the thick wall of pines that stood tall and spread out in all directions.  
 
    The boy moved with caution, creeping closer to the forest edge when his senses peaked at the smell of death. A deep vibrating growl rumbled out from the trees and the large pines shook as the huge creature pushed past them and stepped out from the dark shadows to tower over the boy. The grey bear roared as if enraged, throwing its massive head back and all around, its gapping maw showing long teeth, and the drool that shook fell away in wet strands. The boy froze in confusion – this was not the animal he had been tracking.   
 
    Suddenly, the great bear charged, and the boy was in retreat. He scampered away like a quick forest creature, evading powerful swipes from long reaching claws. The boy sprinted with unnatural speed towards the rock wall and jumped high to clutch onto the rocks, but the massive creature was quick with its own animalistic speed and was right behind him.  
 
    The boy knew instinctively that the bear would catch him if he took the time to climb up the rock wall, so he put all his weight and power into his legs, and he leapt up and back. He sailed just over the top of the vicious animal and its face and sharp teeth slammed hard into the rocks.  
 
    The boy landed with the grace of a deer and sprinted off like one as the enraged beast turned and paced the boy only feet behind. He ran straight for the shroud of pine trees knowing he could increase the distance between himself and the bear if he could gain the forest. But the bear was too quick, for it was a pure animal, not one hindered by the body of a man. 
 
    The Kadomi boy spun around as the bear’s claws raked at his calf and ankle. He tried to regain his balance, and indeed would have, but the animal was on him. The boy crashed to the forest floor and was held under the heavy weight of the huge bear and it roared in his face, drool dripping from its gapping maw.  
 
    Surely the boy was no match for the mighty beast, but any thoughts to submit were quickly discarded and the brave Kadomi fought back, twisting and turning while evading the bear simply by scrambling away and dodging the brutal snapping jaws of the beast.  
 
    An iron tipped spear with a long wooden shaft sunk deep into the earth only feet away from where he laid trapped and squirming beneath the bear. As the Kadomi boy twisted away from the razor-sharp claws of the great beast, he looked up to the high cliff above to see his father, Garriusus, and all his brothers watching the spectacle, showing no emotion, only watching. His father, one of the greatest living Kadomi, had thrown him his spear.   
 
    “To fight with the spirit of an animal and the weapons of man,” the boy remembered the words of his father and he roared out and reached for the spear, bringing his knees up sharply into the face of the beast, stunning it only mildly, but long enough to pluck the spear from the ground. Then, with both hands on the spear, the boy struck out and hit the bear hard across the bridge of its snout, shattering the pole a third of the way down. He then spun the shortened iron-tipped shaft around and drove it deep into the eye socket of the mad beast, causing the animal to bellow in pain. With unhindered strength, he grabbed onto the top of the bear’s head as it tried to pull away and he shoved the spear deep into its brain. The creature slowly lost its heart, and the adrenalin rush of unnatural strength and power left the boy gasping for breath as he crawled out from underneath the dead beast. 
 
    Slowly, the boy stood and yanked the broken spear from the dead bear’s eye socket and wiped the gore from the blade across its shaggy back. He stood tall and thrust the weapon up high, holding the spear up to honor his father, who stood silent, but beaming with pride. His brothers all called out and they whooped and hollered, congratulating the boy on his bravery and boldness. 
 
    The boy turned immediately when he heard the stir of bushes behind him. He held the broken spear out and cautiously stepped toward the trees. He could smell the dead animal before he got close to the forest edge and he knew the grey bear had killed the creature and was feeding on it when he first approached the trees. He moved carefully into the brush, stepping through the trees into the dark shadows where he spied the large carcass of a black lion. This was the animal he’d been tracking, and his heart fell with sadness. He had hoped to bond with the creature when he saw it stalking through the mountain wilderness the previous day.  
 
    A tiny growl turned the boy’s head again and immediately he saw the small black lion cub peaking out from a forest shrub. The boy slowly knelt and put his hand out, trying to catch the animal’s spirit scent, trying desperately to push his own out to the small cub. 
 
    He had it, and the warm feeling that washed down his spine was like nothing he ever felt before. A sharp tingling followed by the rush of blood to the brain had the boy staggering, and the small lion cub started sneezing and snorting as it ran in tight circles around him. He quickly scooped up the small animal and held it tight while it squirmed against his chest, drawing long red scratches with sharp tiny claws.  
 
    The Kadomi boy held the animal close and soon the small cub began to relax and lay quiet in his arms. He stepped out from the trees and back into the grassy meadow where small gnats broke from the disturbed shrubs and weeds and rose up into the air with the pollen. The boy looked up to the high cliff above to see his father, and he watched as his brothers began to fall from the cliff with desperate cries, screaming all the way down until they crashed into broken heaps of skin and bone. 
 
    The boy looked up in horror and saw his father on the ledge, fighting for his life against a swarm of Hill Kadomi. He quickly tossed the lion cub back into the forest and sprinted for the rock wall, watching as his father was overpowered and held. When the boy reached the towering wall of rock, he froze. Looking up, he watched as the sun reflected off the stroke of a polished blade and his father’s head went sailing out of sight. Then his decapitated form was dropped off the ledge with streaks of blood trailing behind it. The body crashed down in a splatter of broken bones, and the boy stared at his dead father, the once great Garriusus. He looked up at his father’s killer and watched as Hill Kadomi started climbing down the rock wall while screaming and pointing at him. One exceptionally large Kadomi, the beast that took his father’s head, stood motionless and just stared back at him. His animal spirit radiated in waves and the Kadomi boy knew him to be Bastion.  
 
    Quickly, the boy sprinted off towards the forest and scooped up the baby lion as he broke into the trees. He could hear the Hill Kadomi as they reached the valley floor and began the chase, yelling out their taunting cries and howling like the animals they were.  
 
    The boy raced with unmatched speed but was hindered by the weight and awkwardness of the lion cub. He leapt around trees and crossed through cold mountain streams at a slower pace, and soon the other Kadomi began to close in on him. They cried out and encouraged their fellow hunters on like a pack of wolves near to their prey. 
 
    The boy kept running, ducking under branches, jumping over fallen trees and quick stepping over stretches of huge mountain rocks. Still the hunters came on and the boy felt his impending death pound in his chest as he sprinted along while gasping for breath. He could see the edge of a cliff getting closer as he ran through the obstacle course that was the wilderness, and he could hear the roar of a waterfall and he ran in that direction. He was give-out and would be killed if caught, so he ran towards the high mountain bluff and jumped into the river where it spilled over the side and both he and the lion cub cascaded hundreds of feet down to a small lake below.  
 
      
 
      
 
    ****************** 
 
      
 
    The Kadomi boy walked alongside a wide mountain stream. He was a black lion; fully grown with a proud silver mane that grew thick around his head and neck. He stopped near the cold waters and bent his massive head down to get a drink, and as he lapped at the refreshing stream, he looked into the water and saw his reflection, and he was a man. 
 
    His heart jumped and he opened his eyes to a sudden gasp of air. Immediately, he saw a man kneeling over him holding out a long silver chain with a glowing charm.  
 
    The Kadomi boy crawled back away from the human quickly and watched as the shimmering orb in the center of the amulet stopped glowing. The man slowly stood and put the necklace on around his neck and allowed the boy some time to come to his senses. The monk wore a faded yellow robe and he stood there quiet with a bald head and peaceful demeanor. He had found the boy stretched out alongside the icy waters of the mountain river.  
 
    The boy remembered the black lion cub and he stood quickly and his head rushed with blood. He nearly went down, but he balanced himself as he scanned the area in a desperate search.  
 
    “It ran into the trees,” said the monk, still just standing with clarity and very subtlety pointing in one direction.  
 
    “What?” the boy asked in confusion, wondering how the man was able to speak the Kadomi language, which would have been the same as learning the tongue of the wolf. 
 
    “The black lion cub, I healed it first because it was closer to death. You were clutching it protectively to your chest so I knew you wouldn’t mind if I saved the animal first. My name is Tamos and your thanks is not necessary,” the monk gave the boy a hint of a smile. “I was traveling through the mountains with faith and guidance from Carami, and He led me to you and allowed me to save your life.” 
 
    “How are you speaking my language?” the Kadomi boy simply asked. 
 
     Tamos smiled and chuckled. “Dear boy, you are speaking mine.” 
 
    The boy thought for a moment, separating the differences in dialects. He could still speak and understand the Kadomi tongue, but now he could understand and speak man’s language as well.  
 
    “How is this possible? I am Kadomi and have never learned your language,” the boy asked in a bewildered manner. 
 
    “I had to use The Gift of Carami,” the monk said in all seriousness as he grabbed at the amulet around his neck. “Your injuries were too severe to be healed without it. You should be thankful that blessed Carami has found use for you, or you would be dead.” 
 
    “What?” the boy asked, sounding confused as ever. “Nothing you have said makes any sense,” and Tamos the Monk chuckled at that. “How is it I can speak your language? How do I now understand the desires of man?” the Kadomi boy asked, looking to the monk for answers. 
 
    “You will be fine, boy,” Tamos spoke with a gentle tongue. “Soon, you will find The Gift has changed you in many ways, always for the better. But you must decide if your new knowledge and special gifts will be used for the betterment.” 
 
    The two walked the wilderness path together after the boy located the lion cub. They talked long into the night as they traveled through the moonlit forest, sharing ideas with each other about their cultures, and stopping at one point to build a small fire to push back the mountain cold. The boy talked of his life and the simple animal ways of the Kadomi, and he told the monk of his clan and how his father and brothers were murdered and how it made him burn with anger. 
 
    “You must let it go,” Tamos said as they sat by the fire, the moon spilling its glow down on the vast wilderness. “Your rage will only consume you. You are on another path now. You must find your destiny, for all men have one, and you are now a man.” 
 
    The boy looked at the monk with hatred, despising him briefly for saying such a thing. He was so confused and wondered at the possibilities he had now, his ideas to make a life of his own. But he had to go back. He had to deliver the bad news of his father, the once great Garriusus, and his brothers. He had to get revenge and incite his mountain clan into dealing with the vile Bastion. 
 
    The two sat in silence for a short time longer, and then the Kadomi rose and thanked the monk for all he’d done and went off into the dark with the lion cub in tow. 
 
    He went back to living with his mountain clan, even attempting at one point to gather a mob to go against the vicious hill tribe and kill Bastion. But too few rallied to his cause. The Kadomi simply thought that his father was killed in the wilderness because he was not strong enough to survive. Animals survive or they die. 
 
    For the next two years the boy lived with the Kadomi and used his hatred for Bastion to fuel his animal spirit, which he found to be more powerful than ever, now that he carried The Gifts of Carami. The boy became an adult, a Kworlar, and soon he found a mate, a desirable Mountain Kadomi with a strong animal spirit of her own. She gave the clan four children and then moved on to another mate, which was the Kadomi way, but to the man with the new Gifts of Carami, it seemed rather strange and he began to feel out of place.  
 
    Over time, most of the Kadomi ways soon lost their roots in the man and he decided one night to gather his few belongings, as well as two of his children, and set out for the human world. He walked out of a dark mountain cave into the world that belonged to man with a small boy and a tough little girl close behind. He decided it was time for a human name and a word popped into his head as if Carami had already decided it for him. Cataclys, and it meant to cleanse with destruction and purity. Cataclys looked down at his children and their names were brought to his thoughts as well – Minx for the little girl, and Cogaro for his son. Their animal spirits were strong, and they were growing fast.  
 
    Cataclys took his small family, and the black lion he had named Madion, deep into the Timberlands where he built a sturdy log cabin and went his way about becoming human. They lived off the land, hunting wildlife and farming small gardens. His two children grew quickly, both reaching Kworlar by the age of seven. Cataclys decided to introduce them to the world of man and took them to Arani City, where they got into trouble, all three. 
 
    They entered The Smoking Horn and found it crawling with men and women, all of them loud and most of them drunk. Cataclys and his son, Cogaro, were dressed in the common wear of frontier folk and carrying small hunting knives.   
 
    Minx, however, wore only the hides of the animals she hunted with, and barely that. She was stunning. She was inches over six feet tall and even taller in her knee-high leather boots. She was strong with well toned muscles in both her legs and upper body, which she barely clothed. Minx wore the pelt of a white wolf wrapped around her firm breasts and back, leaving her shoulders and arms exposed, as well as her toned mid-section and most of her back. Around her waist she wore the rest of the wolf fur, but the wrap was small and quite seductive. Her hair was jet black – long and wild like the mane of a lionsteed, and her eyes were a clear blue like the orbs of a glacier wolf. She had beautiful strong facial features with smooth dark skin that gave her an exotic look, an alluring glow.   
 
    The human men and some of the women gave Minx lewd remarks that sent their teeth flying from their mouths. The entire tavern erupted into a sea of chaos as Minx and Cogaro began beating the humans with ease. Cataclys tried to get his children to stop and got caught up in the fray. In the end, they were tossed into the city dungeon by a large force of Arani soldiers. After four days of sitting behind bars, they were escorted out of Arani City with warnings not to return. 
 
    The three then traveled to Starcrest, another large city in the Eastern Arani Kingdom, and again found themselves at a busy tavern, but this time Cataclys made his daughter wear a long covering cloak.  
 
    They sat at a reclusive table in the back of the large room that was bustling with drunken patrons and loud barmaids which seemed to start as many fights as they tried breaking up.  
 
    One barmaid in particular, who was obviously in charge of the room and keeping the peace, came and stood next to a table that was close to where Cataclys and his two children sat. There were four large men groping and grabbing at the serving wenches and they were calling out lewd comments to the women.  
 
    “You boys looking for trouble?” the large barmaid asked unkindly. 
 
    “Nothing we can’t handle,” one of the burly men answered while the others laughed and eyed the woman with distaste.  
 
    “You’d be surprised what you can’t handle,” the woman replied. She was large herself, like a frontier’s woman with broad shoulders, thick legs and wide hips. She was quite bosomy and her thick, wild, red hair stirred emotions in Cataclys that had been long forgotten.  
 
    “Beat em silly, Bersena!” one of the serving girls cried out. 
 
    “Ya, whoop em good!” cried another. 
 
    “Yes, Bersena,” said the largest of the four ruffians as he slowly rose to stand before her. “Whoop me good.” 
 
    “If you leave now, there won’t be any trouble,” said Bersena, standing her ground. 
 
    “But I’m looking for trouble,” replied the large bearded man. “Would that be you, wench?” 
 
    Bersena smiled, then slapped the man so hard it rocked him back a step. Immediately the man struck out, launching a heavy fist that went over Bersena’s head when she ducked. She quickly stood and hit the man again, but with a large solid fist that staggered him yet again. She then took two steps back and stood close to Cataclys, who sat quietly at his table with Cogaro and watched. Minx, however, kept shouting out encouraging words, helping to spur the woman on. 
 
    The large man collected himself and advanced on Bersena, throwing a heavy right hook at the woman’s head. She ducked again and as she slipped out to the side, she planted a hard elbow to the man’s sternum, causing him to gasp and lurch forward over Cataclys’s table. Minx and Cogaro sat up and grabbed the brute while raining down solid blows on the man’s head and back. Cataclys grabbed onto one of his arms and pulled, keeping him flat on the table while his children landed blow after blow. 
 
    The other three ruffians stood, shocked at what was happening to their comrade. Bersena put her hands up and stepped forward, challenging the next man to come on. All three advanced on the woman, but Minx and Cogaro flew past her and met the oncoming men first with fists, elbows, head-butts and knees. They struck with the speed and precision of a wintercat, laying the three men low quickly. When they were done beating the men bloody to the floor, the whole tavern went deathly quiet. Cataclys let go of the man he had stretched out across the table and he slid to the floor with a heavy thump.  
 
    “Thanks for the help, though I wasn’t for needing it,” said Bersena. Cogaro just shrugged and went back to the table while the other patrons of the tavern went on with their own business. 
 
    “Of course you didn’t,” replied Minx, “but we weren’t about to let you have all the fun.” The two women laughed and then Bersena stepped over to stand before Cataclys.  
 
    “You’re new in town,” Bersena said sweetly, almost blushing and with a twinkle in her eye and a lewd smile on her face. “Can I buy you a drink?” 
 
    “I think you all know how the story ends,” Simeon Redsword said, finishing his amazing tale.  
 
    “I don’t!” cried Tye, sitting on the ground near to the campfire and right in front of Simeon, who sat comfortably against a large boulder. 
 
    “Boy!” yelled Simeon. “Where have you been? Were you raised in a hole? Everyone knows that Cataclys lives with his kids and Bersena deep in the Timberlands. She has even given him more children, although they’re nothing like Minx and Cogaro. Those two are straight Kadomi and will kill you quick if you go looking for them. And with Madion always near, you wouldn’t want to be poking around their part of the forest.” 
 
    “Cataclys sounds amazing. Do you think I’ll ever get to meet him?” asked Tye, sounding tired from the long road and ready for sleep. 
 
    “Probably not, and you should be thankful, ya darned fool, for if Minx got a hold of ya,” and Simeon left it at that as the other men around the camp laughed lewdly and encouraged the boy to go out and find her.  
 
    There was a chill in the air on the road north through the Eastern Arani Kingdom, and the Riverwatchers slept in fits, dreaming and wondering about the dreaded watchtower – Eight.  
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    Year of the Frost Horn 2318 A.A. 
 
      
 
    The rails on the dogsled spit chunks of ice and snow to both sides as Spirit Wind drove his team on. It was just after dark and a long stretch of Northern tundra lay wide before him. The mountain range known as The Vault of the Gods was far off to the north and they stood towering in shadow, appearing more like an enormous black wall that was endless in both directions. 
 
    Another team of dogs pulled their sled and rider parallel to Spirit Wind, and his glacier wolf, Whitestar, was pulling hard as she ran neck and neck with a large black husky named Avalanche. The Northern husky had raced The Ice Pack many times, moving up in the rankings to be the number two dog in the poles. His owner was a young man by the name of Teres Astericlay, who was Arani born but spent most of his time living and training in the North. His father was a rich Arani merchant who spared no expense when it came to his son and dogs in hopes of winning The Ice Pack. 
 
    The other dog teams stretched far back along the trail while Spirit Wind and Teres battled for the lead, and they both yelled out to encourage their teams on. Whitestar and Avalanche pounded their large paws furiously through the crust of snow, digging for traction and trying to edge forward ahead of the other dog while the harnessed snow huskies in the lines behind them pulled as hard as they could.  
 
    Spirit Wind’s sled tilted to the right, forcing him to step off his runner and throw his leg out into the uneven terrain to gain balance. His booted foot slid deep into the snow before it found solid ground and the young Dishoni almost lost it, holding on tight to the sled’s handles and using every ounce of strength to keep the sled from tipping over.  
 
    Whitestar felt the moment of desperation in the line and it cost her a step, stumbling in the uneven snows, going face first into the ice before quickly getting all four paws back underneath her and continuing on. Spirit Wind’s team all lost a step and he cursed himself for almost losing control as the mushers approached Bitter Town, an isolated mining settlement deep in the cold North and on the trail of The Ice Pack. He pulled into the Northern mining town well before midnight and crossed the second stage finish line a nose behind Teres and his team, and the large crowd of race followers cheered for Avalanche.  
 
    Later that evening, Spirit Wind sat at a table with a mug of dark ale and listened to Teres talk of his second stage victory over and over to whomever cared to listen. They sat together at a small table in a crowded tavern that was loud with cheer and warm with the fires that crackled and popped in large open hearths. Most of the other Ice Pack mushers had checked in for the night, kenneled their dogs, and were now enjoying an evening off the trail.  
 
    “A second stage victory means nothing,” Spirit Wind said to the large Northman that had stopped at their table to listen to Teres boast. 
 
    “It’s everything!” Teres challenged. “It means I get first position when dawn breaks, and being more than halfway to Snowflake and the finish line, well, let’s just say I’m already closer than you are,” and Teres raised his mug to the Northman, who in kind banged his mug hard against it, and dark ale went sloshing all over a cursing Teres. The large Northman just laughed and walked away. 
 
    “Why do they have to be such brutes!?” the pampered Teres whined as he rudely grabbed at a serving girls bar towel and began wiping the ale from his expensive lavender shirt. The serving girl, who was a woman of the North, slapped Teres hard and took back her towel. Spirit Wind laughed hard until the tavern door banged open and a small group of bulky Asarian men came into the crowded room with the blowing storm. They were dressed in heavy coats and furs and all of them had mangy black beards. They came in and eyed the busy tavern before heading for the bar and ordering tall mugs of dark ale.  
 
    Two more Asarians entered through the heavy oak doors of the crowded tavern and Spirit Wind immediately recognized them as the men that were looking for him in Iron City. They scanned the large smoky room until their eyes fell upon him, then they walked to a table and sat down with a few other men that looked to be Asarian as well.  
 
    “C’mon, Spirit Wind,” Teres said loudly, throwing back the rest of his ale and then making a sad attempt at a manly belch. “Buy me a drink for besting you on the ice today.” 
 
    “You don’t need another drink, and you got lucky out there on the flats,” Spirit Wind replied, still eyeing the Asarians sitting across the room. The two men he watched were clearly watching him as well. He needed a distraction so he could leave the busy tavern without being followed, and in the North, distractions were never rare. 
 
    Two large men from the North began arguing loudly. They both rose from their chairs and tossed the heavy wooden table out of their way to stand face to face, spitting as they argued. The Asarians that were sitting at the table watching Spirit Wind had to dive for cover as the table crashed into theirs, sending men and mugs of dark ale in all directions.  
 
    That was all Spirit Wind needed and he was quickly out of his chair and moving through the crowd with such stealth that no one noticed him leave the tavern. When Teres turned back around after watching the two Beoraki rage, Spirit Wind was gone. 
 
    The Dishoni ran through the snow-covered streets, staying to the shadows and watching in all directions. When he was sure he wasn’t being followed, he made his way back to the small inn where he and many of the other men in the race would sleep until early morning. He grabbed his pack and few belongings and then quietly snuck out of his room, down the stairs and into the kitchen where he went unnoticed through the back door.  
 
    The alley he came into was cold and dark and he quickly slipped around the corner and down another long dark alley. He moved with stealth as he made his way to the kennels where he found Whitestar and his team of trusted huskies, and he bed down with them, using thick blankets and the dog’s heat to try and stay warm. When Spirit Wind slept, he dreamt in fits. 
 
    “Why can’t you do it again?” asked the irritated little girl of seven summers. She was Dishoni and her long black hair was braided to the middle of her back. 
 
    “I don’t know,” replied a sad Dishoni boy, who was also seven summers.  
 
    The little girl was named Sunfire, and she just stared angrily at her twin brother, Spirit Wind.  
 
    “Just try it one more time, okay?” said the girl, trying to sound sweet but failing at the attempt.  
 
    “No,” said Spirit Wind, looking into Sunfire’s angry eyes and trying to sound strong. “You burn me every time.”  
 
    “But it doesn’t hurt you,” challenged the girl. 
 
    “It does hurt!” cried the boy. 
 
    “But it doesn’t burn you,” said Sunfire, rolling her eyes. 
 
    “It doesn’t scar me, but it does hurt me. Sometimes I think you do it on purpose. You’re very abusive.” Spirit Wind regretted saying the words as soon as they left his mouth. 
 
    “What?!” The small girl yelled. “You think I’m abusive? Are you serious?!” Sunfire shook with rage and her tiny eyes grew red with fire. 
 
    “Sunfire,” said Spirit Wind, backing up quickly and holding out his hands, preparing to catch the blast. “Don’t do it,” Spirit Wind begged, but it was too late.    
 
