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PROLOGUE

The wisest of our world say that our destinies are predetermined.

Fate is very deceptive; more often than not, it is never what anyone envisions it to be. Men will often boast about what their destiny is going to be, as if such a thing could be controlled — like, say, the amount of milk you want with your breakfast. They usually have very clear visions of their fate, and in some very rare cases, they succeed in shaping it exactly as they planned. But more commonly, fate often throws you many strange — and sometimes twisted — obstacles before revealing that your destiny is not at all what you thought it was going to be.

I would have preferred if fate had just told me straight out; it would have saved me a lot of trouble.

My name is Aidan, and I was born in the year 185 of the Fifth Age, in the village of Dura, kingdom of Delmar. Though there are several mighty kingdoms in our world, Delmar is the heart of it all, in more ways than one; not only is it considered to be the most prestigious country, it is also literally in the heart of the land, which makes it a center for tourism and trade. Its White Army is the largest, and is generally considered to be the most fearsome.

As I was born, my mother died, leaving my father to raise me alone on the family farm. In my later years, I would see many children who were resented — even blamed — for the death of their mothers as a result of their birth. I can happily say, however, that my father was not such a person — he saw me as the last piece of my mother that still survived. Because of that, I can say without hesitation that my childhood was blessed.

To this day, I have no idea how my father took care of me and his work on the farm at the same time. Sometimes I laughingly think to myself that perhaps he just plopped me in a little wagon and brought me out onto the field, where he tended to the animals, the crops, and me, as needed.

Come to think of it, that may be exactly how he did it.

See, my father could be pretty stern, but he also had a goofy sense of humor at times, and that made my childhood pretty interesting. That was a good thing, too, because we usually kept to ourselves on the farm — the only time we saw people is when we traveled into town to trade or sell our goods, which occurred about once a month, starting in the fall until the end of the year. As a result, meeting new people was somewhat difficult for me at first; I was definitely on the shy side.

Another thing I struggled with was sleeping. Dreams about the mother I’d never met plagued me constantly. When I was younger, the dreams would hurt me very deeply. Later, I would be upset for a while and then read a book until I could fall back asleep.

You might be asking yourself how a farmer with very little gold could afford to purchase books. We couldn’t — but my father had an older brother in a nearby town who owned a bookstore. My uncle was a very nice man: rotund, cheerful, and very much had the same sense of humor as my father — only he showed it a lot more. We visited him every once in a while, and my uncle was more than happy to allow us to read any books in his store for as long as we wanted. My father loved to read, and it wasn’t long before I shared that same passion. While my father read tantalizing fiction stories, I read children’s books.

At about four years of age, I tried to help my father out on the farm (emphasis on tried). I remember once that when we were out in the field picking carrots, I started to pull some with him — until he stopped me and pointed out that the ones I had yanked out of the ground were not ripe yet. He smiled and tousled my hair, then began to show me which ones were good to pull. I always enjoyed those early times on the farm, just me and my father as he showed me the way of farm life. Naturally, I struggled at first, as I soon figured out that farm life is much more difficult than it seems. But my father was patient, and he really seemed to enjoy the fact that his son was trying to help him — even if I did cost him a few crops.

But even at that young age, something inside me told me that the farm wasn’t where I belonged…






BOOK 1

‘Destiny has two ways of crushing us…by refusing our wishes…and by fulfilling them.’
 Henri Frederic Amiel





CHAPTER 1

‘Oh, come on, you stupid cow!’

She’d knocked over the bucket. Again.

Sighing in exasperation, I stood up from the stool I had placed next to the cow so that I could milk her. She had a tendency to do this every once in a while — get irritated that I was pulling on her udders (now that I say it like that, I would be irritated too) and knock over the bucket with her rear legs, sending its contents spilling all over the hay-covered ground. It was beyond frustrating — I balled my hands into fists and leaned against one of the nearby wooden poles that supported the barn.

Still, it wasn’t in me to be mean for no real reason, especially to an animal. Especially these animals, since they were the only company I had.

‘I’m sorry, girl,’ I said, walking up to her and rubbing the side of her head. ‘I’m just not having a good day, I guess.’

The cow continued to chomp on some hay, giving no indication that she had understood or cared.

I didn’t have any real understanding of what a ‘good’ day was. I mean, life wasn’t so bad, but it was very hard work, especially for someone like me — a sixteen-year-old running the family farm by himself. Saying that, I was pretty used to it by now; I’d been doing it for the last two years, after all.

Before then, it had been just me and my father, Uaine. I loved my dad. He took care of me, taught me the ways of life, and at least tried to make sure I stayed on the right path. I say ‘tried’ because I certainly didn’t make it easy for him. My thoughts drifted to simpler times, both happy and difficult, settling on a specific memory from when I was seven…

I was transported back to the living room, staring wistfully at a particular statuette that sat on an end table, molded into the shape of a cat.

‘You okay, Aidan?’ Father asked, snapping me out of my daydreaming. He usually called me ‘boy’ or ‘son’, and he only called me by my name when he was serious.

‘Yes, Father,’ I said quietly as I turned my head to look at him.

My father was unconvinced, but it was too early in the morning to reassure him. ‘Have you had any dreams lately?’ he asked gently.

I lowered my eyes for a moment, then returned my gaze to him. ‘Not in a couple of days.’

Father’s eyes narrowed a little. ‘You never said anything.’

I shrugged my small shoulders. When I first started having the dreams, I would wake up in tears, screaming for my mother. Now, a couple of years later, I would just get a little upset, and sleep or not sleep as my mind allowed. However, this was the