    The small girl glowed red with anger and she thrust out her hands and a blast of heat that was veined with thin streaks of fire shot out and wrapped around Spirit Wind. The young boy screamed and danced, twisting his arms around in large circles to gather up the strands of fire. The air began to stir at his feet, causing dirt and leaves to blow in circles around him while mixing with the flames. Then, Spirit Wind sent the burning strands from his sister high into the air, twisting them into spiraling patterns and lighting up the night sky.  
 
    Spirit Wind woke under the crushing weight of Whitestar and two of his huskies, Pepper and Thars, as they laid on him and growled threateningly. He was trapped under heavy blankets but laid still as he sensed the quiet movements of large men creeping about. He could hear gruff whispers as they moved throughout the kennels and searched the area. Spirit Wind could tell they kept coming back to his stall, but each time Whitestar and his team of large huskies made it apparent that the men would not be welcomed.  
 
    Spirit Wind laid under his protective animals until early morning when the hustle of sled dogs and their handlers stirred the quiet kennels to life. He rose from his blankets and packed up his gear, always keeping a sharp eye out for those that searched for him.  
 
    Spirit Wind followed his team of sled dogs and their handlers out to the cold streets where all the other dog teams were preparing for the break of dawn. Busy handlers moved about the animals, checking harnesses and securing packs onto the sleds while mushers prepared themselves for another two days of rough, cold terrain. 
 
    He quickly moved up to second position where his huskies and Whitestar were being fitted into their harnesses and he checked to make sure his packs and gear were secure. Then he stood at the back of his sled and waited.  
 
    Teres was in front of him in first position, and the arrogant Arani musher turned and waved goodbye when he took off as the first rays of the morning sun struck the cold street of Bitter Town. Whitestar and the snow huskies in her line muscled in their harnesses as well, and Spirit Wind balanced on the runners of his sled as it glided across the frozen white snow. The street came alive with dogs yelping and crowds of people shouting, and it was not long before Whitestar and Avalanche raced side by side again, challenging each other as they crossed the North’s brutal tundra.  
 
      
 
    ******************* 
 
      
 
    Captain Torique was not smiling as he leaned against the starboard rail of The Coral Rose and stared out at the endless ocean of blue. His armada had shipped out from Dragonport days earlier, and he had spent his time thinking only of his wife and daughter.  
 
    He watched as the vast assortment of ships rocked and swayed on the endless waves. Five hundred ships sailed out from Dragonport’s docks, and it was a complete unorganized mess. In the last days before they set sail, the massive harbor was swarming with ships, both large and small. Thousands of slaves were being loaded onto them to set sail across the Eastern Sea to help with the colonization of the new land acquired by The Crown. King Uriah had them all believing it was a chance at a better life, but Torique knew better and it sickened him to think he was taking these people to die – and that was putting it mildly. It brought tears to his eyes when he thought of taking these men, women and children to be slaughtered like game on the cursed island. 
 
    It strengthened his resolve to know his wife and daughter were safe back in Dragonport. They were staying at a large mansion with the Chancellor of Commerce and his family. Elizabeth and his darling daughter, Angelica, would be well taken care of until his return. Then, he was promised by Chancellor Gradling that he could retire from The Crown and was even given assurance that he and his family would be relocated at the Chancellor’s expense.  
 
    All Torique had to do was sail The Coral Rose out to sea and five hundred ships would follow. Then, thousands of slaves would be off-loaded onto the new land King Uriah had promised. He shut his eyes to hold back the tears. Everything he did, he did to keep his family safe. He had no doubt he would pay for his atrocities in the next life.   
 
    As Torique looked out across the ocean from the deck of his ship, he thought back to when he walked along the bustling wharf next to the Chancellor of Maritime Operations, who was a tall thin man of middle age, and his lack of chin and beak-like nose gave him a fowl look. He was dressed in the long covering robe of his office, which had dark blue shades mixed in with long stripes of pearl. He wore a small round hat that marked him as an official of The Crown. 
 
    “Keep smiling, Captain.” said the arrogant Chancellor. “These slaves believe you are taking them to the Promised Land,” and he chuckled at his remark and looked over at a somber Torique. “I said smile,” the Chancellor threatened, eyeing the captain with disdain. His guards seemed to press in a little closer as they walked along with the official. Torique smiled and looked out at the harbor that was thick with ships and slaves. Endless lines of people waiting to be loaded onto the vessels that were supposedly headed for a new land. Some had worried looks on their dirty faces while others seemed jovial and in good spirits.  
 
    “Chancellor,” Torique said hesitantly, “would now be a good time to visit my wife and daughter before I depart?” 
 
    The official of The Crown stopped and stared hard into Torique’s eyes. “Your family is your weakness. You would do well in service to The Crown, make a name for yourself and fatten up that bank account. Instead, you throw it all away for a life of hardship with a woman and child that will grow to loath you and your failure.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Torique said, “but if I may?” he asked again. 
 
    “Go,” said the Chancellor with a disgusted wave of his hand, “and do not be long.” 
 
    “Thank you, Chancellor,” Torique bowed his head and moved off towards his personal carriage that would take him to the outskirts of the city to the large estate where Elizabeth and Angelica stayed. The carriage was comfortable, and he looked out a small window at the busy shops that lined the cobblestone streets of Dragonport as he passed.  
 
    Torique was anxious to see his wife and he hoped she wasn’t still resentful at being taken from their home in Fantior and relocated to Dragonport. That was how he explained their simple abduction, that they were being moved to the Chancellor of Commerce’s estate until his return from sea, at which time they would then move to Dankar City and have the life they both wanted. Elizabeth was not thrilled by the idea of staying in Dragonport until his return, but she resolved that there was nothing she could do about it. 
 
    Angelica was livid, however. She hated the move and wanted nothing more than to return to her friends and life back in Fantior. She kept saying that the plan was “not perfect” and she pouted and cried in angry tantrums. 
 
    When Torique arrived at the lavish estate, he found his wife and daughter both still irritated and in no mood for a visit. 
 
    “Please, Elizabeth,” Torique begged, “give me another chance to make this right. This will be my last voyage for The Crown, I promise.” 
 
    “I cannot live with your secrets, Torique,” Elizabeth replied coldly. “You are a different man now and you have put Angelica at risk. The soldiers that came to our house to relocate us were not gentle and your daughter and I were groped like tavern wenches!” Elizabeth lashed out in anger and struck her husband with a stinging slap to the face. They were alone in a well decorated sitting room, and Torique knew there were many listeners behind each wall. 
 
    “Calm yourself,” Torique pressed, trying to reach out and grab hold of his wife as she became more hysterical. She fought back, slapping at her husband’s face and pounding hard against his chest as he grabbed her tight and held her close. Elizabeth cried as she tried to push free, but Torique held her there saying over and over that he loved her and would make things right. He promised. He promised. 
 
    As Captain Torique looked out past the rail of The Coral Rose to the massive gathering of merchant ships that decorated the vast ocean of blue, he mouthed the solemn words yet again.  
 
    “I promise.”   
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    Aliha’s attention was drawn to the Leader Board that hung from the railing of a second-story balcony. She was in a crowd that gathered on a cold street in Snowflake and they all watched as two men changed the names on the board to show the placing in The Ice Pack.  
 
    The Northmen’s port city was crammed with men and women from all parts of Asaria. There were Arani from the East and Dishoni from the West, and Asarians from the South gathered for entertainment as well. They were all there for The Ice Pack – the most prestigious event in all the North – and they would all indulge in the fortnight of drinking and gambling. 
 
    The Leader Board was changed, and Spirit Wind’s name was slid into second place while a musher by the name of Teres Astericlay was given the number one position, and there were calls for Avalanche. Other names were moved around as the results from Bitter Town came in by carrier birds – snow falcons and black crows that had flown all night and arrived just that morning. Coin changed hands and there were hardy cheers and harsh grunts of disapproval. Fights broke out and bets were made and coin changed hands again. Soon, the crowd thinned as most of the throng went back into the assortment of connecting two-story buildings that lined the busy streets on both sides. There were taverns, gambling inns, and pleasure houses, as well as Northern bistros where the best foods from all parts of Asaria could be found.    
 
    Aliha stared up at the Leader Board a moment longer. Everything that went on around her seemed strongly familiar and a powerful wave of de-ja-vu struck her and left her mind swimming. She had never been to Snowflake – she knew that. She knew she had never been very far from her home until she came to Asaria with Gideon, but she would almost bet her life that where she was standing, she had stood some time in the past. But it was a ridiculous notion and she let it pass, as she had frequently since arriving in Asaria.  
 
    Aliha stood in the street alongside Princess Gretta and the imposing Northman, Bearok. Timber was at her side, as she always was, and Aliha was thankful for it. The wolf was the only thing she had that connected her to her past, and she looked down at Timber and laid a comforting hand on her head. Timber looked up briefly and then put her attention back on the young lad that stood a few feet away. He was Dishoni and looked to be no more than twelve summers. He wore a heavy coat of bison fur and his straight black hair was braided down to the middle of his back. The boy stood quiet for a short time and stared at the wolf.  
 
    “Would you like to pet her?” Aliha asked kindly.  
 
    The boy nodded and stepped forward and reached out to put a careful hand on Timber’s head. He continued to pet the wolf while Aliha’s attention was drawn to the conversation between Bearok and another large Northman.  
 
    “He has been asking for your whereabouts,” the Beoraki said to Bearok. The Northman grew a thick white beard that matched his long snowy hair and his eyes were clear as ice.  
 
    “I would rather not see my brother,” Bearok replied and Gretta nodded her approval. They were both dressed in heavy furs, Bearok keeping his long black hair braided while Gretta kept her hair tucked under a heavy fur hat.  
 
    “He talked of challenging you,” said the Northman. 
 
    “Then he was drunk,” laughed Bearok. 
 
    “Maybe,” replied the other man from the North. 
 
    Aliha turned her head back around to look again at Timber and found the wolf had been led off by the young Dishoni boy. She spied the two walking slowly up the busy street and she immediately stepped in that direction. She wasn’t worried so she didn’t give chase, but she did trail them and was curious as to how the young boy was able to get Timber to follow him.  
 
    Aliha walked through the swarm of people, trying to keep one eye on Timber as she followed close behind, while another eye watched the different people going about their business and enjoying all the festivities of The Ice Pack. She would peek in through the opening doors of packed taverns as she walked the middle of the snowy street. She blushed when she looked past the open doors of a pleasure house and clearly saw one man kissing two different women and she turned away embarrassed and looked again for Timber, who was lost from her sight. 
 
    Aliha walked a little faster as she moved through the crowd of people until she rounded a corner and found Timber standing in the middle of the street with three large Northmen and the small Dishoni boy. One exceptionally large man from the North walked slowly around the wolf, eyeing her carefully while asking questions to the small boy.  
 
    “Timber,” called Aliha as she stopped in the street after rounding the corner. 
 
    The huge Northmen looked over at the girl who stood alone not a dozen yards from where they were standing. They calmly watched as the wolf padded away from them to stand before the girl, and then they slowly walked in her direction until they towered above her.  
 
    “She is yours?” asked the giant Northman, his voice deep and resonating. He was dressed in heavy furs, which made him look even larger, and Aliha was certain that this man was equal in stature to the great King Ironheart. She looked up into his eyes and found them to be two intimidating orbs that were black as coal. His thick snow colored hair was long and wild and streaked with black and it surrounded a massive jaw and a large broken nose. He had an angry scar that crossed his face from his large forehead, down between his eyes and across his cheek to his bearded jaw.  
 
    “She doesn’t belong to anyone,” replied Aliha, trying not to sound shaken by the imposing Beoraki. “She is my friend.” 
 
    The three Northmen laughed and the small Dishoni lad that stood behind them grimaced at the wrong answer. 
 
    “Cute,” said the largest of the three men. He nodded to one of his fellow Northmen who held a long iron pole with a wire noose on one end, and quick as an ice snake, the Northman had the noose around Timber’s neck. Timber twisted and jumped, shook and growled. She tried to advance on the large man, snapping her jaws wildly, but the Northman was supreme in his skills and had captured animals far bigger and far more dangerous than the timber wolf. 
 
    Aliha was shocked and furious and she screamed out for the Northman to stop and tried to advance on the man with the pole but was held back by the powerful arm of the great Northman. Aliha quickly turned on the man and lashed out with a series of punches to the Northman’s stomach, groin and jaw. All her strikes were right on target and with all the inner strength that she had, and the huge Northman laughed and pushed her hard to the ground, causing her to roll away while Timber continued to fight and lash out. Aliha rolled twice and came to the booted feet of Gretta, who always seemed to be there when she was needed most. 
 
    “Beorcus, what are you doing?!” Gretta roared and she quickly bent down to help Aliha as she staggered back to her feet.   
 
    You have saved me again, thought Aliha, but was too short of breath and disoriented from her hard roll across the frozen street to speak.  
 
    “Let the wolf go,” said Bearok as he came to stand by Gretta, his deep voice giving more a command than a threat. 
 
    “Little brother,” mocked Beorcus, “this is how you greet me?” and he turned his head and spoke to the Northman that was working the pole against the vicious timber wolf that continued to fight.  
 
    “Take it away!” Beorcus said strongly. 
 
    “NO!” cried Aliha as she stood next to the Northern Princess.  
 
     Gretta roared with disapproval and Bearok took a step forward and this time his voice did reflect a threat. “I said let the wolf go!” 
 
    “I have rightfully captured a stray wolf on the street of–” began a serious Beorcus and he took a step towards Bearok. 
 
    “The wolf belongs to the girl!” roared Bearok. 
 
    “The princess!” corrected Gretta from behind. 
 
    “The Southern Princess claims no ownership,” Beorcus stated calmly. 
 
    “I do!” yelled Aliha. “She’s mine, I own her!” 
 
    “Too late, Princess,” replied a calm Beorcus. 
 
    “It’s not too late!” Bearok replied dangerously and he took two powerful steps to stand before his larger brother. 
 
    Beorcus pushed Bearok away and yelled out to the crowd that was beginning to gather. Talk of the two Beoraki brothers meeting on the streets of Snowflake during The Ice Pack had preceded the historic event itself, and cries began to relay throughout the Northern port city that the two indeed were meeting. 
 
    “Five to one on Whisper!” Beorcus yelled and continued to repeat the phrase while Bearok objected, but it was too late, bets were being made on the streets of Snowflake during The Ice Pack, and by Northern law the event must take place. The large crowd that continued to grow circled wide around Aliha and the others.  
 
    “What is happening?” Aliha asked Gretta while she looked around at the mass of people. Timber had calmed and the Northman that worked the pole against her slipped the noose off from around her neck and stepped away. Timber quickly ran to Aliha’s side, and she bent down and wrapped the animal in a tight hug.  
 
    “Beorcus will make Timber fight,” Gretta said to Aliha, who gasped in horror. “But not to the death,” she tried to say with a reassuring smile, and she called out loudly to Beorcus and the crowd. “Not to the death! I call for a mercy fight!” 
 
    Beorcus shrugged his shoulders as if he did not care and he turned away and gestured for the two Northmen to bring in Whisper. The crowd cheered as the huge glacier wolf walked menacingly into the center of the ring of people. Whisper was as glorified in the North as was his mate, Whitestar. His hair was a smoky white and he had a dark grey strip that ran along his back from his great neck to his long thick tail. The long hairs prickled and stood erect and he bared long dangerous canines, but not a whisper of a growl could be heard. Complications at birth left the massive animal without the ability to bark, growl, or whimper.  
 
    Timber moved away from Aliha and the glacier wolf advanced slowly, circling with her. Gretta held Aliha in place and she struggled and fought and pleaded with Bearok. 
 
    “Don’t let him do this!” Aliha cried. 
 
    “There is nothing I can do, Princess,” Bearok said calmly. 
 
    Aliha screamed and tried to pull away, but Gretta was too strong, so she again reached out to the Shadow of the King. 
 
    “I command you, Bearok!” Aliha yelled and watched as his face twisted with outrage. How dare this girl command me, was the look he gave her, so she prodded on. “That’s right, Bearok, I command you to stop this madness. Timber is not a wolf for the pits – you know that!” and she kicked out at Bearok, trying to kick him in the groin while Gretta held her arms behind her back. “You know that!” she yelled again. 
 
    “Touching,” said Beorcus as he circled the edge of the large crowd for a better view of the coming onslaught.  
 
    “Please!” Aliha pleaded as she watched Timber and Whisper circle. Timber growled deep and bared fangs while the quiet glacier wolf slowed and prepared to engage the other wolf. 
 
    “Please.”  
 
    “Alright!” Bearok roared, giving Aliha an angry scowl before moving into the center of the ring of people. 
 
    “Five to one then!” Bearok roared loudly to the crowd, causing the two wolves to move away from each other. 
 
    “No!” Aliha cried and again fought to break free from Gretta. 
 
    Beorcus looked at his older brother from the edge of the crowd and he smiled. He knew what Bearok would say next. 
 
    “Five to one against Beorcus!” the mighty Shadow roared. 
 
    The circled crowd of spectators roared back as a heavy wind began to blow and Aliha was knocked back a step. The sky darkened quickly and snow began blow in fits.  
 
      
 
    ************************** 
 
      
 
    “You could offer me triple that and still I would say no.” The captain was a heavy-set Northman with a thick beard and a powerful looking gut that stuck out far over his waist. “Until The Ice Pack is over, no captain will raise anchor.” 
 
    The Beoraki captain just repeated the words of every captain in Snowflake. Since the first day of arrival in the port city, Gideon and Shanks had combed the docks of Snowflake in search of a ship that would sail them south and raise anchor now, not in a ten-day when The Ice Pack and its festivities was over.  
 
    Gideon needed to get Aliha to the Temple of Carami as soon as possible, so he started offering large amounts of money to entice the captains into sailing south that day. But none would have it. A few Northern captains offered to make the journey south after The Ice Pack was over, but not one would set sail before. 
 
    “What about that ship?” Gideon asked of Shanks as they walked the massive wharf that was packed with docked vessels. All merchant ships in the harbor had their sails stowed away and the huge fishing boats and whalers were anchored in deep water. They were all rocking hard with the waves that continued to grow with the coming storm. Dark clouds that had lined up along the entire coast began to move inland. 
 
    “I don’t recall that one being docked yesterday!” Shanks yelled out, raising his voice to be heard over the blowing wind and crashing waves.  
 
    “Ice Cutter!” Gideon shouted back, reading the words that were painted on the massive ship. It was larger than most in the harbor and its crew was working hard across the decks to prepare for the coming storm. 
 
    “It must have sailed in last night or early this morning!” Shanks said loudly as he wrapped his fur coat a little tighter against the cold spray of the ocean.  
 
    “I agree!” yelled Gideon, “Let’s go talk to them!” 
 
    “Maybe we should wait until after the storm!” Shanks yelled out, but Gideon was already on the move. As they approached the huge ship, a group of men were coming down the long gangplank that lurched as the ship rocked on the waves. They made the docks and Gideon and Shanks approached the three Beoraki sailors that were wrapped in heavy furs. 
 
    “Are you the captain of this ship!?” Gideon asked over the storm. 
 
    “Not yet,” said one of the men, and the other two laughed. Gideon tried to laugh with them, but Shanks remained quiet as he eyed the large men. The Northman that answered was tall with sparkling blue eyes and frost colored skin. He grew a narrow white strip of hair that stood tall as it ran from his forehead to the back of his neck, and his face was unusually beardless. Shanks could feel this man was dangerous and not to be trusted. 
 
    “Captain isn’t here,” said the Northman. “How can I help?” His words were almost mocking, and he looked at Shanks with a deadly gleam.  
 
    “We are looking to gain passage on a ship sailing south!” yelled Gideon as the wind grew a little stronger. 
 
    “How far south?” asked the Beoraki sailor whose voice was powerful enough that he didn’t need to yell to compete with the storm. 
 
    “The southern tip!” yelled Gideon and the Northmen all grunted in doubt.  
 
    “When?” asked the Northman. 
 
    “As soon as possible!” replied Gideon. “Two days!” 
 
    The Northern sailors all laughed. 
 
    “Good luck,” said the large man as he began to walk away. 
 
    “We can pay!” yelled Gideon, and that stopped the large Northmen in their tracks, which gave Shanks an even more uncomfortable feeling about them. 
 
    “How much?” asked the Northman, his blue eyes flashing with interest. 
 
    “How much would it take to get your captain to raise anchor in two days?!” asked Gideon, his voice growing desperate and serious. 
 
    “All of it,” replied the Northman dangerously.  
 
    “Let’s go!” yelled out Shanks as he put a hand on Gideon’s shoulder. “We need to find shelter – this storm is only getting worse!”  
 
    “All of it?” asked Gideon, realizing he may be in trouble. 
 
    “Yes,” said the Northman as he looked around to see who was watching. “All of it,” and he slowly reached for his sword and his two companions began to fan out. 
 
    “We do not deal with pirates!” yelled Shanks as he pulled Gideon away from the Northmen. 
 
    “Pirates!” growled the Northman, his strip of hair standing tall and unmoving in the blowing storm. “Hard words here in the North,” and he began to draw a long, wicked blade from its scabbard. 
 
    Suddenly, shouts erupted all along the massive quay and the whole harbor came to life. 
 
    “The brothers are fighting!” cried out men and the message was received and passed on as every man ran off the docks. The three Northmen tucked their swords away and began to follow the racing crowd. 
 
    “We will meet again, Asarian!” yelled the Northman to Shanks before sprinting off. 
 
    Gideon and Shanks stood on the docks as the brutal storm worked its way over the huge wharf. Waves crashed along the harbor sending a stinging spray of water across the wood and over their booted feet. 
 
    “It would seem Beorcus has finally arrived!” yelled out Gideon, and Shanks nodded his head and the two made their way through the driving sleet and howling winds towards the center of town. 
 
      
 
    ***************** 
 
      
 
    Daphaxian sat at a large round table with four other men. They were in a gambling house and it was packed to the limit. Both men and women from all parts of Asaria drank and gambled, and servers took trays of ale and wine and rich foods continuously out to the greedy patrons that harried them for more. Daphaxian stared at the cards in his hand, his face an unreadable mask.  
 
    “I call,” said an irritated Byoadrin as he pushed the rest of his coin into the center pile. He was a tall thin Northman with a shaved frost-colored head and a beardless face, and his one good eye was cold blue while the other was sightless and white. His nose was straight and long, and he had sharp facial features and pointed ears, and he wore earrings of gold and lavish rings on each finger. 
 
    Prince Allenmare sat quiet while he waited for Daphaxian to give up his hand. He had done well all morning until the last few hands when Daphaxian remarkably came back from being nearly broke. Now the stakes were high as a large pile of gold and silver spread out across the center of the table. The two other men that joined them had folded earlier and now it was between Byoadrin and Daphaxian, who sat there stone-faced after pushing all his coins into the center pile. 
 
    “Show me your cards or I will stack you in pieces,” threatened Byoadrin, who was clearly tired of the smug Asarian. All morning while they gambled the two had verbally sparred, but now the threats were becoming dangerously real. 
 
    “You show me yours first,” said Daphaxian, who was dressed in a black silk shirt. “I want to relish in my upcoming victory.” 
 
    Byoadrin eyed the man with contempt and then threw his cards down with confidence. They were nines – all four of them. 
 
    “No way you beat that, princess,” spat the Northman, his good eye glaring with hatred. 
 
    Daphaxian stared wide-eyed at the nearly unbeatable hand, and Byoadrin’s smile was evil. Not many hands could beat the one that was lying on the table amongst the pile of treasure, and Daphaxian laid his cards down one at a time. A Ten, a Man-at-Arms, a Queen of the North, a King of the North, and the last card he flipped with authority so it spun on the table over his four other cards. A God of the North, and all five were black diamonds. A Royal Flush that made Byoadrin curse loudly. 
 
    “You cheating dog!” and the Northman stood and reached for his blade. 
 
    “Don’t be a sore loser,” Daphaxian mocked. “I’ll give you a chance to win it back,” and he grabbed a piece of silver from his pile and flipped it up at the Northman. 
 
    Byoadrin drew his sword lightning fast and it knocked the coin back at Daphaxian’s face, but the Asarian was quicker and he snatched it from the air. 
 
    “The brothers are fighting!” said a man as he ran into the packed tavern. Everyone froze in silence as he then ran back out and continued his cry. “The brothers are fighting!” 
 
    The tavern burst into motion and all the patrons moved to exit the White Bear. Byoadrin sheathed his sword and then knocked the table over, sending Daphaxian’s treasure across the room. Men and women grabbed handfuls as they ran past and into the street. Daphaxian tried in vain to recapture most of the treasure as he scrambled across the floor, getting kicked and knocked around by the other fleeing patrons. Soon, the entire gambling tavern was empty except for Daphaxian who sat counting the small fraction of treasure that had been piled on the table just moments earlier. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ************************ 
 
      
 
    Bearok swung a powerful fist, crunching the side of Beorcus’ face and causing him to stagger back a step. A left hook to the body and a right cross to the large Northman’s head sent him back two more steps, but Beorcus just spit blood and smiled at his older brother. Bearok feigned a left jab and Beorcus threw a looping hook to counter, but Bearok ducked under the punch and came up with a smashing right elbow that caught Beorcus square in the face, but still he did not go down.  
 
    The brothers were in the center of a huge throng of spectators and were given just enough room to circle and fight. The street was filled with people and the second story balconies were the same. There were even men on the rooftops, desperate enough to get a good view of the anxiously awaited brawl between the two brothers. 
 
    Beorcus bull rushed Bearok and tackled him to the snowy street. They scrambled around like two ferocious animals and Beorcus quickly stood over his brother, but then came down fast, swinging his right fist hard into Bearok’s face as he landed on top of him. 
 
    Bearok reached around Beorcus and held him close as he lay dazed on the ground. His thoughts were swimming and he was reminded of the last time he had been rocked that hard by his brother.  
 
    Since Bearok and Beorcus were small, they both knew they would be given the chance to become a Shadow to the King of the North. Their father was the First Shadow to King Ironheart’s father and so their place at the next king’s side was secure. But only one of the brothers could be a Shadow. By Northern law and obvious reasons, the eight Shadows of the King could not be of the same blood.  
 
    Beorcus wanted nothing more than to be a Shadow and saw it as an opportunity to be great, but Bearok looked at the chance to become a Shadow as a dismal responsibility. His father often told him that because he was marked with black hair – a rare characteristic for a Northman – he was destined to be a Shadow and serve the king.  
 
    A decision by combat was decided for the brothers when they came of age. They would fight until only one was left standing and that boy would grow to be the First Shadow to King Ironheart by decree of the Northern God himself.  
 
    The two fought in a massive covered stadium built in the city of Frostbite, which was not far from Castle Coldstorm. The building was packed with Northmen, all betting on the upcoming fight. It had been anticipated since before the two brothers could walk, and all the North knew they would one day fight for the right to be a Shadow. 
 
    Beorcus had smashed Bearok for most of the fight, hitting him so hard that Bearok thought to lose consciousness many times, but something inside the Northern boy raged like fire and the thought of losing any fight or battle drove him mad. Even a fight against Beorcus, his brother, who he dearly loved, he could not bear himself to lose.  
 
    In the end, Bearok stood over an unconscious Beorcus. The large boy lay sprawled out across the arena floor soaked in blood with a huge split in his face that ran from his forehead down to his jaw. Bearok had strangely become a Beserker and nearly killed his brother in the blackout of madness. Beorcus was taken away on a stretcher and the two had not seen each other again, until today. 
 
    Beorcus came down again with a striking head-butt that smashed Bearok’s face, causing the Shadow’s head to slam hard against the solid ice on the street. The crowd cheered for Beorcus as he punched his brother’s face repeatedly, roaring like an animal gone mad.  
 
    Bearok laid there near to defeat. He had no desire to hurt his brother again, but the rage of the Berserker began to grow. He held it back while continuing to take severe punishment from his brother, but it became too much and his eyes began to glow a luminous white and his wild black hair blew like fire around his head.  
 
     Bearok roared and exploded outward, lying on his back he threw Beorcus off and away. He rose slowly with power, standing there with an indomitable strength that radiated around him. The crowd all took a step back in awe and Beorcus yelled in rage as he came in with a devastating right hook. The attack landed square on Bearok's jaw and the vicious blow turned his head sharply, but the Berserker was unfazed. He looked back at his brother and stepped forward while driving his fist into the large man’s chest, causing Beorcus to fall backwards into a throng of people that fell under his crushing weight.  
 
    Suddenly, the full force of the storm began to tear heavy tiles away from the roof tops of the buildings. Large ceramic shards began sailing out into the streets and hitting people as they tried to get out of the way. Men were blown off the roofs and balconies as snow blew in circles and large flakes the size of a man’s fist began to whirl in thick driving blankets.  
 
    Beorcus flailed over the crowd, knocking people over as he attempted to stand in the powerful storm. People began to scatter away from the prevailing winds that were gusting hard and blanketing everything in ice and snow.  
 
    Gretta grabbed Aliha and with the help of the newly arrived Gideon and Shanks, they managed to get the disoriented Bearok off the street as more and more pieces of sturdy buildings began to fall dangerously to the ground. Only Beorcus stood unaffected by the Northern squall. He continued to yell out to his brother while drifts of snow piled all around him and the ferocious winds made any visibility impossible. 
 
    “Come back, Brother!!” Beorcus roared. “Come back, you spineless Southern Princess!” and he bellowed incoherently with rage until he was buried under snow and debris.  
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    Thousands upon thousands of spectators filled the huge ceremonial hall as the wedding of the century unfolded before them. Tsing stood there more beautiful than any princess could hope to be on her wedding day. Her soon-to-be husband stood handsome and strong as words were shared by a holy man that stood humbly before them.   
 
    The massive stadium was thick with anticipation as the huge assembly of onlookers watched in awe as they prepared for battle. A vast army of demons was at the temple’s outer wall and it flung itself continuously against the huge barrier to gain the grand temple complex and destroy it alongside her wonderful wedding.  
 
    Tsing spoke her vows, and never before were the words so perfectly spoken. Her dress and silver tiara sparkled with diamonds and her imperial form shined with such luminosity that many of the hundreds of thousands of spectators had to shield their eyes or be blinded.  
 
    Tsing opened her eyes and smiled at the new morning sun as it woke her from her dream. She had had the dream many times since agreeing to get married, and each time it became longer and more real.  
 
    Tsing Tetsunai got out of bed and pulled her slippers on and wrapped a silk robe around hersef. She then walked gracefully to the lavish full-length mirror in her bed chamber and stopped. She was the princess of The Eastern Islands and soon to be married to a handsome prince that belonged to a rich and powerful family that ruled over an extensive kingdom in Eastern Perlosia. She was excited for the change and new life and she knew she would grow to love her future husband. 
 
    Tsing’s reflection in the mirror showed a tall beautiful woman with smooth olive skin that appeared to be porcelain. She was twenty island summers old, thin, well toned with muscle, and quite athletic with straight black hair that fell long past her shoulders. She had long bangs that parted at the middle of her forehead and fell down the side of her heart-shaped face to her delicate jaw line. Tsing’s long dark eyebrows arched over her almond shaped eyes that were green and streaked with silver and considered quite exotic. Her nose was small and her lips thick and red. She was called “The Life Flower” and revered throughout the entire island nation. 
 
    Tsing was strong-willed with a fire-like temper, which she could control – mostly. She was like her father, Emperor Yeoshinai Tetsunai, an honorable man who ruled with both an iron fist and a compassionate hand. 
 
    Tsing left her bedroom and walked the long, decorated hallways of the Imperial Palace with servants and guards in tow. She moved quickly, determined to catch her father while he was still in his morning prayer, moving hastily down short flights of stairs connected to long open hallways and in and out of breath- taking courtyards and gardens.  
 
    Tsing entered a small temple-like structure and quick-stepped down a long flight of stairs that circled in on itself and spiraled past many floors. At the bottom was a landing filled with the bronze statues of ninety-nine monks, each praying in different poses, some bowing down with their faces on the floor while others stood with arms stretched high into the air. Tsing walked past them slowly and with reverence while her servants and guards waited quietly for her return. She moved down the long chamber without making a sound and when she got to the end, she knelt on the padded floor and waited for her father, the emperor, to come out from his morning prayer. 
 
    Tsing thought of what she would say and how she would say it. She would not tell her father of the dreams, but insist it was her decision to make and she would convince her future husband to agree. She had only heard vague rumors about the fabulous temple, and her history studies only described the continent of Asaria as war-torn and in constant turmoil. It would be hard to convince her father to move the wedding all the way to there. Impossible and improbable, she thought, yet she felt in her heart that she was being told to go there, with an entourage of many thousands, all the way to Asaria. Her dreams could not have been more specific – she was to be married in the Temple of Carami. 
 
      
 
    ***************** 
 
      
 
    Torique stood starboard watching the massive fleet roll across the vast ocean on waves that rocked the ships, spilling water across their wooden planks. His mind was on his wife and daughter – as it was always. He longed to finish this last voyage so he could hold Elizabeth again and watch his daughter, Angelica, smile and laugh and tell him how “perfect” things were. It had been too long.  
 
    A large wave broke against The Coral Rose and the cold spray took him in the face and it did not faze him. He was born for this life and he loved the ocean, but he loved his family more and the anguish to get back to them was sickening. He rarely slept, staying awake at night to write in his journal or stand on the deck of his ship and stare up at the night sky to see the stars glimmer and pulse – the constellations coming to life in a universal play. 
 
    Elizabeth… Angelica… They were always there on his mind. Every thought ended with them. Elizabeth…. Angelica…. He had to get back to his wife and daughter as soon as possible. He worried about them constantly, even though he knew they were safe while staying at the estate with the Chancellor of Commerce and his family.  
 
    Torique took in a deep breath, filling his lungs with the overpowering smell of the ocean. It helped to give him strength, and he would need it in the coming weeks as The Coral Rose and the rest of the fleet cut through the high ocean waves.  
 
      
 
    ******************** 
 
      
 
    Fedor sat and stared at all the people gathered in the hold of the massive cargo ship. Their spirits were beginning to waver and talk of a better life in the New Land turned to doubt, and soon threads of suspicion were sewn throughout the large underbelly of the ship.  
 
    Fedor sat quiet. He found it hard to believe that his town was overrun and the people either killed or sent to Dragonport to be crammed into the hold of a ship and sent to a new land to live a better life. Not long ago he was taken away in a cage, now he was prisoner on a ship and the people around him were fools.  
 
    They huddled together in small groups. There were families and friends and tiny gatherings of those that had no one, finding that in common and sharing ideas for the future. The people were fed and treated well – provided they stay below deck and remain in an orderly fashion. There was a constant rotation on the wash and waste of the huge gathering of people, so at first the moral was high for those that were given the choice between sailing to a new land to establish a colony for The Crown, or working in the mines.  
 
    Those that were stripped of everything and forced aboard the ships like prisoners were not as positive about their situation. Fedor was one of those people, but he did not dare speak ill of the voyage. Instead, he just sat and watched and listened to the nervous chatter that drifted throughout the hold of the ship. It was not long before the crowded gathering of people began to stir and Fedor did not want to give any fuel to a potential mob if the crowd became desperate. They were locked in the hold of a huge ship for a reason, and until they knew more or found land, it would be best if they all remained calm. 
 
    Fedor sat quiet in the crowded hold of the ship and thought about his son, Michael, and his small daughter, Tristania. He thought about Jase and the dream he had when he thought he actually talked to his son. It had been too long since he put eyes on his children and his heart ached in their absence. 
 
    Fedor looked at the woman and young girl as they sat across the way on blankets, speaking in hushed tones. The young girl reminded him of his spirited daughter and watching her made him miss Tris even more.  
 
    Since their arrival on the ship, Fedor had looked after them, keeping them safe without intruding on them. The short woman was thin with large hips and curly brown hair that fell to her shoulders. She was dressed in a white dress that was similar in style to the one her small daughter wore. Fedor never introduced himself, but he was close enough that he could hear bits and pieces of hushed conversation. Apparently, they too were taken against their will, and for some reason the young girl kept blaming her father.  
 
    “This is all daddy’s fault,” the young girl had said more than once. “He ruined everything, and now things will never be perfect again.”  
 
      
 
       ********************** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It has been confirmed; the harbor is filled with ships sailing out for deep water,” Tinyaori said. 
 
    Emperor Yeoshinai Tetsunai stood tall and straight in his silk robes as he looked out across the distance to an unseen harbor from the railing of his palace balcony. He was nearing seventy island summers, but both his mind and body were still quite strong. His thin white hair was long past his shoulders and he grew a lengthy, graying beard that he lightly pulled on as he stood thinking. Guards stood present as he was being advised on the dire situation, and he gritted his teeth with held-back anger. 
 
    “Tinyaori, you are the wisest on my council, and you have come to know my daughter well. Was she abducted from these palace walls?” 
 
    Tinyaori stood straight while holding the note found in Princess Tsing’s lavish bedroom. He had long black hair that was kept up in a top-knot, and he had a beardless face. His dark almond shaped eyes stared down at the parchment he held, and he thought carefully on what to say.   
 
    “This note would indicate that she was…,” Tinyaori replied hesitantly. 
 
    “Was she abducted?!” the emperor screamed while turning on the man.  
 
    “No, Emperor,” the advisor said calmly. 
 
    “Then why are the people of this island sailing away to find her?” Emperor Yeoshinai asked after regaining his composure. He already knew the answer as Tinyaori looked down at the letter that was crumpled on the floor, thrown there by the emperor himself after reading the message with disgust. The message was sent from the mainland, advising the emperor that Prince Toyatonishi was sailing to Asaria with his entire armada to rescue Princess Tsing. 
 
    Tinyaori stood humbly without talking.  
 
    “Where is the princess?” the emperor asked. 
 
    “Emperor, we believe she has sailed east,” Tinyaori answered reluctantly. “Possibly to Asaria.”  
 
    “Why would she do this?” Emperor Yeoshinai asked, more to himself, and Tinyaori shrugged slightly and shook his head. When concerning Princess Tsing, it was hard to answer the questions she always left behind. 
 
    “Who does she sail with?” the emperor asked as he turned away to once again stare out above the lower city to where the harbor sprawled unseen.  
 
    “She may have gone with Quorlong,” answered Tinyaori. 
 
    “The self-proclaimed brilliant scientist?” asked Emperor Yeoshinai, turning back to the advisor, his voice edged with growing anger. “I did not know he had a ship.” 
 
    “Vague reports hint towards a hot-air balloon being sighted in the middle of the night, possibly leaving Quorlong’s estate. It is all speculation, of course.”  
 
    Emperor Yeoshinai stood quiet as he pondered the events that had transpired over the past two days. When Tsing’s morning assistant went to wake her, she found the princess gone and the abduction letter on her bed. The young woman went screaming through the palace while guards burst into action, searching the palace grounds extensively to find the princess or clues on her abduction. The city below was scoured as well and word had spread to the docks that Princess Tsing had been taken. The whole island had gone up in an uproar, and the cry was heard across the Sea of Flowers to the mainland where Tsing’s future betrothed stood seething and dishonored. By the next day, Prince Toyatonishi had his armada of ships nearly ready for sail as he intended on burning Asaria to the ground in his search for Princess Tsing and her abductor: the Asarian rogue named Daphaxian.  
 
    “Ready my fleet,” Emperor Yeoshinai commanded angrily and with defeat. He knew he could not sit idle behind palace walls while his unnerving daughter dragged thousands across the ocean to the land of Asaria.  
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    Prince Hadias waited patiently under a warm sun in a large clearing that was surrounded by tall wide trees with leafy branches. His scouts were coming back with information concerning the Arani Army that was waiting at the next frontier town. Hadias knew he could take the town by force, but at what cost? The small frontier towns were not the primary objective, but they were being raided for slaves.  
 
    “I need to know if we are being scouted yet, try it again,” Prince Hadias told his general. 
 
    “Yes, Prince,” Kneeamara spoke softly and closed her eyes. Her mind reached out to the surrounding forest and hunted for prey. 
 
    Three other soldiers walked into the clearing and they went down to one knee. 
 
    “Rise,” Prince Hadias said. “What do you know?” 
 
    “They are scouting the forest and preparing for an attack,” replied Harn Cross, a lead scout in the army. “Once we capture a soldier we will know more.”  
 
    “General Kneeamara will scout for me, pull your men back,” replied the Prince.  
 
    “Yes, Prince Hadias,” said Harn and the three soldiers ran off into the forest. 
 
    Hadias stood quiet and relaxed in the calming surroundings of the Timberlands. The huge ranging forest was alive with the talk of squirrels and the chatter of frightened birds. The smell of the forest and its trees was as intoxicating as any beautiful woman – even the powerful witch at his side.  
 
    Kneeamara stood there with her eyes closed and a soft smile edged its way across her beautiful lips. Hadias wondered if the woman knew of his deep feelings for her, and the thought of her warm touch stirred a kettle of emotions inside him. 
 
      
 
    *********************** 
 
      
 
    Gildenroe was a trained scout for the Arani army. He had spent most of his life tracking and ranging all throughout the Timberlands. He was well schooled and had a rambunctious appetite for adventure and was well trained with a sword and long bow.   
 
    He froze against a tree wondering if he saw something out across the forested landscape. Gildenroe sank slowly to his knees and then disappeared into the thick brush that carpeted the ground.  
 
    Did he hear something other than the Timberland’s sweet song of nature? He scanned the area ahead of him, looking between each tree. The sun was high overhead and the forest was hot and Gildenroe laid there unmoving. He was tired and the opportunity to sleep had eluded him for many nights. 
 
    When the dark Prince Hadias first started sacking the frontier towns, many carrier birds were sent out. Most were shot down out of the sky by expert Asarian long bowmen, but one had made its way to Starcrest, and from there, the word spread. The Arani Army in Starcrest formed up and traveled east to the northern part of the Timberlands and then turned south and traveled to all the towns that were yet to be attacked by Prince Hadias. They gathered up Timberland folk who were able to fight against the Asarian army. Most of them were the lumberjacks that lived in the towns, and they were all too eager to see Hadias on the battlefield. 
 
    The large Arani army made its way to the frontier town just north of where Gildenroe laid tired and close to falling into slumber. He would never fall asleep while scouting for the army, but he had never been more drained. The last two nights he had slept little due to the exhausting work of fortifying the town, and several short-range scouting patrols kept him up all day. But Prince Hadias was in the area – he could feel it – and he fought back the overpowering urge to fall asleep. 
 
    “What are you doing?” inquired the small girl as she stood close to where the scout laid unmoving. Gildenroe was startled to his knees, grabbing at the girl and hushing her while bringing her low to hide in the tall brush. 
 
    “Be quiet,” Gildenroe whispered, “and stay down.” 
 
    “Why?” the young girl asked innocently. 
 
    “Because the dark Prince Hadias and his evil Asarian army are coming to invade your town, and it is up to me to save it.” 
 
    “How many men do you have?” 
 
    “Three hundred brave knights from the Starcrest Brigade, and two hundred good fighting men from the towns north of here.” Gildenroe wasn’t sure why he felt compelled to answer all the little girl’s questions, and asking her who she was did not seem relevant.  
 
    “How well are you dug in and what fortifications have you made to the town?” Mara asked the scout and he gave her all the information she required.  
 
    “I hope to see you again, Gildenroe,” said Mara sweetly, after she had talked with the man for what seemed like quite some time. 
 
    “What are you talking about? Where are you going?” Gildenroe asked the tiny girl and then blinked open his eyes and found himself laying in the forest brush. He immediately realized he had fallen asleep and that he dreamt about the small girl and he smiled to himself at how real the dream was. Gildenroe was troubled, however, at the fact that he had just fallen asleep and he wondered how long he was out.  
 
    He peered just above the shrubs and tall forest grass, looking around trees and scanning the area with good eyes and expert senses. There was nothing, and he began to creep slowly forward, gliding from tree to tree, moving soundlessly through the forest. Gildenroe could not pull his mind away from the girl in the unusual dream and it made his thoughts troubled and scattered. He came to a stop and hid low behind a tall thick tree. His nerves tingled as he thought about the strange dream and how he had suddenly fallen asleep in the brush.  
 
    Gildenroe’s senses flared to life and he immediately began to move back the way he had come. Hadias was close and his scouts would be closer. He drew his short sword with one hand and grabbed at a throwing knife with the other. He scanned the area as he backed away through the rough forest terrain.  
 
      
 
      
 
    ********************* 
 
      
 
    Tristania sat frozen with fear against a large boulder, and a sliver of moonlight peeked through the ceiling of forest branches and leaves. She wasn’t alone and they were whispering above her. 
 
    Tris remembered running with Evaylia and the other panicked frontier folk. She had gotten her feet tangled with another person, and in the mad dash to get away from the soldiers, she tripped and fell and slammed her face on the back of someone’s rising heel. She must have blacked out because when she regained consciousness, it was dark and she was being carried away into the forest. Once she was far from the trail she had blacked out on, she was set down and left alone in the dark. She cried at first, hoping that Michael or Evaylia would hear her, but after a while she resigned to just sit against the boulder in the dark and wait until daylight came to the Timberlands.  
 
    But then there were subtle movements around her – black shadows that were darker than the night. One seemed to be crouching on top of what appeared to be a large boulder that stood tall across from her. The shadow whispered in a strange language, and then another presence responded with the same eerie whisper, and she realized it was crouching above her on the large rock she huddled against. In terror, she got up and ran blindly into the dark forest, screaming as branches clawed at her face and raked at her legs and arms, drawing blood that ran slick down her cheeks. Then she hit a tree and was out cold once more.   
 
    When she regained consciousness, she was laying face-down across the back of a saddled horse. Her face was sore, and she could tell her right eye was swollen. It was still dark and her captors carried no torches, but they moved through the forest easily and spoke to one another. 
 
    “You were told to keep her safe,” a woman’s voice scolded.  
 
    “She took off running,” replied a boy’s voice. “What was I supposed to do?” 
 
    “You and Haze were scaring her,” said a girl’s voice and two others interjected in return. 
 
    “No we weren’t,” said one. 
 
    “Not true, not true,” said another boy. 
 
    Tris laid there silent across the horse with a sore face and many body aches and listened to the strange group argue as they traveled through the dark forest.  
 
      
 
    ************************ 
 
      
 
    Michael sat on a short log and removed the boot that was on his right foot. There was a small pebble that had bothered him all day and he was now just attending to it. Evaylia held a torch that lit the surrounding area. They were in a small clearing that had the remnants of an old forest campsite clustered about them and they both sat there discouraged under a dark sky ringed by treetops.  
 
    It was night again and they had searched for Tris for a full day and had found no trace of her. Michael was sick with fear at the thought of what had happened to his little sister. Since she first came up missing the night before, Michael, Evaylia and the lumberjack, Norman, searched the forest extensively in a desperate attempt to find her, but neither Tris nor any sign of her could be found. When morning came, it was agreed that Norman would travel east and catch up to Big Tim and help in getting his family and the other frontier people safely to Warmwater. Norman also promised Michael he would take care of his brother, Jase.  
 
    “We will find her,” Evaylia kept saying, trying to sound more convincing than tired. They had not slept in two days and the signs were beginning to show. 
 
    “I know,” Michael would say absently, thinking of his sister and nothing else. He was exhausted and the desperate search had consumed him and the only thing that mattered was finding Tristania. He would not stop until he did, but he knew they could not continue on effectively if they did not stop and take a short rest. 
 
    “We should make camp here,” Michael said in a tired, disheartened voice. “I will gather some wood for a fire,” and he pulled his boot back on and stood slowly with exhaustion. Evaylia said nothing as she sat quiet with the crackling torch.  
 
    Michael soon had a small warm fire going and he sat and stared into the flames. Evaylia had extinguished the torch to save for later and moved to sit down next to him on the forest floor. She put her arms around him and gave a gentle hug. 
 
    “We will find her,” Evaylia said yet again and Michael looked into her eyes warmly. 
 
    “I know,” he replied and they both sat quiet and rested.  
 
    Michael kept the fire going and allowed Evaylia to sleep at his side, and he stared at her as she slept and felt his strong attraction to her grow. He loved her dearly, but the probable loss of Tris made him sick with worry so he could not enjoy the time spent with her. 
 
    Michael was not sure how long he had been asleep, but when he opened his tired eyes, he thought he was dreaming. Across from him on the other side of the fire sat a large man on a tree stump holding a long thick stick over the flames and roasting a small animal. He was dressed in light armor which hid beneath a long black cloak. Next to the large man stood three figures; two men, who were also dressed in light armor, and a woman that was so striking it was hard for Michael to look away from her. She stood tall with wild black hair and exotic features. She wore little clothing, showing off her dark, lean, muscular body under thin fur wraps that went around her waist and chest.  
 
    Evaylia slept next to him and he dared not move or make a sound. Michael’s heart pounded in his chest as everyone sat motionless in an uneasy silence. The large man that sat on the stump looked familiar and Michael realized it was the man that had saved him and Norman from the soldiers in the pass. He was the Kadomi that his father had told him many stories about. Cataclys and his family lived in the Timberlands and he was rumored to be a good man. And his daughter, Minx, was even more stunning than the stories told.  
 
    “What is your name, boy?” asked Cataclys in a deep voice. “Michael,” he said quietly and Evaylia stirred awake.  
 
    “What?” she asked as she looked at Michael. He gave her a small reassuring smile that told her things were ok, but then nodded across the clearing at their visitors so she would know they were not alone. Evaylia’s eyes grew wide and she slowly sat up. 
 
    “It’s ok,” Michael said calmly to her. 
 
    “Is it?” said Minx in a dangerous tone as she slowly walked around the fire, the fingers on her hand gently brushing the hilt of a long knife that was sheathed against her upper leg. 
 
    Evaylia stiffened in fear and Michael rose slowly, unsure of the woman’s intent. 
 
    “Minx,” said Cataclys calmly while his two sons stood by and watched in amusement.  
 
    “Father,” Minx said innocently, “I wish to mate with this Michael.” 
 
    “What?” said Evaylia, coming out of her shock. 
 
    “Minx, please,” replied Cataclys in a deep voice. “They are in no mood for this. Tell them why we are here.”  
 
    Minx walked slowly towards them and stopped just inches away from Michael. Her animal eyes and red full lips left him short of breath, and the scent of cherry blossoms that stirred from off her wild black hair made him nearly fall over. 
 
    “Michael,” Evaylia said ever so sweetly. “Michael!” she repeated, but this time with irritation and a strong hand that moved to wrap around his arm.  
 
    “What,” Michael said warmly as he tore his eyes away from Minx to stare at Evaylia, but Minx spoke quickly to get Michael’s attention back. 
 
    “We are here with good news of your sister,” Minx purred. 
 
    “Tris,” Michael blurted out. “You know where Tristania is?” and the young man stepped past a disappointed Minx, almost brushing her aside as he quickly moved around the small campfire to stand before Cataclys. “You know of my sister?” Michael asked the large Kadomi as he sat roasting another small dead animal on a long stick. Evaylia stepped past the stunned Minx and she looked at the Kadomi woman and gave her a smile and a raised eyebrow as she moved to stand by Michael. Instinctively, Minx took a step forward and reached for her blade, resisting the urge to kill her competition then and there. 
 
    “Your sister is fine,” said Cataclys. “She was knocked unconscious in your hasty retreat in the pass and my sons carried her to safety. They are taking her to my home where she will be safe with my wife, Bersena.” 
 
    Michael, although still worried about his little sister, was relieved to hear she was alright. He felt he could trust Cataclys and his family and that Tris would be in good hands if she stayed with them. 
 
    “Thank you,” Michael said to the Kadomi. “We had thought her lost,” and Michael put his arm around Evaylia, and she gave him a warm smile. 
 
    “I will take you to your sister, Michael, while this girl next to you stays with Cogaro to mate,” Minx said as she walked around the pair. 
 
    “What?” both Michael and Evaylia exclaimed at the same time. 
 
    “Minx will take you both to your sister,” Cataclys said as he chewed a piece of cooked meat from his wooden skewer.  
 
    “Boring,” Minx replied. “Don’t worry, girl, you’ll be safe with me,” and Minx gave Evaylia a wink that was complimented with a sneer.  
 
    “My name is Evaylia,” she said strongly and then turned and gave Michael a hard, passionate kiss. 
 
    Michael pulled back and gave Evaylia a strange look and then glanced at Minx and found her licking her lips and giving him a wild look. Michael quickly moved away from both the women and turned to address Cataclys. 
 
    “Will you not be coming with us?” Michael asked Cataclys. 
 
    “No,” was all the Kadomi said. 
 
    Michael waited quietly, hoping the man would say more, but he didn’t. He looked at the two men standing next to Cataclys. They were both his sons and they looked similar to their father; tall, thick, strong looking men with long dark hair and rugged features. One of the men stood a little taller and a little wider and his eyes glimmered with animal insight and Michael knew him to be Cataclys’ first born, Cogaro.  
 
    “The soldiers in the pass,” Michael said hesitantly, hoping to draw Cataclys into conversation, “were you hunting them?”  
 
    Cataclys looked up at Michael as he finished chewing and swallowed. “We have been tracking Prince Hadias since he moved against your town,” Cataclys said, his deep voice sounding ominous in the quiet forest. “We followed you as well since you traveled with the witch.”  
 
    “The witch?” asked Evaylia as she moved to be next to Michael. 
 
    “Kneeamara,” Minx said with hatred as she walked up behind Cataclys. “The Asarian Witch is what most call her. She is Prince Hadias’ general and has been touched by magic and when I get a chance,” Minx purred, “I’m going to bleed her dry.” 
 
    “And you think we traveled with her?” Michael asked. 
 
    “I watched you talk to her,” Cataclys growled, giving Michael a glare of suspicion.  
 
    “I did?” Michael asked with confusion, turning to Evaylia to find her shaking her head in puzzlement.  
 
    “You did,” accused Cogaro, speaking for the first time in a deep voice edged with anger, his brother next to him shaking his head in agreement and scowling. 
 
    “I…we…,” both Michael and Evaylia started talking at once, defending themselves against their accusers. 
 
    “That’s impossible,” Michael protested, “I would have known if I was talking to a witch,” and he tried to remember who he had spoken with that could have been a witch. He found the whole notion absurd and to argue his position seemed ridiculous and he stammered to a halt as Cataclys stood up to tower over him. 
 
    “I know what I saw,” Cataclys said carefully and Michael just stood there with nothing else to say. “You will go with Minx now,” and Cataclys turned away to move from the clearing, his two sons moving to follow. 
 
    “Are you going after Hadias?” Michael asked as he kicked dirt over the fire to extinguish it. “I would like to come with you to help.” 
 
    “To help?” Cogaro asked in disbelief as he turned around and Minx walked up quickly and advanced on Michael, causing him to step back to the edge of the small clearing.  
 
    “How would you help, Michael?” Minx asked sternly and she pushed him up against a tree. Evaylia protested and moved towards the pair, but a cold look and an outstretched hand from Cogaro caused her to stop and watch. 
 
    “How would you help, Michael?” Minx asked again as she held him up against a tree. Michael did not resist, and his look told her he did not understand. “If you are going to help us, Michael, you have to be able to kill,” Minx said in his face, their lips almost touching. “Not just stab him in the chest,” and she laughed and turned to Cogaro who grinned with contempt.  
 
    “I was…,” Michael stammered, and Evaylia interjected but was hushed immediately by Cogaro. 
 
    “You’re a boy!” Minx screamed in his face, but then spoke so softly he could barely hear her. “And I like that, but…,” and the beautiful Kadomi woman gave Michael the gentlest of kiss while he stood wide eyed and frozen with fear as she held her knife up against his throat. Evaylia whimpered but dare not move or say a word as Cogaro stood close, giving her looks that told her she could be next. 
 
    “The soldiers we follow will not hesitate at cutting your throat, Michael,” and Minx pushed the flat of her blade up harder against his throat, causing him to swallow and eye her with anger, then she slowly stepped away. 
 
    “I need no lesson in killing,” Michael said bitterly while rubbing at his neck. Cogaro and his brother just laughed as they turned to follow their father into the forest.  
 
    “Go with Minx,” Cataclys said. “You cannot help us.” 
 
    “Please, my father was taken–” Michael started to plead but was cut short when Cataclys turned around and spoke with sympathy. 
 
    “Fedor was taken south in the slave wagons. I am sorry,” Cataclys said. 
 
    “You know my father and of his fate, and yet you do nothing?” Michael said in disbelief. 
 
    “I do, but I cannot help him, and neither can you. Go with Minx,” and Cataclys turned to step into the forest. 
 
    “I will not!” Michael yelled, causing the Kadomi to stop and turn around. “Let me come so I can have revenge!” 
 
    Cogaro laughed and called him a fool. 
 
    “I understand your need for blood, Michael,” Cataclys replied calmly, “but if you come with us, you will only do as I say. No heroics from you, is that understood? I do not want you in our way.”  
 
    “He will just get himself and his girl killed,” Cogaro said as he turned to walk into the trees. 
 
    “That will be on his head,” Cataclys said, and he too walked into the forest with Michael and Evaylia following close behind. Minx came last and she moved as if stalking her prey. 
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    Tristania laid there quiet across the horse that carried her. She pretended to be unconscious, although the two boys that walked on either side of her horse made comments to hint to the fact they knew she was awake. The two boys started telling stories. 
 
    “Remember that time you and dad were scouting for wild boar and you came to the witch’s cave?” said one of the boys, Tris thinking his name to be Haze. 
 
    “No,” said the girl that held the reins to the horse. She slowly led the animal through the dark forest while hardly ever speaking. Tris would forget she was there and wasn’t sure of her name.  
 
    “Yes,” said the other boy whose name was Drix.  
 
    “And dad took you inside the cave and found the witch sitting on a chair at a small table before a crystal ball,” Haze spoke as if telling a scary story to a child.  
 
    “I remember,” replied Drix with a hint of dread in his voice. “I remember it all,” he repeated, sounding choked up with fear. “I remember it was dark and there was a soft glow coming from the crystal ball and it illuminated her long, greasy, black hair. Dad and I walked in and she turned her head slowly to look at us and she was faceless. No eyes, no nose or mouth– just wrinkled red skin,” said Drix with disgust. 
 
    “Ya, and when dad took her head her blood was dark as the night and it sprayed all over the cave, drenching you both in the black ichor,” Haze added. “Her ghost will never rest until she avenges her death by killing one of us. Maybe we should give the little girl to the dead witch’s ghost and see if it is appeased.”  
 
    “Stop it!” the girl said in an angry voice. Tris noticed that the two boys irritated her often.  
 
    “What’s that over there!” shouted Drix, pointing into the darkness. 
 
    “I said stop it!” the girl demanded again, and she stopped the horse.  
 
    “We’re just having fun, Year,” said Haze. 
 
    “Hey guys, there’s something…,” Drix was not heard. 
 
    “I’m tired of your fun, Haze, and so is Minx,” said a heated Year, but then she stopped suddenly when a large gathering of tall bushes shook momentarily just ahead. The three of them froze and they stared into the darkness at the forest shrubs and waited in silence. 
 
    “There is something in there,” whispered Drix as he began to creep forward, Haze right on his heels. Drix pulled out his hunting knife and tried desperately to pick up the scent of the creature that hid in the bushes. Drix wanted so badly to be like his brother, Cogaro. He wanted the animal spirit and the abilities that the Kadomi had. He wanted to be a Kadomi like his father. Drix breathed in deeply and tried to find the spirit of the animal that hid only feet away. 
 
    Drix shot forward headfirst into the bushes when Haze shoved him hard from behind. Haze laughed as he did it and a wild pig ran out squealing from the foliage.  
 
    “Dang it, Haze!” Drix yelled, jumping up from the bushes and launching himself at his brother, tackling him to the ground and swinging his fists angrily. They rolled across the forest floor, fighting like wild animals until Year was able to break them apart. 
 
    “Stop it!” Year screamed, pushing Drix away and standing between the cursing twin brothers. She was two summers older than the pair, so she was equal in size. “Enough!” she yelled in Haze’s face. “You are both acting like children and we have been given orders to take this girl…,” and Year pointed to the horse, and even though it was dark, the three could clearly see that Tris was gone. 
 
    “Find her,” Year whispered urgently, and the brothers scampered off into the forest, looking for the small girl’s trail.  
 
      
 
      
 
    *********************** 
 
      
 
    Spirit Wind stood on a high bluff, catching the stinging cold winds in the face while staring out on the horizon and waiting for the sun to rise. His cold fingers rubbed at a small dragonbone arrowhead that hung around his neck from a thin strap of leather. The charm was lucky, and he wore it always.  
 
    His dogs were harnessed and his packs were tied down and his sled ready to go. The animals whimpered and whined while he stood with Whitestar and watched as the soft glow of early dawn became a blazing sphere of morning sunlight. Spirit Wind took in a deep breath, filling his lungs with the cold air to clear his head. He had slept little in the last few days and he could feel the weariness taking hold of him. But it had been worth it, taking advantage of the clear weather and staying on the trail longer had put him far into the lead. Even Teres and his exceptional snowdog, Avalanche, were far behind, and the band of Asarians that were hunting him had been lost from the trail for days. 
 
    He mounted the back runners of his dogsled after harnessing Whitestar and gave the command to his snowdogs to begin the morning pull. They were eager to be on their way, as was Spirit Wind, but a tinge of sadness began to edge its way into his soul as the race came closer to the end.  
 
    Spirit Wind and his team were now entering the Ice Pack Mountains – the most dangerous part of the race with its gusting winds and narrow mountain passes with high ledges barely wide enough for a dogsled. There were flash avalanches that would end as quickly as they began, and Spirit Wind was thrilled by the danger and relished the last two days of the race as much as he regretted them, for he was too close to the end and would have to wait another year to feel this alive again. 
 
    The first part of the morning was smooth with a good hard pack covering the trail. The snow crunched as the dogs pulled the sled over it and Spirit Wind actually found himself humming during the enjoyable ride. 
 
    By afternoon, however, conditions had changed and dark clouds with strong winds began to cover the tall mountains and an ominous weight fell heavy over the pass as the wet snow began to drop in blankets. By nightfall, the trail was buried, and Spirit Wind was pushing his sled from behind while Whitestar and the other snowdogs pulled with all their strength.  
 
    He was forced to stop when the trail sloped up the side of a steep mountain while high winds and heavy snow blew hard against his face, and he abandoned his efforts until the mighty storm abated. 
 
    Spirit Wind unharnessed Whitestar and the snow dogs and then removed his packs from the sled after anchoring it down as best he could so it would not be swept away by the shifting snows. He then forced his way against the blowing winds and through the deep snow to a large cave opening not far from where he left his sled. Spirit Wind sat his packs down near to the entrance and pulled out a long hunting knife before slowly entering the dark cavern. Whitestar moved past him, as well as Pepper, Thars, Smoke, and Thorn, and they spread out to search the grotto, sniffing and scampering around the dark cave, splashing through puddles and bounding over high rocks.  
 
    After Spirit Wind was certain there was no danger to him or his animals, he gathered up his packs and brought them into the cave. He lit a small torch with his flint and steel and began foraging for dry sticks for a fire, but after searching the grotto extensively he was only able to find a few wet branches.  
 
    He sat against a rock and held his torch for warmth while he stared at the opening of the cave and watched the snow fall continuously. He dug through his packs to produce small amounts of bread and hard cheese as well as dried meats, which he shared with his faithful friends, and it did not take long before he surrendered to his exhaustion and fell asleep.  
 
    Spirit Wind woke to the sound of his dogs growling and found his torch had burned out and the cave dark. He sat against the boulder on the rocky floor and stared at the entrance as the silhouette of a man stood looking into the cave. Whitestar growled and bared her canines as she circled the cavern with Thorn and Smoke. Pepper and Thars stayed close to Spirit Wind and he slowly pulled his hunting knife free and sat quiet. The moonlight outside the cave leaked in and gave off a slight glow. 
 
    “Spirit Wind,” called a strained voice and the figure took a small step forward. Whitestar and the other dogs growled and barked fiercely. 
 
    “Spirit Wind,” the dark figure’s voice choked again.  
 
    “Teres?” Spirit Wind asked. “Is that you?” Spirit Wind stood up and grabbed at his torch that was near with flint and steel.  
 
    “It is me,” said a weak Teres as he stumbled into the cave with heavy footsteps. He pulled the hood of his heavy coat back as Spirit Wind’s torch flared to life. Whitestar continued to growl and bark, causing the other dogs to do the same, and Thars snarled viciously at the cave entrance. 
 
    “Are you alright? Where are your dogs?” Spirit Wind asked. “Thars!” he called out, “get over here!” and he yelled it again louder as the large gray snowdog ran out of the cave barking fiercely. Spirit Wind started to give chase but stopped immediately when Teres went face first to the hard cavern floor with a long knife hilt sticking out of his back. Thars’ violent bark turned to a quick whimper of pain, and then there was only silence.  
 
    Spirit Wind stood in shock staring between the lifeless body of Teres and the cave entrance only a dozen yards away. Whitestar barked ferociously at the mouth of the cave along with Pepper, Thorn, and Smoke as dark shapes began to materialize out from the raging storm to stand before the cave entrance.  
 
    Spirit Wind came to his senses and quickly doused his torch in a puddle at his feet and scampered off into a dark corner while holding his long knife and gathering up small rocks along the way. He regreted leaving his trusty ash bow and arrows in the packs that sat on the rock floor in the middle of the cave, far from where he blended into the shadows against the cavern wall.  
 
    Whitestar and the other dogs threatened menacingly, but that did not deter the large heavily dressed men as they slowly made their way into the dark cavern with long spiked clubs and glimmering swords. Spirit Wind’s animals moved away as they sensed the danger in the long weapons, but they continued to growl and bark as they scampered around the cave, staying well away from the large intruders. 
 
    There were four of the bulky men and they began to fan out slowly, holding their weapons out and keeping the vicious snowdogs at bay while scanning the cave for Spirit Wind. One of the men pulled out a small hand crossbow and pointed it at Whitestar’s head.  
 
     “Kill it,” said another man with a deep thick accent. 
 
    “Gladly,” the Asarian replied and he pulled the trigger just as a small rock bounced off his hand, causing the steel bolt to misfire and shoot harmlessly into the dark. Immediately, Whitestar lunged for the man’s neck, knocking him down with terrific speed and power and pulling his throat out with a mouthful of his coat.  
 
    Spirit Wind threw another rock and it bounced off the face of one of the other men as he moved to help his comrade, causing him to stumble and back away. The three men began swinging their weapons wildly while backing slowly to the mouth of the cave, keeping an eye on the other dogs while watching their companion struggle in the powerful jaws of the glacier wolf.  
 
    Spirit Wind moved slowly, staying in the shadows against the dark cavern wall as the men waved their weapons and yelled out threats to keep the animals at bay. When Spirit Wind felt he was close enough, he dove out from the dark cavern wall and plunged his long hunting knife deep through one man’s booted foot, pinning him to the ground. Spirit Wind then jumped up hard into the next man to tackle the large brute to the ground. It was like hitting a tree and Spirit Wind found himself caught in the strong embrace of the heavy man’s arms.  
 
    The man who had his foot nailed to the cavern floor with Spirit Wind’s knife screamed out and dropped his sword as he reached down to pull the blade free from his foot. But before he could yank out the knife, the man took the full weight of Thorn’s snapping jaws and he went down to his back screaming underneath the fierce snowdog with his foot still staked to the hard ground.  
 
    Spirit Wind could feel the crushing squeeze of the big man even through his heavy furs. He looked to the side as he groaned out with pain and saw the third man pulling his spiked club back for a swing at his head. Spirit Wind closed his eyes and struggled to break free from the man’s strong embrace, hoping not to feel the club when it smashed against his head.  
 
    When the blow did not come, Spirit Wind opened his eyes to find Smoke atop the man with the club, tearing at his throat and mid-section, fighting through the layers of thick furs until it reached blood, and another high-pitched scream echoed throughout the cave. 
 
    Spirit Wind was thrown to the ground hard by the last of the burley men who then pulled his sword back to give the Dishoni his death, but before he could drop the blade, he cried out in pain and twisted around to see the blood-soaked Thars biting into the back of his calf. The large man roared as he brought down the sword on the animal, causing it to yelp out in pain.  
 
    “No!” cried Spirit Wind as he sat where he was thrown. A gray shape sailed over his head as the large man in front of him turned with an upraised sword, and Whitestar plowed him over onto his back. The Asarian man fought bravely at first against the vicious glacier wolf, but eventually he joined his fellow comrades in a chorus of screams and death.  
 
      
 
      
 
    ************************* 
 
      
 
      
 
    A cold wet night pushed the train of Riverwatchers up the main road towards Starcrest, where they would find lodging for the night in a cheap seedy tavern. The next morning, they would wake early and begin the arduous journey through the Timberlands on their way to Eight. 
 
    Tonight, however, they would spend the long evening throwing back strong dark ale in a large smoky tavern while Simeon told stories of heroes and their spectacular deeds.  
 
    “I did save Yamen the Darkhorse!” Simeon roared and all those around him burst once more into laughter.  
 
    “I believe him!” cried the high whiney voice of Tye as he lifted his large mug of ale up for a drink just as Simeon slapped him hard on the back.  
 
    “As should you all!” Simeon roared as he lifted his mug to down the last of his ale.  
 
    “Then tell us the story!” many of the tavern listeners yelled as they laughed with disbelief. 
 
    “No, tell the story of how Yamen took back Castle Lamourne and found Aliha gone,” another man cried. 
 
    “You’re all fools!” yelled a bosomy tavern wench. “Tell the story of their love for each other!”  
 
    “They were in love?” cried out an astonished Tye as he tried to take another drink of his ale.  
 
    “Boy!” yelled Simeon as he cuffed the young man up the side of his head, causing him to spill the rest of his drink down the front of his shirt. 
 
    “Everyone’s heard of them romancing,” Simeon continued angrily. “Now crawl out of that dad-blum hole ya keep yourself in and listen to the saddest of tales.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    ********************** 
 
      
 
    Yamen the Darkhorse carried himself well on the field of battle. He moved with grace unlike any other that stood with a blade and although the tournament was festive, he still fought with an undeniable skill that left all in the arena amazed – including the newly queened Aliha. 
 
    She sat next to her new husband, King Uriah. They had been wed that morning in a huge assembly of guests and entertainers with music and lavish decorations and mouth-watering food, but idle love, for it was an arranged marriage to help strengthen the ties between the kingdoms of Asaria.  
 
    Aliha was the daughter of a rich Arani nobleman named Argus DeMoreath. She was kind and gentle and loved by all in the Arani kingdom. Aliha had been promised to an Arani prince and the whole of the Eastern Kingdom had waited many years to see that day come, but it never did. Aliha had been given to King Uriah in an attempt to make peace prevalent throughout all Asaria. 
 
    Queen Aliha stared down from a high balcony in the arena that held thousands of spectators. They were in Asarian City for the grand event of commemorating the union of King Uriah and his new queen. The massive stadium was filled with Asarians and Arani alike and they cheered loudly as the brave men fought below. 
 
    Aliha’s heart danced in her chest as she watched Yamen fight, and she marveled at his skill and grace. It seemed more like a dance as he wove his way through the melee of soldiers – all fighting for the right to be in the Queen’s Guard.  
 
    Fifty men entered the arena with tournament swords and shields. The blades they carried were bronze and dulled, making it hard to receive any life-threatening cuts. The shields were made of a hard, breakable wood that could shatter on impact if the opponent’s sword fell true. When that happened, the soldier with the broken shield was eliminated from the competition.  
 
    Yamen the Darkhorse ducked a hard cut that was meant to crash against his shield and he came up spinning fast, swinging his own sword out wide and catching the other man’s shield square, causing it to explode in a shower of splintered wood while knocking the soldier to the ground. Yamen then jumped up and kicked out hard to the side with his right foot, catching another man’s shield which stopped his advance. Then he dropped down low while spinning out his leg and he swept the other man off his feet and onto his back, knocking the air from his lungs just as Yamen’s sword crashed down onto his splintering shield. The crowd roared and Aliha’s heart skipped a beat as she watched the Dishoni monk fight against a sea of brave warriors, besting each man quickly and with ease. 
 
    It reminded Aliha of another time not so long ago. She was in Arani City, in a stadium similar to the one she sat in now, only she was with Prince Allenmar and other Arani nobles.  
 
    There was jousting at the three-day competition, and a knight dressed in the finest armor defeated all challengers throughout each day and he soon became the crowd favorite. At the end of the festivities and games, the knight rode around the arena on a large black charger to the cheers of thousands as they threw down flowers and articles of clothing.  
 
    At one point, as he circled the large arena, the adored knight swooped down and grabbed a fresh bouquet of roses from off the ground and then rode around to the other end and stopped below Aliha and her fellow nobles. The knight removed his helmet and the crowd roared as Aliha took three quick steps to stand at the balcony edge and look down at the famous Dishoni monk. Yamen stared up at the beautiful Aliha and he tossed the bouquet of flowers up to her and she nearly fell over the edge as she reached out to grab them. The crowd roared with approval, chanting Aliha’s name along with Yamen’s, and Aliha smiled and waved to the crowd as she threw down an exaggerated kiss with her hand to the handsome knight. Aliha then turned around laughing to see Prince Allenmar sitting with a dark expression clouding his face.  
 
    Later that night, after fighting with the Arani prince most of the evening, Aliha walked alone in her wondrous garden at her father’s large estate. She took time to stop and whisper to her favorite gathering of purple dragon lilies and laughed as if they spoke back to her. 
 
    “What did they say?” came a voice from out of the dark and Aliha jumped and held back a startled cry. 
 
    “Who’s there?” asked the Arani girl of seventeen summers. It was late and she wore only her night clothes under a silk white robe. 
 
    “Just me,” replied a casual Yamen as he stepped out into the torchlight. The Dishoni monk was only a year older than Aliha, but he seemed ages ahead of her in experience and knowledge, giving him a much older demeanor and it made Aliha feel like a little girl as she stood there acting shy. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” she asked while blushing and batting her eyes. 
 
    “I was out for a midnight stroll and I found myself lost in your garden,” Yamen replied in a cool manner, taking a small step forward. He was just over six feet tall with broad shoulders and a thin muscular frame, which he covered in a black silk shirt and trousers that tucked into high leather boots. His hair was jet black and straight and it fell long down his back and bordered a young handsome face with dark eyes that reflected a world of experience.  
 
    “My garden is not for just any boy to roam freely about,” Aliha said in a superior tone, but with just a hint of flirting and teasing. 
 
    “I am not just any boy,” replied a confident Yamen and he took another step towards the girl who in turn took a step back. It was true; Yamen was unlike any other boy in the world. His father was a powerful Dishoni Chief and Darkhorse was rewarded with all the extra privileges that came with that status. By the age of ten he was well trained by the best Dishoni warriors in the entire West, and at the age of thirteen, he was living and training with the monks at the Temple of Carami, where he donned the name Yamen the Darkhorse.  
 
    “If you come any closer,” Aliha started to say, and Yamen did come closer. “I will scream for help,” she whispered as Yamen backed her up against a tall flowerpot, and they came together in a long passionate kiss. When Yamen finally pulled away, Aliha whispered “Help” in a tiny high voice. Yamen smiled and reached out to gather her hand and they walked together through the garden and spoke in hushed tones, recalling the past and the first time they met several years earlier at the grand Temple of Carami.  
 
    Aliha had made the journey with her father and the king of the Arani people, as well as his son, Prince Allenmar. They sailed from Warmwater to the southern tip of Asaria where they docked at a small port and traveled on horseback to the wondrous temple. Once there, they took the guided tour and relished in all the breathtaking sights of the ancient structures, as well as the amazing courtyards and gardens. Wide streams with exotic fish wound their way throughout the entire temple complex and there were small bridges along the pathways for crossing.  
 
    There were tall, man-made waterfalls that were built for meditation purposes, and it was at one of these waterfalls that Aliha first saw Yamen. As she walked by with the group of twenty in the tour, she couldn’t help but stare at the bare-chested boy sitting with his legs crossed and his arms out to the side and palms up while meditating under the splashing waters. As she walked by, the strange boy opened an eye, winked, and then closed it again, making her blush and hurry on her way. As Aliha followed the tour, they came across another tall waterfall, and under the falling waters, sitting bare-chested and meditating, was the same boy she saw earlier, and once again he opened an eye, winked, and then closed it. Aliha stared at the boy, noticing his muscular frame, strong jaw line, and jet-black hair that fell straight as the waters splashed over his head and face.  
 
    The guided tour meandered up a small grassy hill and at the top of the rise was the tallest waterfall thus far. It stood an incredible seventy feet high with huge boulders stacked on top of each other in precise cut angles. Up the back of the tall structure were large buckets that pulled water from a stream and traveled up a belt-system to deliver the cold liquid to the top where it would cascade down onto a flat basin made of stone. Once again, the boy sat bare-chested in the waterfall, and once again he winked. This time, however, Aliha pretended not to notice, and as the group rounded the next corner, Aliha dove out of sight behind a large bush and waited for the boy to sprint past on his way to the next waterfall. Aliha sat quiet and unmoving, and just when she was about to give up and resume the tour in disappointment, a voice startled her from behind. 
 
    “Who are we hiding from?” asked Yamen the Darkhorse.  
 
    Aliha jumped and slapped the boy hard in the face as she turned around, then she sprinted off with embarrassment to find her tour group.  
 
    The next few days she spent with her father and her future betrothed, Prince Allenmar. She would get glimpses of the Dishoni boy as they walked the seemingly endless paths that ribboned throughout the temple complex. He would be showing-off doing a handstand on a small ledge at the top of the highest bell tower, and then would be seen meditating in the center of a small pathway. As she strolled by him with her prince, the boy just sat there with his eyes closed and Aliha watched and expected him to open an eye and wink, and when he didn’t, it bothered her ardently. That night, she snuck out of her small bed chamber and roamed the temple grounds until the young monk found her. 
 
    “What is your name?” the boy asked as he circled her slowly, and he spoke the answer at the same time she did. 
 
    “Aliha,” they said together, and she smiled and gave the boy a funny look. She was complimented by the fact that he knew her name.  
 
    “What is your name?” Aliha asked. 
 
    “Darkhorse,” the boy replied and the two sat on a stone bench and talked for the rest of the night.  
 
    Aliha snuck out to meet the strange boy each night after, and the two grew closer as they shared their ideas and conversed about nothing. There was never a break in the dialogue, and never an awkward moment, until it was time for her to leave the grand temple complex and return to Arani City. Aliha cried as she told Yamen of her destiny and how she was being groomed to marry Prince Allenmar and one day be queen of the Eastern Kingdom. It broke her heart and terrified her to say the words and she sat there in tears and explained her unfortunate situation, not daring to look him in the eyes. 
 
    “It’s ok, Princess. One day you will join me on a spirit cloud high above the mountains of my ancestors,” said Yamen. “One day we will be together,” and they shared a smile and a quick, but everlasting kiss. 
 
      Aliha sat with her new husband, King Uriah, and watched as Yamen the Darkhorse defeated each man easily to gain the right to be head of the Queen’s Guard. Uriah watched in annoyance as the famous Dishoni monk easily bested all his finest men. Not one was a match for Yamen, and so by right, the Dishoni monk was named Captain of the Queen’s Gaurd.  
 
    Yamen would be with Aliha – always. 
 
    As Simeon finished his tale, he threw back another mouthful of ale and called for another round. He could tell the crowd was pleased with his story, but there were a few that disputed the tale and said their love affair was only a rumor.  
 
    “Then why does Prince Hadias resemble Yamen more than that pig Uriah?” The bosomy tavern wench called out in dispute, and they all argued until another man called for another tale. 
 
    “The story of when Yamen and Daphaxian both battled against the ruthless highwaymen,” called out a large man with a thick brown beard.  
 
    “Who’s Daphaxian?” asked Tye as he tipped his mug back to take another drink of ale.  
 
    “Boy!” yelled Simeon, and he again smacked the thin young man upside the head, causing Tye to spill his drink all down his already soaked shirt. “Daphaxian is the most conniving, deceptive, arrogant scoundrel in all of Asaria. He’s the kind of man that would sell his own mother to a slaver!”  
 
    The crowd around him all yelled out in agreement as Tye grabbed at his wet shirt and tried to wring the dark ale from it. 
 
    “If fact,” Simeon replied after the crowd quieted down, “I would be willing to bet that Daphaxian is in Snowflake for The Ice Pack, and he is right now stealing coppers from a blind man’s cup!” and the crowd around him once more roared with laughter.  
 
    The next morning the group of Riverwatchers set out with a steady determined pace. They were not too far from the Timberlands, and from there the journey to Eight would take only a few days. Simeon told stories as the men rode east towards the ever-growing horizon of trees, and at mid-day, they encountered a rider coming from the direction they were heading. The messenger had been pushing his mount hard and when he stopped to speak with Simeon, the horse was wet and its breathing labored. 
 
    “I am Commander Redsword of the Riverwatchers,” hailed Simeon with authority. “What news from the Timberlands?” 
 
    “Prince Hadias and a large force have been razing the frontier towns all throughout the forest,” the rider spoke urgently. “Castle Sunflower has sent out a large force to investigate the claims and join a smaller army from Starcrest already stationed at one of the towns. I ride for Redrose!” the rider yelled as he kicked on the sides of his mount and sped off down the trail. Simeon and the other Riverwatchers all gave each other nervous looks. 
 
    “It looks like we will be in for a little adventure. What do you say, boy?” Simeon said to Tye as the young man sat atop his horse and glanced around nervously. “One day I will be sitting around a campfire telling this very story to another young recruit long after you’re dead,” and Simeon roared with laughter as he shook the reins of his large charger and headed towards the tree line. 
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    Year of the Frost Horn 2318 A.A. 
 
      
 
    Aliha opened her eyes as she lay in bed thinking about the strange dream. She had had that same dream once before, but it was when she was a small girl and it seemed more like a fairy tale brought on by the stories her mother and father told her at bedtime. This dream, however, seemed all too real and had the feel of a distant memory – not a bedtime story. 
 
    She got out of her bed and moved across the cold wood floor of her tiny room on bare feet to a window glazed with frost and iced over around the edges. She thought of the man known as Yamen the Darkhorse, and though she had never met him before, she felt a strange attraction to him, but most likely it was just a silly girl’s fantasy.  
 
    She had heard the sad tale of Yamen, and how he fought bravely to recover Castle Lamourne for her mother, Queen Aliha, but when the battle was over, Aliha and Gideon were gone. People whispered that Yamen spent the next eighteen years searching for his queen, and to this day scours the world endlessly.  
 
    Why didn’t he just go to the temple where she was at? Surely, he would have looked there, Aliha thought the question for the first time and it rocked her back on her heels. Certainly, he would have gone there at some point.  
 
     Suddenly, shouts from the dark street below caused her to rub the frost from the cold window with her fingers and look out. There were torches lighting the street corners that offered light to the crowds that wandered about below. 
 
     Aliha stayed at a large inn known as The Cold Bear with Gideon and the rest of her group. Gretta shared a room with Bearok while Shanks and Daphaxian each had rooms across from her. Gideon and Prince Allenmar’s rooms were just down the hall.  
 
    Aliha put her face to the window and saw a man running out of a dark alley and knocking a poor blind man to the ground and then dashing off into the press of people that made their way from one gambling tavern to the next.  
 
    Then, as she continued to stare out the window, another man in warm furs came bolting around the corner, jumping over the blind man that knelt on the cold road and dashing on down the street. Two more men came sprinting around the corner as well and they gracefully dodged the poor man, and it was apparent that the three men were chasing the first through the crowded streets of Snowflake. 
 
    Aliha turned from the window and quickly went back to the warm furs that covered her wide bed. She stretched out underneath their heavy weight as she tried to drift her way back to sleep, hoping to once again dream of the mysterious stranger, Yamen the Darkhorse. 
 
      
 
    ************************** 
 
      
 
    Daphaxian sprinted down a cold street in the northern district of Snowflake with loud cries following in his wake. It was early in the morning and he quickly turned down a narrow alley and dashed to the other end where he darted around the corner and ran square into a blind beggar, sending him hard to the street and throwing his beggar cup and coppers high into the air. Daphaxian was able to snatch four of the coins as he continued to dash on down the crowded road, twisting and turning through the throng of people that wandered the cold street.  
 
    Three Dishoni warriors dressed in light warm furs came charging around the corner after him and they leapt around the blind man that was still on his knees in the road.  
 
     Daphaxian ran through the open doors of a Northern bistro and quickly made his way to the kitchen and then out the back door. He flew down a dark alley, and then sped across a wide street and into a crowded gambling tavern, and then swiftly out the back and into another dark alley.  
 
     Just a little farther, Daphaxian thought to himself as he ran down the snow-packed lane. When he reached the end of the street, he quickly rounded the corner and an iron pole hit him square across the face and leveled him to the cold snowy street and into a sea of darkness. 
 
    The three Dishoni warriors came dashing around the corner to find a small band of Northmen unloading a wagon full of merchandise to an old street vendor.  
 
    “The Southern Princess scurried that way,” said one of the large Northmen in a deep voice and he pointed down the lane. Immediately, the three Dishoni men took off in the direction given and the Northmen pressed on with their business.  
 
      
 
      
 
    *************************** 
 
      
 
    The dark Prince Hadias turned to the beautiful Kneeamara as she stood with eyes closed, standing still in a forest clearing while the sun threw its warming rays down upon them. He was worried that he was becoming obsessed with the witch, and often wondered if she had put a spell on him. 
 
    The eerie Asarian general known as Dread walked into the clearing where the prince and General Kneeamara stood.  
 
    “The troops are on the move,” he said in a cold raspy voice. 
 
    “Good,” replied Prince Hadias. “Make sure they move far enough around the town’s perimeter – I do not want any skirmishes. Keep them moving towards Eight. We will join you soon enough.” 
 
    “Understood,” rasped Dread and he left the clearing. 
 
    Prince Hadias turned to his alluring general and found her with eyes open, staring after Dread as he disappeared into the forest. She had a look of disgust twisting her beautiful features, but when she turned to look at him, she immediately smiled and her eyes sparkled.  
 
    “You do not like Dread?” Prince Hadias asked with amusement. 
 
    “Nor do I like your dog, Semik,” replied Kneeamara. “I await his efforts on capturing a simple band of runaway townsfolk, a simple enough task that will see him dead if he fails to bring them to me.” 
 
    “I need Semik; he is a good dog,” Prince Hadias said with a smile. 
 
    “You need me more,” Kneeamara replied with a seductive grin. She moved close to the prince and gently ran her long fingers across his cheek while gazing into his eyes. The ruthless prince stood frozen and was lost in her stare, his mind going blank of all thoughts other than those obsessing over her.  
 
    “Prince Hadias,” said Harn Cross as he went to a knee after coming into the forest clearing. Kneeamara looked over at the scout and he immediately lowered his eyes to the forest floor, not daring to look the witch in the face. 
 
    “Report,” Prince Hadias replied as he slowly shook the cobwebs from his mind. 
 
    “Sergeant Semik has been found,” replied Harn as he stood. 
 
    “Good, have him and his men meet up with Dread–” started Prince Hadias.  
 
    “He is alone,” the scout dared to interrupt, silencing the dark prince for a moment. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Kneeamara asked. 
 
    “Well, more or less,” Harn Cross replied and Kneeamara gave him a questioning glare.  
 
      
 
    ************************ 
 
    Aliha narrowed her eyes as bright rays from an early sun washed over her wakening form. She quickly pulled her warm furs up over her head and seriously considered going back to sleep when another knock pounded on her door. This time it was followed by a loud but feminine voice.  
 
    “Aliha,” called Gretta, “may I come in?” 
 
    No, thought Aliha, but that wouldn’t be very princess-like and Gretta would not tolerate that behavior from one of the Three Princesses of Asaria. Gretta was quite serious about being a princess and talked often about the legendary three princesses from the past. Aliha had heard whispers while in Snowflake about the Northern Princess beheading a good man simply for making a lewd comment about Rhayne – the famous princess from the Eastern Kingdom’s past. 
 
    Aliha groaned and threw back her thick warm covers and got out of bed. She scampered across the frigid floorboards to the door and threw back the bolt then quickly dashed back into her bed. 
 
    “Come in, Gretta,” Aliha called out. 
 
    Gretta opened the door and came in with an air of excitement. 
 
    “Aliha, you must get up and get ready,” said the large Northern woman as she moved to the edge of the bed and began pulling off the furs.  
 
    Aliha covered herself up and sunk deeper into the covers and squealed a muffled, “No!”  
 
    Gretta stood up tall and put her hands on her hips. She wore a beautiful, full-length gown of soft blue with patterns of diamond ice crystals decorating the long transparent sleeves. Her hair was done up and she wore a thin tiara made from the rarest of metals and gems, and she did indeed look like a princess of the North. 
 
    “Aliha,” Gretta said again, sounding just a little irritated. “You must wake right now and get ready. My father is waiting in the town square for us and,” the woman from the North hesitated until Aliha peeked out from beneath the mound of furs. “And I have a big surprise for you!” Gretta burst with excitement. 
 
    Aliha dove back underneath the furs and cried out another, “No!” She knew that Gretta’s surprises were rarely good, and when the Northern princess began to scold her and tear the furs from her large bed, Aliha laughed loudly and tried to get away. 
 
    “C’mon,” urged Gretta, “you must get out of bed. Spirit Wind and two other teams have been spotted racing neck and neck from out of the pass and they will be here just before the sun’s apex. The bird arrived early this morning so you mustn’t waist time.”  
 
    Later, after much persuasion, Aliha found herself in the king’s lavish suite at the large gambling inn known as The Ice Palace. She was given to the primping handmaidens brought from Castle Coldstorm for the sole purpose of attending Gretta and the other princesses.  
 
    King Ironheart had arrived early in the morning aboard his imperial Iron Horse and was not happy to hear of the brothers’ fight. He quickly called off all bets made on the brawl and reminded Bearok that as a Shadow, he could not engage in such events.  
 
    After Aliha was made to look as an Imperial Princess of Asaria and dressed in a long ruby colored gown with a tiara of gold placed in her hair, she was escorted through the cold, snowy streets and ushered towards the town square. She wore a light shawl around her elegant dress and it did nothing against the cold. She was forced to wear high heeled boots that were as fancy as her dress and as she slipped in the snow and almost fell for a third time, she began to feel irritated and found the whole notion of dressing up like a princess quite impractical for the conditions at Snowflake.  
 
    Then she turned the corner and realized why Gretta was making such a big fuss. Princess Sunfire had arrived and was standing like an imperial statue next to Gretta and King Ironheart.  
 
    “Princess Aliha!” Gretta called out, and Princess Sunfire turned to watch her amble towards them. Aliha could see it in the Dishoni woman’s dark eyes and on the smirk that edged her perfectly formed lips – she was being measured, judged, and ridiculed.  
 
     “Princess Aliha,” Gretta said with a large smile, “this is Princess Sunfire – daughter to Chief Wind of Change.” 
 
    “It is wonderful to finally meet you, Princess Aliha,” Sunfire said and she gave Aliha the awkwardest of hugs.  
 
    “It is nice to meet you, Princess Sunfire,” Aliha replied. Sunfire stood elegant in a dress made of fine dazzling silks that had been brought back from Quing – a distant land in another part of the world. She had straight black hair that fell to her waistline and it was decorated with feathers from a red eagle.  
 
    “So, you are the Southern Princess that everyone seems so enamored with, as of late,” Sunfire spoke with an air of authority that was sprinkled with sarcasm and jealousy. “They say you are as beautiful as your mother was.” 
 
    “Is,” stated Aliha, sounding insulted. “My mother is still alive.”  
 
    “Is she now?” replied Princess Sunfire with a raised eyebrow and she looked at Gretta to find her nodding her head and saying it was true. 
 
    “Yes,” said Aliha, “she is at the Temple of Carami, waiting for me and as soon as this silly race is over, we can be on our way.” Aliha spoke with irritation in her voice and knew she walked on thin ice after several Northmen standing close questioned her phrase, silly race. Aliha knew she just offended the entire North, and Princess Sunfire smirked at her political clumsiness. 
 
    “Your mother is at the temple, you say?” Sunfire questioned Aliha with disbelief. 
 
    “Yes, why is that so hard to believe?” Aliha asked the Dishoni woman. 
 
    “How long has Queen Aliha been at the Temple of Carami?” Sunfire asked with suspicion. 
 
    “The whole time, I guess,” Aliha replied, looking at Gretta for confirmation and finding King Ironheart’s cold eyes staring at her. 
 
    “Impossible,” said the disputing Sunfire. “Uncle Yamen–” and she was interrupted by the imposing voice of Ironheart. 
 
    “Princess Sunfire,” said the great king, and the three princesses of Asaria all stopped and looked at the Northman as he pointed up the street to the outskirts of Snowflake.  
 
    “Your brother is coming,” said Gretta with excitement, and she clapped her hands as the gathering crowd began to cheer. 
 
      
 
    *************************** 
 
      
 
    Spirit Wind and two other dog teams raced across the frozen plain towards Snowflake and the finish line. After his brutal encounter with the four Asarians, Spirit Wind wasted no time in preparing his sled for the final stretch of the race. He discarded all his supplies and rolled up Teres’ dead body in a blanket, as well as his faithful snowdog, Thars, and secured them both to his sled. Then he harnessed his dog team and was back on the trail.  
 
    The three dog teams raced across the ice-covered flats side by side and their mushers balanced themselves with knees slightly bent and gloved hands holding tight while trying to gain any speed advantage possible.  
 
    Spirit Wind rode with the confidence of a man that had won The Ice Pack before, and even though the three dog teams were evenly paced, he knew that Whitestar could not lose and that she was just waiting for the final stretch to take the race. But when the three teams entered the Port of Snowflake to the rousing cheers from the masses that lined both sides of the street, the famous glacier wolf began to tire, and the other teams came up to slowly pass her.  
 
    Whitestar growled deep as she exerted the last of her energy and pulled with all her might, causing Pepper, Smoke and Thorn to expel their reserves as well. Spirit Wind’s team edged the other dogs by the length of Whitestar’s long snout, coming across the finish line that was marked by a length of red silk which she took in her mouth as she declared herself the winner.  
 
    The crowd roared with excitement as the race came to an end, and even though other men and their dog teams would ride in throughout the day, the first three winning positions had already been taken so there were no more prizes to claim, only bragging rights for finishing the race and claiming honor.  
 
    As Spirit Wind and the other riders came to a stop in the town’s center square, they were swarmed by the host of event followers. Toasts and cheers were offered as congratulations spilled from one and all and the winners were swept from off the cold street and into a large gambling tavern called The Bloody Ruse for the beginning of a very long celebration.  
 
    Spirit Wind took first place while a veteran musher named Flay Renard came in a close second. A large Asarian called The Boar received the honors for third and they all gathered in the huge hall and drank while offering stories on the exciting race.  
 
    After the populace of Snowflake had a chance to congratulate the mushers in The Ice Pack, the winners were escorted to stand before the king. Ironheart sat at the back of the long tavern hall where he was surrounded by his Shadows, as well as Gretta, Aliha, and Sunfire. Smoke filled the massive room as several large fires blazed in open rock hearths and the crowd quieted down to hear the Beoraki king speak. 
 
    “Spirit Wind, once again I congratulate you on your most impressive victory,” said King Ironheart in a booming voice. 
 
    “And I am once again honored to be praised by the great King of the North. I will enjoy spending your gold,” finished Spirit Wind with a smile. 
 
    “Spirit Wind!” scolded Princess Sunfire, but it did not matter as King Ironheart chuckled in deep laughter.  
 
    “I know you will,” replied Ironheart. “In fact, you will gamble away half of it before you leave Snowflake.” Spirit Wind laughed with the rest of the gathered crowd and he tipped his head to the great king and was ushered away so Ironheart could continue commending the other winners. 
 
    Later, Spirit Wind sat at a table and finished off another tall mug of ale – compliments of the two young Arani ladies that sat at his table and paid for all his food and drink while he filled them with stories of grandeur.  
 
    “Filling these young girls with bison dung stories, Brother?” asked the regal frame of Princess Sunfire as she walked up to Spirit Wind’s table with Gretta and Aliha. The two Arani ladies sneered at Sunfire but dared not to look at Gretta. “Surely, he has wasted enough of your time,” stated Sunfire, and when Princess Gretta gave the women the hand signal to step away, the two Arani ladies got up quickly and disappeared into the throng of people that packed The Bloody Ruse.  
 
    “Why do you haunt me so, Sister?” asked an inebriated Spirit Wind as he pulled back his mug for another drink. Sunfire quickly snatched the ale away and held it in her hands as she spoke. 
 
    “Because you are so much better than you give yourself credit,” replied the Dishoni Princess. 
 
    “But they were rich Arani noblewomen,” slurred Spirit Wind, “and there were two of them.” He laughed casually and then reached out quickly to take back his mug from Sunfire, but she pulled it away while shaking her head to belittle him. Then, Spirit Wind noticed Aliha and the two stared at each other and Aliha’s heart jumped. 
 
    “Yamen?” Aliha asked quietly with confusion. 
 
    “Yamen?” Sunfire burst out with laughter. “He only wishes. This is my pathetic brother, Prince Spirit Wind.” 
 
    “I hate when you call me that,” Spirit Wind said to his sister in a threatening voice. “But you can call me whatever you like,” he then said to Aliha in a flirty voice. 
 
    “Ok, smooth talker,” said Princess Sunfire as she handed back the mug to her brother. Aliha’s eyes went wide as she looked at the brown ale and found it boiling inside the mug. Spirit Wind took the cup back from his sister and put the blistering hot mug to his lips and took a long pull. His eyes immediately went wide and his face flushed as boiling hot ale came spitting out of his mouth and the scorched mug dropped to the stone floor. Princess Sunfire just laughed as she strolled away with a smiling Gretta and a bewildered Aliha in tow. 
 
    The next morning, the celebration continued as it did the night before. An endless amount of drinking and gambling ensued as the Port of Snowflake bustled with those that wished the celebration to never end. Those that did wish for it to end stood before King Ironheart in his personal suite at The Ice Palace.  
 
    “I have secured a ship for safe passage to the temple. You may leave as soon as you are ready,” said King Ironheart as he sat comfortably on a large chair that was covered in heavy white bear furs. His Shadows stood quietly all around him as he addressed Gideon, Shanks, and Aliha.  
 
    “Thank you, King Ironheart,” replied a grateful Gideon. “I was worried I would not find a ship for another ten-day.” Gideon chuckled and smiled at Shanks and Aliha. 
 
    “Be careful what you wish for, healer,” boomed a loud voice as the imposing Beorcus came from around a corner to stand before them. Gideon’s smile quickly faded along with his companions’ and all three just stood there looking up at the scarred face of Bearok’s larger brother. 
 
    “Beorcus will sail you to the temple,” said King Ironheart. “Princess Gretta and Bearok will accompany you.” 
 
    “I will not allow my brother aboard my ship!” roared Beorcus to the great king. His voice echoed throughout the large chamber, causing Aliha to cover her ears. 
 
    “You will allow what I say you will!” King Ironheart exploded and he jumped from out of his chair to stand before Beorcus. Dust floated down from the rafters as the great king’s voice shook the very foundation they were all standing on. Ironheart’s massive form heaved with power and Beorcus lowered his head and growled deep as he walked away in defeat. 
 
    The sun showed itself through dark clouds as it hung high over the port city. Aliha moved through the streets with Timber in a long train of people as they looked to gain the docks and board Beorcus’ ship. Gideon and Shanks walked beside her and discussed quietly the strange disappearance of Daphaxian.  
 
    “I have not seen or heard from him,” said Shanks with concern. 
 
    “That is strange,” replied Gideon. “Prince Allenmar said he was being sought after by many. Maybe he had to make a quick exit from Snowflake.”  
 
    “Maybe,” said Shanks as he wrestled with his thoughts. He knew Daphaxian wouldn’t leave without giving him some sort of notice, and now they were leaving for the temple and his best friend was missing. And since very few people liked Daphaxian, there would be no search party.  
 
    They continued to walk through Snowflake towards the docks, meandering in and out of alleys and crowded streets. Gretta and Bearok strolled together just ahead of the large group and as they turned the corner onto a snow-covered lane, Aliha stopped and watched in horror as two large Northmen pummeled a skinny man in the road.  
 
    “Bearok!” yelled Aliha. “Help this man!” 
 
    Bearok turned and watched the one-sided brawl for only a moment and then he shrugged his shoulders and turned away and continued on up the road. Gretta looked over to Aliha and smiled. 
 
    “Northmen!” called out Princess Gretta. “Do you not have anything better to do than bruise up a scrawny Asarian?”  
 
    The two large Northmen stopped beating the man and looked over to Gretta. 
 
    “Yes, Princess,” one Northman answered and they each kicked the skinny man hard in the ribs before laughing and walking away. 
 
    The man grunted in pain while laying in the snow and Aliha ran over to give him comfort. 
 
    “Aliha!” Gideon called out in a worried voice and Shanks followed close behind her with a hand on the hilt of his blade.  
 
    “You are Aliha?” asked the bruised man as he struggled to breath. He appeared blind and tried to sit up, but Aliha laid him gently back down. “You are the Asarian Princess?” The man spoke quietly, and his blank stare wavered back and forth. “You will save all Asaria.” 
 
    Aliha just nodded her head in confusion as the man slipped from consciousness. 
 
    “We must help him,” Aliha said to Shanks. 
 
    “Aliha, please, there is nothing we can do for him.” Shanks shook his head as he spoke. “He will be fine when he wakes, and he will go back to begging for coin and drink. Let us be on our way.” He turned to go but stopped when Aliha spoke with judgment in her voice. 
 
    “I always thought you better than that, captain.”  
 
    “Better than what, Aliha?” Shanks replied as he turned back around. “The beating the man just received was more than likely deserved. He will be fine.” 
 
    “He has no one,” she said as she pointed down at his small tent and few belongings. “He is blind and homeless, and he just wanders the sad streets of Snowflake hoping someone will help him.” Aliha was near to tears and she stiffened and found her strength. “If I am to help save the Southern Kingdom,” Aliha said quietly to Shanks, “then let this man be the first.” She looked into his eyes and pleaded with him to help her. Shanks drew in a deep breath and exhaled in defeat. 
 
    “Alright,” Shanks replied, and he got help from a towering Northman, who picked the beggar up roughly and threw him over his shoulder and continued towards the waterfront. 
 
    Soon, the loud ocean spray was washing across the docks and huge Northern ships were tipping back and forth on the waves. The large group walked the long harbor until they found Beorcus and his questionable crew getting their huge ship ready for sail. Gideon and Shanks stood on the frozen dock and stared up at the pirate vessel known as Ice Cutter.  
 
    “This just had to be his ship,” said Shanks as he gave Gideon a nervous look. 
 
    “Let us hope Beorcus holds true to his word,” replied Gideon just as four elegant white horses came riding up with a fancy carriage in tow. The door opened and shouts could be heard as Spirit Wind emerged.  
 
    “You are supposed to wait until he opens the door for us!” scolded an angry Princess Sunfire. 
 
    “Okay,” replied Spirit Wind as he left the carriage and slammed the door in his sister’s face as she was about to exit as well. 
 
    Screams could be heard inside the cart as Spirit Wind walked away to join Aliha and the group. The driver of the carriage raced to open the door for the princess, and he slipped in the snow in his attempt. Quickly he jumped back to his feet and thrust open the door just as Sunfire opened it herself and pushed her way through in anger. Back flew the man to land solidly on the ice and he grunted in pain and reached for his back. The princess walked out of the carriage with dignity and called for someone to help her driver.  
 
    “We have decided to join you on your little adventure,” said Princess Sunfire as she walked up to the group and smacked Spirit Wind up-side the head.  
 
    “How wonderful,” said Gretta and she clapped with joy.  
 
    “My sister can’t swim, so I suggested we take a long ocean voyage,” teased Spirit Wind with a charming smile and he grabbed hold of Aliha’s hand. “Let me help you up the ramp, Princess. These waves can be quite tricky to ride,” and he led the blushing Aliha up the rocking gangplank with Timber following close behind.  
 
    Gideon, Shanks, Allenmar and the rest walked carefully up the lurching walkway and boarded the large vessel to see the numerous Beoraki sailors moving swiftly about the decks while preparing the ship for deep water. Many were climbing up and down long ropes that were tied to towering masts as they readied the sails. A tall thin Northman with a shaved frost colored head and one eye that was sightless and white came down from the upper deck and approached them with a look of distaste.  
 
    “My name is Byoadrin; I am second on this ship. What I say goes unless Beorcus says otherwise, and he won’t.” The Northman’s voice was deep and penetrating, vibrating Aliha’s insides and making her nauseous as she struggled to keep her balance on the swaying vessel. 
 
    “Spirit Wind, it is good to see you, although I question your company,” Byoadrin said.  
 
    “It is good to see you, my friend, and these are Sunfire’s friends – not mine,” Spirit Wind replied with a grin.  
 
    “Very good,” said Byoadrin. “If there are no questions,” the Northman said as he turned away, not caring if there were, “then follow the cabin boy to your quarters.” Byoadrin went back to the business of getting the ship ready while a young boy came seemingly out from nowhere to escort them away.   
 
    “Hi, Spirit Wind,” replied the cabin boy in a happy voice. “Whitestar is down below with Whisper. They were excited to see each other.” 
 
    “I’ll bet,” replied Spirit Wind, “they have not seen each other for three months, so we best leave the two love birds alone,” Spirit Wind finished his comment in a lewd tone, and he winked at Aliha.  
 
    “Please, Brother, the ship is making me sick enough,” said Sunfire as she moved on past with Gretta. “Cabin boy,” she called out, and she clapped her hands to get his attention. “Show me to my room so I can get out of this cold!”  
 
    “Yes, Princess,” said the well-trained Northern boy. 
 
    As they followed him across the icy deck, Shanks looked over and saw a familiar large Northman with a tall white mohawk and a beardless face sitting on a chest while sharpening a long double-bladed sword across an oiled stone. His look was indifferent as he watched the group pass, but when his eyes fell onto him, Shanks could see the gleam of death in his cold stare and a hint of a smile creased his thin lips. 
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    Tanner sat on the floor of the cage with his legs crossed and he held an open palm out towards the young girl. The sun was just setting on the Timberlands and an orange glow spread across the bottom of the clouds. His face was a mask of concentration and small beads of sweat broke out across his forehead. He pulled his hand back and exhaled in frustration and shook his head in defeat. 
 
    “That was impressive,” mocked the small girl, as she too sat on the floor. They were locked inside a wagon cage that was parked for the night away from the main camp that spread out in close well-guarded groups throughout the area. Two guards stood near but paid them no mind as they spoke amongst themselves, and in the distance angry shouts could be heard.  
 
    “I can do it,” said the young boy defensively and he thrust out his open palm and stared hard at it. The girl watched with interest, but after a short moment she once again mocked the small boy named Tanner. 
 
    “That is amazing,” she said with a grin. “How do you do that?” and she giggled and put a hand up to cover her mouth.  
 
    Tanner looked up and gave her an angry scowl, but then quickly turned his head towards a thick stand of trees and bushes and just stared, lowering his hand and concentrating on what he felt as he reached out into the night. 
 
    “What are you doing?” asked the young girl. 
 
    “Someone is watching us from the trees,” replied the boy. 
 
      
 
    ****************************** 
 
      
 
    General Kneeamara stood with her hands on her hips and fumed with anger as Prince Hadias scolded the brass Sergeant Semik. They stood in a small clearing surrounded by the prince’s guards and burning torches. 
 
    “You were instructed by the general to bring back all the townsfolk. What happened?” Hadias spoke in a threatening tone that was more for show to win over the alluring Kneeamara. In reality, he did not care what happened to the frontier people.  
 
    “We were set upon by Cataclys and his cursed family!” spat the angry sergeant.  
 
    “Where are the rest of your men?” Prince Hadias asked curiously. 
 
    “Dead,” replied Semik as he glanced over at Kneeamara. 
 
    “And the rest of the townspeople?” asked the prince. 
 
    “Dead as well,” Semik replied as he sneered at Kneeamara. 
 
    “He lies!” she yelled, and she took an angry step forward, but was held back by the upraised hand of the prince. 
 
    “Shut up, witch!” roared Semik and he grunted out as Prince Hadias buried a long dagger deep into his abdomen. Semik reached for the knife as he stared into the cold eyes of the prince. 
 
    “I will not have insubordination in my camp,” said the dark prince as he eyed Semik. The sergeant started to go limp in the legs, but the determined prince held him up with the blade. Kneeamara walked up with a smile and reached out to caress the dying man’s face. As she did, she read into his thoughts to see how he came to bring only himself and the small girl named Tristania back to their camp.  
 
      
 
    *************************** 
 
      
 
    Michael grimaced as he watched from afar through a short tube filled with lenses. He could see the eyes of the dying man, and the hatred in them as the beautiful woman touched his face with her long fingers and smiled. Blood was running out from his ears and nose and he coughed and gurgled as he spat and laughed in pain. 
 
    “They’re killing him,” said Michael, his voice shaky and troubled.  
 
     “Good,” replied Cogaro as he knelt next to Cataclys. “Let them kill each other off.”  
 
    “Are you taking notes, Michael?” Minx teased as she crouched down next to Evaylia. “That is how you kill a man,” she purred. 
 
    Michael didn’t bother to comment, but instead kept staring through the looking glass as Prince Hadias continued to bleed the other man out. 
 
    Suddenly, Kyun stepped through the bushes and knelt next to Cataclys. He looked similar to his brother, Cogaro, but without the eyes of the Kadomi.  
 
    “What did you see?” asked Cataclys quietly as he watched the spectacle across the long distance from atop their small hill. Tall trees and thick bushes covered the area and kept them unseen. There had been scouts nearby, but Cogaro and Minx quickly disposed of them while Kyun went to scout the main camp of Prince Hadias.  
 
    “There is a problem,” Kyun said hesitantly.  
 
    “Speak,” said Cataclys, and he turned to look at his son, and when he saw the look on Kyun’s face, he quietly stood and disappeared into the forest with his boy close behind. 
 
    “What is wrong?” asked a nervous Evaylia, and Michael peeled his eyes away from the looking glass to glance at her. 
 
    “What?” Michael asked. 
 
    “There is trouble,” confirmed Minx as she stared at Cogaro and he nodded in agreement. 
 
    Cataclys came quietly back and crouched down before Michael. 
 
    “Listen carefully and do not speak a word,” said Cataclys with a stern look. Michael nodded his head and looked uneasily at Evaylia. “Somehow, your sister has gotten away from Year and the twins and has found her way into a cage inside that camp,” and he nodded in the direction they had all been looking. 
 
    Michael was speechless as he looked at Cataclys in disbelief. He even tried a small attempt at a smile in hope that this was simply a joke, but the steady gaze that Cataclys held told Michael that this was all too real.  
 
    Michael’s eyes grew wide as he thought on what he was just told. He flexed his hands and filled his lungs with air to scream out at Cataclys for allowing him to think for a moment that Tris would be safe and… Cogaro punched him hard in the head and knocked him out cold. Minx quickly covered the mouth of the screaming Evaylia and held her close to the ground while hushing her.  
 
    “Minx, stay with them,” said Cataclys as he got to his feet and prepared to leave. “Cogaro and I will retrieve the girl. Kyun has gone to search for Year and the twins. Do not let them leave this spot,” and then he raced off into the forest with Cogaro close behind.  
 
      
 
    ************************ 
 
      
 
    “I think you’re trying too hard,” said Tris as she watched the young boy wipe blood from his nose. “Maybe you should hold your head back and pinch your nose shut.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me what to do,” said Tanner in an irritated voice while wiping more blood onto his already blood-stained shirt.  
 
    “Oh, sorry. Why don’t you use your magic to stop the bleeding?” remarked an offended Tris, earning another angry scowl from the boy. “I was just trying to help.” 
 
    “Yeah, well don’t. You don’t believe me anyway,” said Tanner in anger. 
 
    “That’s not true,” replied Tris in a sincere voice, her face still sore and bruised. “It’s you that doesn’t believe in yourself. Others will believe in you if you can only believe in yourself. That’s what my father used to say,” Tris replied and then turned away with a sad look.  
 
    “Where is your father?” asked Tanner. 
 
    “He was taken away when they came to my town,” replied Tris.  
 
    “My father was too, I think. I ran away when the soldiers came to mine,” Tanner spoke softly as they both entered a somber mood.  
 
    “How did they catch you?” asked Tris curiously. 
 
    “I don’t really remember,” replied Tanner, his look going distant as he tried. “I was with a girl named Mara.” 
 
    “You know Mara?” Tris asked. 
 
    “Yes, do you know her?” Tanner asked with excitement. “She comes to me most nights and helps me with my magic.” 
 
    “She comes to you,” repeated Tris. “From where?” 
 
    “From,” started the boy as he looked around the clearing at the trees and bushes. It was late in the night and a bright moon cast a glow down upon their surroundings. “From somewhere out there,” said Tanner as he shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    “That’s weird,” said Tris as she looked around the clearing. She found it hard to believe that the small girl came to Tanner to teach him magic, so she decided to drop the issue. 
 
    “This is what she taught me,” said Tanner in an energized voice. “I know I can do it now – I believe,” and he smiled big for Tris as he held out his palm and stared at it intently. His look of concentration was deeper than it had been before, so Tris kept quiet and watched. After a short moment, though, Tris started to feel bad for the boy and she was about to start making excuses as to why he could not do it.   
 
    Then she froze and her eyes grew wide. There, just above Tanner’s open palm, was a tiny raincloud hovering just above his hand and it rained down onto his palm, causing small amounts of water to spill over the side and into his lap. Tris reached out and passed her hand through the small illusion. 
 
    “How do you do that?” the small girl asked in amazement.  
 
    “It’s not really there. I’m just making you see it,” said Tanner as he continued to concentrate. 
 
    “Well, stop it,” Tris said with a small amount of anger. “I don’t like you messing with my brain,” and she looked away from the tiny cloud and made it disappear.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” said Tanner, and Tris looked back at him and screamed as she jumped away. There, sitting in the cage was her father, and he was laughing. Tris looked away as she felt the rage build up inside her. 
 
    “I can’t believe you just did that to me,” said Tris slowly as she started to cry. The shock of seeing her father briefly upset her, and she remembered something Evaylia had told her not too long ago: If you want to get back at a boy and make him feel terrible, start crying and don’t stop. 
 
    And so she did, and soon after the small boy was apologizing profusely, and the more he said he was sorry, the more she cried, and she smiled big under her hurtful expressions. Tanner even produced a small yellow flower which he had been saving for Mara, but he felt so bad, he offered it to Tris. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ************************* 
 
      
 
    “Semik’s death will be slow,” said the soldier to the guard that stood next to him. They were keeping watch over Kneeamara’s boy and the small girl that was brought in by Semik not long ago.  
 
    “With Semik and his men out of the way, your climb has just been shortened dramatically,” replied the gaurd.  
 
    “Indeed,” said the soldier and he glanced over at the wagon cage as the young girl started crying. Then the distant roar of animals on the other side of the army’s encampment had men screaming and calling out for help as shouts and commands echoed alongside animal cries, and the night erupted into chaos. 
 
    “That is the roar of a black lion,” said the soldier and the gaurd was quick to agree. “Go and help where you can,” he said, “I will stay and watch over the boy. If anything happens to him, it will be me rotting next to Semik.” The gaurd quickly ran off into the night and the soldier looked over at the cage and saw the boy and girl sitting quiet and staring at him while listening to the screams and mayhem that echoed throughout the camp.  
 
    “It will be ok,” he said to the children as their eyes focused on what was behind him. He immediately turned around and began to draw his sword, but it was too late. Cogaro’s blade impaled him and his eyes grew wide as he coughed blood from his mouth. The Kadomi lowered the soldier quietly to the ground as he pulled his sword free and looked around to make sure he was not seen. Cogaro crouched in the dark and kept watch as Cataclys emerged from the trees without a sound while the distant roars from Madion and the other animals threatened to drown out the cries of men.  
 
    “Michael waits for you not far from here,” whispered Cataclys to Tris. “I am here to set you free and take you to him,” and he reached up and slid a small metal pick into the lock and began working to open the cage. Tanner crawled away to the back corner while Tris stood up and questioned the man.  
 
    “You know my brother?” the girl asked hesitantly. 
 
    “I do,” replied Cataclys with a reassuring smile.  
 
    “So do I, Tristania,” said Kneeamara as she walked confidently from out of the shadows. 
 
    Cataclys spun around quickly while drawing his blade. “Witch,” he greeted in a dangerous manner. 
 
    “It is good to see you, Cataclys,” Kneeamara replied in her own deadly tone. “However, those two belong to me,” and she walked slowly towards them.  
 
    “These children are not yours to corrupt. Your magic is stained, Kneeamara. It is like a spreading sickness and I am the cure,” Cataclys spoke in a deep voice that promised death and he lifted his sword to keep her attention away from Cogaro as he slid from the darkness behind her.  
 
    “These children are mine,” said Kneeamara as her look grew distant and her smile wicked. “And so is yours,” she said as Cogaro’s blade stopped inches from her back.  
 
    Cogaro froze in place and his eyes turned white as Cataclys roared and charged Kneeamara with his sword held high, but before he could drop the blade, Kneeamara spun out of the way and a fierce, sword swinging Cogaro stepped up to take her place. Their swords rang out as they came together and Cataclys stepped back, but was pursued by his son, who swung his sword furiously to drive his father back. Cataclys moved in quick steps, dodging Cogaro’s blade as he tried to work his way over to Kneeamara, who yelled for reinforcements. Men started running into the clearing and Cataclys became desperate and slammed Cogaro in the head with the pommel of his sword, knocking him unconscious. With incredible animal strength, Cataclys scooped Cogaro up from the forest floor as Kneeamara’s men surrounded him.  
 
    “I was hoping to see your death at the hands of your own son,” said Kneeamara in a cold voice and she used her hand to give the signal for her men to attack. Her soldiers lifted their weapons and advanced on the pair, and as Cataclys carried his unconscious son in his arms, he began to look around for an opportunity to escape. The soldiers inched closer and Cataclys could see the fear in their eyes as the loud cries of both animals and men filtered throughout the forest.  
 
    “It’s a shame that Minx isn’t here to die with you, Cataclys. I’ll be sure to find her and send her your way.” Kneeamara spoke with disdain as her soldiers made ready to kill, but before they could drop their blades on Cataclys, a huge black lion broke from the tree line and crashed into them.  
 
    Madion’s roar was deafening as the soldiers attempted to stand their ground, but when a fierce pack of wolves rushed into the clearing as well, their courage broke and they fought as they fled into the trees.  
 
    Cataclys quickly backed away while carrying Cogaro, and he moved over to the cage where Tris had been just moments earlier and found both children gone.  
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    Air skimmed across the soft feathers of the great Northern owl as it soared north to the towering mountains. The large bird flew with grace on long outstretched wings, gliding and banking from one side to the next. It was dangerous in the sky with its razor-sharp talons and powerful beak, and it had feathers that were snowy white, and they covered a hard, durable skin that kept most predators’ claws at bay.  
 
    The owl had flown out from the watchtower, Eight, early in the morning, carrying a message that was fastened about its short leg. It flew high above the treetops of the Timberlands towards the Titan Mountains and the Northern towers that rested on the rocky slopes. News had reached the garrison at Eight that Prince Hadias was razing the forest towns and their direction was leading them toward the famous watchtower. A plea for help was written in a message and sent to the North to inform them of King Uriah’s intrusion into the Timberlands.  
 
    A rider had gone out as well, carrying the same message, but across land on a fast horse. The soldier had spurred his mount repeatedly as he burst from the gates on his long ride to the North.   
 
    The great owl soared fast as it closed on the huge mountain range. The Titans towered above the rest of the peaks, and the pass known as The Scar appeared as a brutal wound that opened up the mountain chain all the way to the North.    
 
    The large bird glided for a time, riding the unpredictable air currents down and then beating its great wings hard to gain elevation once more. It soared gracefully above the trees, turning from one side to the next until razor-sharp talons tore into the back of its head as a large war-hawk came from high above and collided with the white owl, sending both birds into a downward spiral. The great owl banked hard and pulled itself free from the hawk’s bloody claws as it dove for the cover of the tall forest trees. The large hawk crashed through the leaves and branches as it pursued the other bird and they both twisted and turned through a course of reaching tree limbs. The owl clipped a thick branch and it spun out of control and fell through a tangle of hard breaking limbs, and the war-hawk dove fast behind it, screeching and closing fast. Closer and closer the twisting birds became as they fell through the debris of tree branches, and just before they crashed to the forest floor, the Northern owl spread its wings to slow its decent and thrust its talons up into the chest of the mighty hawk where it latched on tight and spun, twisting the other bird underneath it as they crashed to the hard ground.  
 
    The owl lay still for only a moment before it struggled to clear itself from the dead hawk and the forest wreckage. It hobbled away on an injured leg and then pushed itself up high into the air to land on a lofty tree branch where it rested briefly. The Northern bird turned its head sharply from side to side, waiting patiently before taking back to the skies.  
 
    Screech, came the loud cry from another Asarian war-hawk as it sat in a tree and stared down at the injured messenger bird. The owl stared back, and the large hawk lifted from its perch and glided to another branch, positioning itself again and again while the owl just watched and waited.  
 
    Screech, came another cry from yet another war-hawk as it too sat staring from a high tree branch.  
 
    Screech, and then there were three and the owl turned its head quickly from one hawk to the next. Then it pushed itself off into the air and the three hawks tore through branches and leaves in persuit. The owl flew with desperation and it twisted and turned through the trees, flying low and arcing around large trunks and then turning straight up and forcing its way through the tangle of branches and leaves. The hawks followed close behind, screeching in the owl’s wake and pushing the tired bird on, knowing it was injured.  
 
    The great owl banked hard to the right and then slowed briefly to allow one of the hawks to come up along beside it. Then the owl slammed hard against the war-hawk and drove it into a thick tree. Blood and feathers erupted into a small curtain and the two remaining hawks flew through it as they chased the owl on.  
 
    The Northern bird flew from the tangle of the thick forest branches and it leveled out to skim just above the treetops. The two hawks could be seen just below as they continued to fly through the maze of branches and leaves. They soared together at a high speed for a short distance, and then one of the hawks shot out from the trees and clipped the back of the owl. Again, the white bird dove into the trees, spiraling down into the leafy branches in an uncontrolled dive. Just before the owl hit the ground, it banked hard and leveled out and the hawk that was on its tail went headfirst into the hard forest floor.  
 
    The great Northern owl flew with all the speed it could muster until it once again broke from the forest and pounded the air with its great wings to get away from the last hawk. The two birds came together in fits, lashing out with talons and beaks and then disengaging to fly on, getting closer and closer to the Titan Mountains where the Northern towers sat waiting.  
 
    Eventually, the hawk began to tire as the two birds flew on, and the persistent bird’s attacks became less effective. So, with one last effort, the hawk flew recklessly into the owl, latching on with its sharp talons and wrapping the Northern bird tight in its strong wings.  
 
    They began free-falling from the sky as the hawk pulled the owl into a downward spiral. The Northern bird fought desperately to break free from the hawk but the Asarian bird was relentless and would not let go. Farther and farther they fell until the ground came up to meet them in a crash of small broken bones and feathers.  
 
      
 
    ************************ 
 
      
 
    The mare was lathered with sweat as it pounded its hooves into the dirt on the hard ride north, setting out from Eight early that morning with an urgent message for King Ironheart. The rider bent low and rode with all the experience of an Arani horseman, riding up the Timberland forest trail towards the North.  
 
    Bruid thought of his younger days when he would race horses in the Arani City fairs. He never lost and was considered one of the finest horsemen in all the Eastern Kingdom.  
 
    He also rode in the Kepdun Traveling Carnival on the few occasions when it was given permission to set up inside the walls of Castle Sunflower. He would perform all sorts of riding tricks and maneuvers and even acted out small scenes on a well-trained horse.  
 
    The stunt he loved the most was when he would ride across the carnival grounds to save the damsel in distress. The crowd always seemed to cheer the loudest when he rode in fast on his white horse to grab the damsel’s outstretched arm and swing her up into the saddle behind him, all without stopping.  
 
    Movement in the forest beside him broke him from his reverie. Bruid could see figures running along beside him in the trees, matching his horse’s fast pace. He put his head down as his horse sped up, and he was well aware of the danger on both sides of the forest trail. He watched as the Kadomi warriors ran with exceptional speed and they carried swords and spears at their sides as they glided through the trees with ease. They moved like animals but were clearly men, and they glanced at him through the curtain of tree limbs and leaves and he could see the wild hunger in their eyes.   
 
    “Go, go, go,” Bruid urged his terrified horse, holding on tight and balancing himself with expert horsemanship so the animal could flee faster. He began to pull away from the Kadomi as his mount ran up the forest trail with amazing speed.  
 
    “Yes, yes, yes,” he laughed as he spurred his mount on. They outdistanced their vicious pursuers and soon there was no sign of them at all, but he kept his horse running up the trail as fast as it could go.  
 
    He rode hard and was close to seeing the edge of the Timberland forest when he spied a woman being assaulted in the middle of the trail. There were five large brutes with long dirty hair holding the screaming woman down and battering her with hard punches.  
 
    Bruid had no time to think as he rode up fast on the scene, and so he did what he was trained to do. He pinched his thighs together to clamp onto his mare and he yelled out ahead to the screaming woman as she fought hard on the ground against her assailers. He reached out with a strong arm and slowed his mount just a bit and his horse crashed into the men, sending them sprawling as he grabbed hold of the woman’s arm and swung her up into the saddle behind him, and then he spurred his mare up the trail and away from the screaming men.  
 
    “Are you ok?” he asked over his shoulder as they rode fast up the trail. The woman said nothing but continued to hold on tight to his sides.  
 
    “Are you hurt?” Bruid asked, and he turned his head around to look at the woman. He froze in the saddle when his eyes locked onto her’s and saw the orbs of a cat. With incredible strength, the Kadomi easily lifted him out of the saddle and dropped him onto the trail while they were still riding fast. Bruid crashed to the forest floor and rolled for a great distance until he struck a thick tree and shattered the bones in his back.  
 
      
 
      
 
    ********************** 
 
      
 
    General Kneeamara stood with an air of impatience, making it hard for Harn Cross and the other elite soldiers to relax as they hid in shadows under the canopy of trees. They had been waiting all morning and now a midday sun threw warming rays down upon the forest and the air became hot and dry, making Kneeamara sweaty and uncomfortable. She held back her irritation and took a deep breath, letting her mind wander while the large group continued to hide and wait.  
 
    The forest always reminded Kneeamara of her childhood days, when she would sit at the edge of Tacker’s Pond and just watch her younger brother fish. Milden was six summers old when they first started visiting the forest pond. Their mother would always kick them out of the house for the day, so they began spending all their time in the company of quiet trees instead of the loud clamor of the dirty streets of Graisen Town.  
 
    Kneeamara would laugh and clap each time Milden yanked another fish from the clear water. By the end of the day, the young boy would have a small stack of the tiny fish and they would clean them and take them back to their small dirty hovel. They were extremely poor, and their mother was not for showing them any love. Kneeamara had never known her father, or Milden’s for that matter. Their mother made her money by letting men abuse her, and it disgusted Kneeamara and she became more of a parent to Milden than the woman that birthed him.  
 
    She was thirteen when they both came home one day to find their mother dead. Milden was nine and seemed to take it rather well. They went to stay with an abusive uncle, who spent most of his time passed out drunk, but the man had a gift for picking pockets and he began teaching the two without delay.  
 
    Kneeamara and Milden quickly learned the easier moves and were soon on the streets, bumping into people and picking simple pockets. Milden was only ten and Kneeamara fourteen, so when they were caught, and they were caught quite often at first, they were merely scolded and sent on their way.  
 
    For three years the two practiced the dishonest trade and soon Milden was one of the smoothest pickers on the street. The young boy could reach into a deep pocket, take the gold and not the silver, and leave a small flower in return, all without the person being any the wiser. Kneeamara loved her brother dearly and she beamed with pride at the young boy’s accomplishments. 
 
    A year later, the two were working the streets of Asarian City. It was a virtual goldmine for the two and they made their uncle quite comfortable. He would drink all day while the two were out picking the pockets of all the unsuspecting travelers, making good money for simple work.  
 
    Kneeamara still remembered the mysterious man. He was tall and extremely handsome, and he walked as if he was the only man on the street. He looked confident and rich and Milden was immediately drawn to him. Kneeamara stood back and watched with a growing feeling of dread. She silently pleaded Milden to break away from this particular take. There was something about the man that told Kneeamara he was ready for anyone to try such a bold move on him.  
 
    Milden came from a sharp angle to intersect the tall man and timed it so he would be pressed the most by other travelers that walked the busy street. Kneeamara lost sight of Milden as he went into the thick crowd, but soon the press thinned, and her heart dropped as she saw the man holding onto her brother’s arm. Milden resisted at first and Kneeamara began to make her way towards the two, but then the man was talking gently and the boy stopped his struggle. Kneeamara stopped with relief as she watched them laugh together – the man still holding Milden’s arm out.  
 
    Then, with a quickness Kneeamara had never seen before, the man drew out a short blade and lopped off Milden’s hand at the wrist. Then he let go of the boy’s arm and walked off into the crowd. Milden did not scream out at first, so shocked was he that he simply watched the blood spray from his severed wrist. Kneeamara, however, cried out in disbelief and was at her brother’s side without delay, begging the crowd for help and finding only cold eyes and people going wide to avoid the tragedy. 
 
    Milden struggled on a small bed for days, fighting despair, infection, and a high fever until he passed away in the night with Kneeamara forcing tears from a dehydrated body. She begged someone, anyone, to end her life as well, and she wandered the streets with hopelessness for weeks, ending up in a dark alley close to death herself.  
 
    Packen was the name of the man that found her that night and took her in. He was the leader of a mercenary band that hired on to traveling merchant caravans to help see them to safety. Soon, Kneeamara found herself fighting to crawl out of a pit of despair and she channeled all her anger and sorrow into training with the dangerous group of mercenaries so she could join Packen’s band. By the time she was twenty summers old, Kneeamara was one of the leaders and she excelled in all her endeavors.  
 
    Over the years, Kneeamara began to miss her brother dearly and it weighed on her heart so much, that when she came across a young boy of ten summers who had just lost his mother to sickness, she befriended him at once. His name was Simeon Redsword and they quickly found solace in each other’s company. Kneeamara was like a mother to the young lad, and Simeon reminded her of Milden. For ten years the two were the best of friends, right up to when Simeon helped save her life on a mercenary pilgrimage to the Temple of Carami.  
 
    Kneeamara knew she had been touched by magic, and that the monk, Darious, had used it to save her life at the temple. Kneeamara was never the same again and she hid for months after returning to her home in Asarian City. She would wake up vomiting every night for weeks and her head ached as her mind seemed to unravel as it reached out to grasp every detail that filtered its way throughout her brain.  
 
    A long year went by before she was able to control the magic, and then she did nothing but use it. Kneeamara would read people’s minds and play illusionary tricks on unsuspecting crowds, and she could manipulate any man into doing almost anything. She became powerful and she seemed almost immortal as she stopped ageing and was even more beautiful. She became more like a witch, and she became even lonelier and mentally secluded as no one could match her intellectual power.  
 
    One day, while living in Starcrest, Kneeamara came across a young boy who tried to pick her pocket while she walked the busy street of the large city. She immediately grabbed the boy’s arm, and she flashbacked to the horrible day when the man had cut off Milden’s hand. Kneeamara froze in a time sweep and everything seemed to stop. The young boy looked up at her and his face was Milden’s, and then time started again, and she found the young boy struggling against her tight grasp, so she let him go. Off he ran and she scoured his mind to know where he was going.  
 
    Later, she found the boy sleeping alone in the dark corner of an alley. Kneeamara knew he had no one, in fact, she knew the boy had rich parents at one time, but they were brutally murdered in front of him, and she saw it all through his own eyes.  
 
    Kneeamara befriended the young boy the next day. She made herself seem to be a young girl named Mara, and she brought the young boy to her home to live with her and her illusionary mother. Soon, after spending weeks together and subjecting the young boy to her magic, the boy, Trenor, started showing signs of abnormal behavior. The two would start talking before they started speaking, reading the first thoughts of each other’s minds. Kneeamara realized that by touching Trenor daily with her magic, he was becoming magic himself, as if it could be spread like a virus. Mara began showing Trenor how to use the magic and the boy practiced daily. The more his power grew, however, the more the boy became sick. At first it was simple nose bleeds, but after time, there was vomiting and immeasurable headaches that would leave the boy unconscious. One night, while Trenor was sleeping, he simply died and Kneeamara was crushed.  
 
    There were other attempts at trying to fill the void that Milden left, but all the homeless boys that she used her magic on eventually turned out as Trenor did: dead.  
 
    For many years after, Kneeamara traveled throughout the lands of Asaria, living a lonely life near to royalty as she became invincible in all her affairs and easily found her way to the sides of rich and powerful men. She grew cold and heartless and it was not long before she found herself enthralled in the highest ranks of King Uriah’s ever-growing army. She was invited to sit at high ranking tables at dinner parties, and in closed-door meetings much too important for anyone less than a general. She became second in command of Prince Hadias’ dark army. 
 
      
 
    ************************** 
 
      
 
    Tristania stared at the massive watchtower from the cover of shadows and trees. Tanner stood next to her in awe as he too was mesmerized by the sheer size of Eight. It seemed to reach high up to the clouds, and the radius of the towering structure was enormous as well. Eight was like a small castle and the two children of ten summers were held breathless.  
 
    “How do we get into there?” asked Tris, her tone edged with doubt. 
 
    “We walk,” replied Tanner with a smile.  
 
    The two had been on the run all night and were exhausted. They had escaped from the wagon cage after the strange man had emerged from the trees to unlock the door and set them free. But after he picked the lock, a mysterious woman came into the forest clearing and soon the two were engaged in battle. Tris went to the cage door and pushed it open and immediately they were escaping into the trees and on the run. Tanner kept insisting he knew where he was going, and Tris followed him blindly.  
 
    It was well after morning when the two spied the high rising tower from a distance and they worked their way through the maze of trees until they stood at the edge of the forest less than a hundred yards away.  
 
    “You think the soldiers will let us just walk right in?” Tris asked in disbelief.  
 
    “They will,” replied Tanner with confidence as he stepped out from the trees and began walking down into a grass-covered bowl-shaped valley. Eight stood like a massive giant in the center of the dale and the young pair strolled towards it. It was built from huge blocks of granite that were mined from the mountains in the North and reinforced with Beoraki steel and it loomed unconquerable.  
 
    “Stay close,” Tanner said to Tristania. “Hold my hand and don’t say anything.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” asked the young girl as she dodged his attempt to hold her hand. 
 
    “Don’t stop,” Tanner pleaded as he continued to stare at the pair of soldiers that stood outside the tower’s entrance. “You have to hold my hand so we can appear as one soldier.” 
 
    “What?” Tris asked. “That’s absurd and I’m not holding your hand if you’re doing magic.” 
 
    “Please,” Tanner pleaded, “they are already looking at us and they believe they are seeing a fellow soldier crossing the dale.” Tanner stared at the soldiers with a mask of concentration, his forhead sprouting beads of sweat as he stood frozen with his arm back, reaching for Tris’ hand.  
 
    “Alright,” Tris said grudgingly, and she grabbed Tanner’s hand and began pulling him quickly across the vale towards the tower.  
 
    “Not so fast,” Tanner whispered as he fought to slow down the anxious little girl while continuing to stare at the two men, hoping he was creating the illusion that Mara had taught him. 
 
      
 
    ***************** 
 
      
 
    The two soldiers stood outside the large door of Eight discussing future actions being planned against the advancing Asarian force. They were both veterans to the watchtower and they knew well the dangers that surrounded the vale. 
 
    “Who is that?” asked Torman, a tall thin soldier of middle age. He had a graying short beard and eyes that grew dull with age. 
 
    “I think that’s Bell,” replied Hasner, a man of forty summers and a long-time soldier in the Arani guard. He had served at Eight for five years and was due for rotation in less than a week.  
 
    “What’s he doing out there?” asked Torman, watching as the soldier stood frozen. “Why is he just standing there?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” replied Hasner. “He’s supposed to be on inventory in the stock rooms with Gavers.”  
 
    “Here he comes,” said Torman.  
 
    “Why’s he walking so funny?” Hasner asked, watching Bell walk as if he was being pulled towards them.  
 
    “Is he drunk again?” laughed Torman.  
 
    “Acting like that, I’d say yes,” replied Hasner as Bell came up to them and stopped.  
 
    “Good afternoon, gentlemen,” Bell said politely. “I’m going in now because I’m not feeling well, and I think I’m going to be sick.” Bell began to walk towards the large open doorway and Hasner reached out a hand to stop the soldier.  
 
    “I thought you were supposed to be–” and Bell wretched all down the front of his leather armor and onto Hasner’s hand, who immediately retracted his arm and stood back disgusted. Bell just walked off and left the two soldiers cursing in his wake.  
 
    He went inside Eight through the large doorway and was greeted by fellow soldiers that were standing guard by the many locking mechanisms for the massive iron door. Bell waved to them and made a few brief comments and then made his way through the maze of connecting rooms and hallways. The first floor of the tower contained supply rooms and a large indoor stable with air ducts and ventilation for the many horses that were kept at Eight. There was also a connecting stable where cows and chickens and other livestock were raised and a large room that contained a deep well with an endless supply of fresh water. The lower armory was also on the first floor and it was stocked with all kinds of weapons made from Beoraki steel.  
 
    Bell eventually gained the stairway and walked casually up several floors until he found one that seemed the best for hiding and he made his way to the very back and crouched down unseen.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ********************** 
 
      
 
    Prince Hadias stood anxiously in the hot forest and waited with his elite guard all around him. He wore full battle armor and his long black hair was tied back. Eight towered above the trees in the distance and the dark prince eyed it with disdain.  
 
    A soldier came into the clearing and went down to one knee and waited until he was given permission to speak. 
 
    “What news?” Prince Hadias asked as he looked up at the distant impenetrable fortress. All his plans were coming to fruition and all that was left was the taking of Eight. Hadias did not have the manpower or the time to stage a long siege, so he sat at the mercy of time and waited with his small army as they all hid quietly in the Timberland forest.  
 
    “The Arani force is quite considerable,” the scout reported. “They out-man us more than ten-to-one and will be here shortly.”  
 
    Prince Hadias nodded his head and smiled at the unfolding events. If he did not gain the ungainable fortress quickly, he and his men would be forced to either fight or retreat farther away from their main objective. All of King Uriah’s plans to attack the North rested on him sacking Eight and controlling the watchtower, and if he failed in his endeavor, his father would be most disappointed.  
 
      
 
      
 
    ********************* 
 
      
 
    “Did you really have to puke?” Tris asked quietly with disgust. “Couldn’t that have been part of your little magic show?” The two sat hiding in the back corner of the dark supply room.  
 
    “I was nervous and sometimes the magic makes my head spin and I feel sick. When the soldier stopped me, I just let it go,” and Tanner laughed. Soon, Tris was laughing with him and they both sat back and relaxed. It was not long before Tristania surrendered to exhaustion and fell asleep against a large sack of grain while holding her small yellow flower.  
 
    Tanner watched over the girl for a long while, studying her small features and finding her very cute. Of course, not as pretty as the young girl, Mara.  
 
    Tanner watched Tris for a moment longer and then stepped back quietly and made his way again through the maze of rooms and hallways. He stayed in the shadows and used his magic sparingly, only when about to be seen and only using enough to stay unseen. He couldn’t become invisible, but he could block the soldiers’ minds and make himself unnoticeable.  
 
    Tanner quietly went down the long staircase until he gained the first floor and began searching through each of the supply rooms extensively. In one of the nearby rooms, he overheard several soldiers arguing and accusing another soldier of being drunk and too sick for duty.  
 
      In another room, Tanner was interrupted in his search when a soldier came in for supplies and he immediately scoured the man’s mind while he continued to remain unnoticed. After the soldier grabbed two large cans from off a high shelf, he left the room and Tanner walked quickly out behind him and into another supply room. He worked his way to the back corner where he found an entrance that led to an underground escape tunnel.  
 
    Tanner quietly opened the portal and climbed down into the passage and then slowly crept through the darkness with his hands stretched out and his eyes closed for better concentration. Mara had shown him how to see in the dark by heightening his other senses with magic. He could feel the rock walls and thick beams of timber that were used to fortify the tunnel and his mind could picture everything as if a string of lights ran the length of the passageway.   
 
    Tanner walked through the darkness for some time before coming to the end of the tunnel where a tall iron ladder led back to the surface. The boy climbed his way up the ladder until he came to the top, then he reached out with a strong hand and threw back a locking bar. He then grabbed onto a squeaky iron wheel and turned it for many rotations until it popped, and the portal swung open. Tanner climbed out of the opening and into the dense forest where he found Mara standing with her numerous family members. 
 
    “Good boy, Tanner. You really are amazing,” General Kneeamara spoke with true affection as her soldiers began climbing down into the tunnel that would take them inside Eight.  
 
    “Thanks,” blushed Tanner as he thought he was looking at the small girl, Mara. He had a growing crush on the girl, and he would do anything for her. 
 
      
 
    ********************* 
 
      
 
    Prince Hadias stood close to his personel guard as they hid in the trees at the edge of the valley. Eight towered a bow shot away and yet he still held his men back and waited. 
 
    “They are here,” said General Dread as he walked up to stand at the prince’s side. “Do we fight or retreat to the east?”  
 
    “The general will have the door open, we need to give her more time,” Hadias spoke as he stared at Eight. His faith in the witch began to waver and he felt nauseas as he thought of the back-up plan, which was to run to the east and not engage the enemy. He hated that plan. 
 
    “We go for the tower,” declared Prince Hadias. “Give the word. I want shields in front and archers staying back. Give the word, Dread.”  
 
    “Yes, Prince,” replied the general, and he went back to inform the men that it was time to kill or be killed.  
 
    Prince Hadias waited behind his gaurd while soldiers took the front and readied their shields. The forest came to life as his men prepared for the dash across the vale while the sounds of the advancing Arani army became louder as it closed in from the rear to engage. Shouts could be heard in the distance as both armies prepared their men for war. Prince Hadias’ army would be caught in the open between the Arani force and Eight if Kneeamara did not find her way inside. The result would be high casualties and failure.  
 
    “We go!” yelled Prince Hadias and he urged his men forward out of the cover of the trees and into the open expanse of the vale. Eight stood unyielding and dared them to advance.   
 
    The small Asarian army moved slowly with shields up as they advanced on the tower. They were fifty yards out when echoes of fighting rang out from the rear guard as it engaged in battle with the Arani force. The clang of steel and the cries of men started slowly and with only a few, but soon the forest behind them erupted into chaos as the prince’s rear guard was under duress and being overrun.  
 
    “To the tower!” Prince Hadias yelled out and his men picked up their pace just as bowmen from the top of Eight came out from hiding and began firing down upon them. “Shields!” Hadias cried out as they kept advancing on the tower. 
 
    Arrows began to rain down on them and soon Prince Hadias’ men were yelling out as they were struck by the bolts, many staggering on with the army towards Eight while others went down and bled into the grass and died.  
 
    Prince Hadias could hear the arrows bouncing off the shields that were over his head and his heart deflated as he realized he would need to call out for a full retreat to the east.  
 
    “Sound the horn for a full–” and Hadias stopped his command as the descending arrows dissipated and the archers that were firing down at them disappeared from the high battlements. “Keep going!” Prince Hadias quickly changed his command. “To the tower!” and his men broke into a full run just as the Arani army came out of the trees behind them.  
 
    Prince Hadias’ rear guard had been overrun and those that were lagging behind in the run to the tower were cut down by expert bowmen. The Arani army began to form up in the dale and started marching forward, unsure of the other army’s intent since there was no way they could possibly get into Eight with so few men and no siege weapons or towers.  
 
    Prince Hadias ran to the front of his small army as it closed on the giant structure and when he was only ten yards away, the massive iron door began to ring out as the grind of giant locking bolts were thrown back and the air pressure was released with a great sigh.  
 
    Prince Hadias slowed to a walk as the huge door swung open and Kneeamara stood in the entrance with a large smile. The prince gathered her up in his arms and hugged her tightly as his army rushed into the safety of the watchtower ahead of the Arani army that came rushing across the vale with cries of disbelief. Asarian archers on the top of Eight began to rain arrows down upon the advancing soldiers, killing some and injuring many more, and soon the call for a full retreat was given and the Arani army was forced to withdraw back to the tree line.  
 
    “Send word to my father,” Prince Hadias said to Dread after all his men were safe inside the tower and the door was closed and secured. “Tell him Eight is ours.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    ************************ 
 
      
 
    Tanner hid quietly in the corner as he watched soldier after soldier being cut down. When he came out of the tunnel and back into the tower behind Mara, there was fighting and chaos as blood seemed to spray in all directions. He quickly lost sight of Mara and was forced to hide behind a stack of wine barrels in the pandemonium that followed.  
 
    Another soldier was cut from shoulder to hip and a spray of blood went across the barrels and Tanner’s peeking face, and he wiped the red out of his eyes and across his cheek. He then remembered Tris hiding upstairs and thought her to be terrified, so he used his magic to go unnoticed through the maze of rooms and fighting until he gained the stairway. There was a struggle at the top of the stairs as men fought to break through, pushing the portal open and using small crossbows to kill the men hiding on the other side. Tanner ran up the stairs behind the soldiers and stepped lightly around the dying men that lay on the floor squirming with iron bolts in their chests.  
 
    Tanner quickly made the upper level and went to the storage room where he thought Tristania to be, but when he got to the back corner, he found her gone. At first, he thought he made a mistake and was in the wrong room, but then he spied the small yellow flower that she had been holding while asleep on the sack of grain.  
 
    Tanner started searching through all the rooms on that level, and when that produced no sign of the girl, he started combing the rest of the large tower in an extensive search. He used his magic often to avoid being noticed and his head began to ache terribly, so he found a secluded dark room in which to hide while he rolled on the floor in a puddle of his own sweat and vomit. Tanner pressed his hands against his head while wincing hard to keep the unbearable pain from crushing his skull.  
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    CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    First Age of Man 1500 years 
 
    The Age of Giants 
 
      
 
    The great King of the North sat quiet and alone in his empty cold throne room. The passion that had once filled the massive chamber was dead and gone as the last of his kind was soon to expire.  
 
    Beoafan, King of the North, thought again to stand from his large, but modest marble throne, but hesitated once more, knowing that once he stood and left the room, he would never return. 
 
    He gazed across the chamber to try and lose himself in the sculptures and paintings that adorned the high granite walls. Beautiful depictions of Northern gods and the people that once thrived beneath them hung alongside art that showed tall mountains throwing dark shadows across unsuspecting green valleys.  
 
     Gaurmetal, the first Northman, was painted across the wall in magnificent stature. His imposing form was shown holding a huge block of granite that was thrice his size, depicting the well-known truth that Gaurmetal single-handedly built The Temple of Ice with his bare hands.  
 
    Two massive snow dragon statues stood as sentinels on each side of a marvelous tapestry that portrayed the wondrous library held inside the castle walls. All the knowledge and history of the land since the very beginning was kept safe in that massive circular chamber, and now, so close to the end, none of it mattered.  
 
    The long enduring stories of his people living peacefully with the other races proved that it had been possible. The hill tribes and the stone-men from the south co-existed for over a thousand years without dispute or squabble. Snow dragons and fire wyrms had no hatred for men and they lived in harmony with all the other creatures that spread out across the land. There was no pestilence or plague, and war was unheard of, for none felt the desire to have more than was earned. There was no need for kings or armies – farmers ruled the prosperous lands and they shared their crops with all the goodly races.  
 
    For reasons known only to the gods, everything changed three hundred years ago. It started slowly with the hill tribes needing more land for their ever-growing population. And it was gladly given.  
 
    The stone-men from the south, seeing that the hill tribes desired more, felt the same desire and took the land they required. Anger and disputes over who had more and what was no longer fair erupted into the first killing. 
 
    There was a gathering at the base of the Twin Giants, two mountains that stood tall above the rest in the wide chain. There were men from the north, and hill tribes, and stone-men from the south, all arguing over how the land should be divided. The men from the north debated that a thousand years and more had passed and the land had no need for division. What had changed? 
 
    The hill tribes argued heatedly with the stone-men, and the Northmen found themselves caught in the middle as they argued for peace. One push led to a wall of shoves in retaliation, and then fists were thrown back and the men broke into fights. Heavy awkward blows began to rain down as the men engaged each other. Trees were crushed as men fought and rolled across the landscape.  
 
    Half the day had passed when finally the land stopped shaking as the last of their strength gave out. Moans came from all as no one could be declared winner. Gandular, the voice of the Northman, yelled out with conviction as he cursed all the men that engaged in the melee. He cried out that this was the spoils of war, and that not one side could ever be declared victor without suffering so much defeat.  
 
    Hollistata of the hill tribe slowly rose to his feet, his injuries stretched head to toe and were considerable, but his indescribable unrelenting anger and hatred consumed him. Gandular of the North continued to scorn all those that lay beaten around him, and he cried out with contempt at those that lay far about the ruined valley in defeat.  
 
    As Hollistata listened to the Northman ridicule, he looked down at a large dagger-shaped rock that had been torn from the earthen ground during the fight. Tiny voices in his head explained the concept as he slowly lowered himself to pick up the boulder in a solid right hand. Hollistata stood and staggered over to the preaching Gandular, whose back was turned and was defenseless.  
 
    Hollistata stopped inches from the Northman, and he slowly brought the weapon up as if fighting the urge that had overtaken him. Gandular turned slowly around and stopped speaking as he stared at Hollistata with the sharp boulder up high. Gandular’s look was of confusion as he could not ascertain what was about to happen.  
 
    Hollistata brought the stone dagger down with such force, it exploded when it tore through Gandular’s chest. A spray of rock, bone, and blood showered Hollistata’s face as he yelled out while driving the other screaming giant to his knees. Gandular’s stare of incredulity and horror soon turned vacant as he crumpled to the ground dead.  
 
    Gandular was buried by his kind and mourned for days while Hollistata declared himself king of the hill tribes and formed an army. Small skirmishes eventually turned to costly battles which resulted in devastating wars. Pestilence cursed the land and sickness spread afar as the dead were left to rot where they fell. Hundreds of years passed while the land ruined and the populace of all the giants withered under the decay of loss and despair.  
 
    King Beoafan regrettably stood from his throne, rising slowly from the pain of battle as well as age. He stood near to fifty feet tall with a wide chest and shoulders covered in heavy plate armor. The king had long white hair and a thick beard the color of ice and snow, and his skin held the sparkle of frost with lips and depthless eyes a cold blue.  
 
    The mighty king reluctantly crossed the stone floor of his throne room and paused to stand before the two immense iron-plated doors for the last time. His heart was heavy with regret as he took in a large breath of cold air and sighed. He reached out with a shaky hand to grab onto the iron ring that was attached to the door. King Beoafan let his anger build alongside the anticipation of what needed to be done. His powerful hand trembled as he tightened his grip on the iron ring, and with the strength of a giant, he yanked the massive door open and tore it and the bolted hinges from the wall. He tossed it across the chamber with ease, destroying his marble throne in a wave of splintered wood and iron banding. Then, he walked through the doorway on his path to certain doom. 
 
      
 
    *********************** 
 
      
 
    King Haynsor sat on a throne constructed of massive boulders in a throne room that was inside no castle, but a huge underground cavern deep in the hills he claimed. His army was stretched thin as it prepared for what would most likely be the last battle. King Beoafan had only a handful of Northern survivors left and was outnumbered on the field of battle. King Haynsor had driven the stone-men to near obliteration and now the Northmen were soon to follow.  
 
    The depleting snow dragons had abandoned the Northmen and their war and simply vanished from the mountains and skies. Smaller armor-plated dragons known as Fire Wyrms were close to extinction, as they were all hunted down and killed for their metal-like skins. Their iron hard bones were used in the making of weapons and their poisonous blood dripped from every hill giant’s arrow tip and blade.  
 
    There was nothing left to challenge King Haynsor now, save for the small resistance of frost giants that waited patiently at the base of the Twin Giants. 
 
    “To war!” the king of the hill tribes roared, sending echoes throughout the cavern that loosened hand-sized chips away from the rocky walls.  
 
     The hills shook as the armor-plated giants ran towards the towering mountains and the meager force of frost giants that waited there to die. The hill giants hoisted swords and clubs made from dragon bones as they rimmed the edge of the valley and roared out promises of death. They came down like a rushing avalanche of destruction to swallow the diminutive Northern army that stood waiting on a field of ice and snow.  
 
      
 
    ***************************** 
 
      
 
    “We are ready, Father,” said Galetorn, the youngest of King Beoafan’s children. He was also the largest and fiercest when it came to killing hill giants, and he was a natural leader – although his actions were always considered rash and his men expendable. 
 
    “Good,” replied King Beoafan. “They are coming.”  
 
    “I pray to split King Haynsor on this field!” cried Gretania, Beoafan’s only surviving daughter, spitting the words out with distaste as if vile in her mouth. Her white hair cascaded down the back of her heavy plate armor and she gripped a long bow and several arrows.  
 
    “Then be disappointed, Sister,” Yorathan replied. “It will be my blade that skewers his dark heart!”  
 
    The trembling in the ground came to a stop when the mighty army of hill giants crested the valley’s edge. They roared and shook their deadly weapons and a wave of hysteria pushed them over the rim and thousands of brutish giants came flowing down into the valley. The frost giants stood frozen, but not with fear. Discipline kept the few hundred Northern giants from fleeing the field of battle and they calmed their nerves and readied their weapons.  
 
    The valley shook as the hill giants ran along through the deepening snow, losing momentum as they closed on the frost giants’ position, using up precious energy as they lumbered through high drifts. Then, as the hill giants forced their way through the heavy snow towards the waiting Northern giants, plumes of white erupted into the air all around them as frost giants stood from hiding and began cleaving through metal and hardened skin. Blood sprayed wide and far as King Beoafan and his waiting frost giants charged quickly into the fray.  
 
    Swords and clubs rose and fell as the sound of armor deflecting steel chorused alongside the thunderous cries from giants falling soulless to the blood-stained ice and snow.  
 
    The frost giants were larger than those from the hills, and they forged stronger steel and created more efficient weapons and armor, but the sheer number of hill giants began to overwhelm them, and they stood fewer.  
 
    King Beoafan swung his mighty broadsword in circles as he spun around repeatedly to cleave through the endless foes. Piles of dead hill giants and their limbs laid strewn about the field in the king’s wake as he fought bravely, but not unscathed. Blood ran freely from his many wounds and pooled inside the bottom of his armored boots, leaving the outside of his plate mail stained red with long streaks.  
 
    Gretania fired off the last of her long arrows, the shaft sailing fast and true as it pierced the head of not one, but two hill giants fighting back to back. Then she swung her heavy bow and shattered it across the face of an oncoming hill giant, knocking him flat to the ice. Gretania growled with anger and drew two blades of steel as she waded into the press.  
 
    Galetorn and Yorathan fought side by side, dodging and ducking around each other’s sword cuts and parries. The brothers fought in unison, engaging enemies as they circled through the thick cluster of armored giants determined to kill. Yorathan cut low as Galetorn swung high, and the hill giants fell in pieces and in large numbers.  
 
    Hill giants continued to swarm down into the valley, dying quickly at the feet of the beleaguered Northmen. But the frost giants’ ranks thinned and they were forced to fight on their heels, being pushed back farther and farther while more and more perished. Soon, they numbered less than fifty and hundreds of hill giants circled them so there was no escape. The frost giants would be slaughtered.  
 
    King Beoafan would not stop. He was unrelenting in killing hill giants even as the frost giants’ numbers weakened to merely four, and he staggered and was drained of all but a spark of life as he stood with the last of his kind. 
 
    Gretania seethed with anger, tempting the fierce hill giants into finishing what they started. Galetorn and Yorathan poised ready to strike as they knew one last assault would be the end of them, and they were ready to die with valor.  
 
    King Beoafan felt nothing, for in the moment of losing everything, he isolated himself away from all his emotions and simply prepared himself for a glorious and honorable death. He looked up to the sky to give thanks to his god for everything he had been given, even though he was about to lose it all.  
 
    Then he witnessed dark clouds forming about the tall mountain peaks that towered over the valley. White angels began to fall from the clouds as if leaving their perches and King Beoafan’s spirit soared.  
 
    Snow dragons roared their thunderous cries as they beset upon the battlefield. Sprays of liquid nitrogen came from all directions, freezing hill giants in place so when the massive dragons swooped down to plow through them, they shattered like crystal statues filled with blood.  
 
    Hill giants threw volleys of sharpened logs and cut with their dragon bone swords and spears, but the snow dragons had caught them tightly packed, in total confusion, and ill-prepared for dragon-kind. The hill giants died quickly and were forced to retreat to their hills, but the snow dragons were unrelenting, and they followed to exterminate the giants to the end.  
 
    King Beoafan and his three children followed in the dragons’ wake, killing the few hill giants that were left behind. They moved quickly through the hills, staying clear of the mighty dragons as the beasts crawled in and out through cave entrances like enormous white lizards hunting their prey. Giants screamed and fought to the end while dragons filled the caves they hid in with blasts of nitrogen, freezing them dead in their holes.  
 
    King Beoafan followed the trails of blood until at last he and his three children found the Cavern of the King, and just inside laid a sprawling snow dragon with a smashed head. Many hill giants decorated the cavern floor with body parts and blood, and it was clear that the dragon had torn them to pieces before meeting its own demise.  
 
    King Beoafan and Gretania walked slowly and with caution as they stepped their way through the dimly lit massive cavern. Galetorn and Yorathan spread out and covered the rear, their eyes slowly adjusting to the darkness as they looked deep into the shadows for giants. Fish splashed in a large pond in the center of the cavern, startling Gretania and making her jump. Her two brothers joked briefly with her, but then stopped as shadows against the back wall shifted and two glowing orbs appeared in the darkness.  
 
    “King of the North,” spoke the massive figure as he sat in dark shadows upon a throne of rock. His deep voice penetrated the massive cavern, but the echoes seemed more in their minds, as if bouncing back and forth inside their heads. “Welcome.” 
 
    “King Haynsor?” King Beoafan questioned as he peered into the shadows. He had met the king of the hill tribes many years ago on a mission for peace. It had failed, of course, but he would never forget the giant that claimed himself as leader, and this was not him. 
 
    “Hardly,” replied the enormous figure, his voice reverberating throughout the chamber.   
 
    The giant stood from his throne of boulders and stepped to the edge of the shadows. King Beoafan could see he was mistaken, and that the giant standing across the cavern was indeed King Haynsor, but larger somehow. It was as if the massive hill giant had been stretched taller and stuffed wider, and the enormous power that emitted from his glowing eyes and mouth illuminated the huge cavern with a ghostly light.  
 
    King Haynsor took another step forward and he dragged the long spine and huge skull of a snow dragon from out of the shadows. At first the swollen giant seemed to lumber slowly, making his way around the large pond with tired dragging steps. But then, with immortal speed, he was past and behind the four and Gretania was sailing off into the shadows after being slammed with the swinging skull. The long horns from the dragon’s head tore through her armor and punctured her deeply, leaving critical holes that spilled forth her blood.  
 
    King Beoafan reacted without thought, as did Galetorn and Yorathan, but they moved too slow as Haynsor’s body shifted away from the attacking trio in a wide sidestep. He countered with the long spinal cord, swinging it out and around to catch Galetorn in the back of his plated helmet, tearing it from his head and leaving his body to spin off into the darkness. 
 
    Yorathan came in fast with his light and flexible sword, stabbing the hill giant in his armored chest and then cutting across for his neck. Haynsor lifted his left hand to block as his right hand swung around the dragon spine, and Yorathan’s blade cleaved through the hill giant’s left forearm and stuck briefly in the side of his thick head. At the same time, Haynsor’s dragon skull smashed into Yorathan’s side, sending him rolling away inside his crushed armor.  
 
    King Beoafan’s broadsword crashed into the hill giant’s armor again and again. Haynsor was forced to take steps back as he retreated away from the frost giant who roared with each devastating blow. The hill giant swung his dragon spine as he backed away another step, and Beoafan ducked the heavy strike and came back up with a brutal sword cut that carved the top of Haynsor’s head clean off and away. The look on the hill giant’s stretched face showed no emotion, just beams of eerie light that glowed from his mouth and eyes. Beoafan started to wonder if what he fought was even a giant anymore.  
 
    King Haynsor had backed up to the mouth of the cave and he stood rigid as he started to swing his dragon spine in powerful circles above his head. Faster and faster the horned skull spun, and with each powerful swing, more and more momentum was gained. Gusts of wind swirled rocks and dirt up into the air and Beoafan had to shield his eyes from the cloud of debris, but movement from behind the hill giant made him lurch forward with a bold sword cut, staying well away from the swinging skull, but keeping Haynsor’s attention fixated on him.  
 
    Behind the hill giant at the mouth of the cavern stalked a massive snow dragon, creeping low and quiet. When the beast saw Haynsor standing in the entrance, it stopped and turned its head quickly, and with eyes as clear as ice, watched the huge giant as he spun his deadly weapon above his head. The dragon reared back slowly as if to inhale, spreading its snow colored wings out wide and exposing its ice-plated chest.  
 
    Haynsor turned his head when he realized the dragon was behind him, but it was too late as liquid nitrogen sprayed across his backside, covering him in freezing ice. King Beoafan lept out of the way as the huge creature roared and spewed forth the deadly blast while the hill giant tried in vain to get away. Soon, Haynsor could not be seen through the tall mound of ice, and the dragon took flight to continue its hunt.  
 
    King Beoafan stared at the frozen hill giant king – stunned at the events that just transpired. He felt cheated somehow; wanting so badly to take the hill giant’s head himself. He also felt relieved for some reason, knowing it was all so close to the end, knowing he was soon to die. King Beoafan could feel it, the presumption before death, when you’re left with the feeling that there is only one thing left to do.  
 
    The great King of the North slowly bent down and picked up the heavy dragon spine that Haynsor had dropped during his attempt at escaping the snow dragon’s breath. Beoafan stepped back and pulled the huge horned skull across the cavern floor to give himself the room he needed. Then, with incredible strength and will, he began twirling the long dragon spine above his head. Faster and faster the horned skull sailed around and around, and with the climbing speed came astonishing power. Beoafan allowed his emotions to mount, fueling his muscles with anger and despair, and roaring louder with each rotation of the deadly skull.  
 
    When King Beoafan could no longer control the spinning dragon spine, which rotated now above his head with blurring speed, he circled quickly in place, catching the momentum of the mighty swing, and then drove all his might into smashing the mound of ice with the dragon’s skull.  
 
    The explosion sent frozen red chunks in all directions as the tall mound of ice shattered like glass and the power that was inside the hill giant king ruptured into a blinding wave. Beoafan flew across the vast cavern and smashed against the far wall where he laid unmoving for quite some time.  
 
    When King Beoafan finally stirred to consciousness, he crawled to his feet and staggered across the huge cave, removing bent pieces of ruined armor and tossing them to the ground. He found Gretania hanging onto life with shallow breaths and he scooped her up into his arms as his two sons made their way bravely to his side. Blood covered them all as they stumbled near to death out of the cavern and into the early evening where the moon peeked above the horizon.  
 
    They ambled along through the hills as the moon followed them on its way up into the sky, and they left trails of blood for no one to follow. When they finally made the valley that sprawled before the huge mountains that guarded the pass, they felt relief and continued to trudge along. Bodies of dead giants littered the snow-covered vale and blood flowed in all directions as they stepped over and around and through the carnage. 
 
    King Beoafan carried Gretania in his arms, even though his daughter had already passed some time ago. Galetorn and Yorathan stumbled along together behind him, and when Galetorn finally lurched and fell to the ground, Yorathan stopped and stared down at his brother.  
 
    “Father,” Yorathan said tiredly, too fatigued and near to death to really care if Beoafan responded. He slumped down next to Galetorn, who lay dead across the red snow, then fell back and joined him.  
 
    King Beoafan forced his way through the snow for a short distance more, but eventually gave in to his exhaustion and fell to the frozen ground. Gretania rolled away as the great King of the North sprawled across the snow, his breathing hindered and his thoughts ranging from hazy to black. He laid there for days until death finally took him away.  
 
    It was the end of The First Age of Man, and for thousands of years the ground shook and split apart, swallowing all but small traces of the once proud and peaceful giants.  
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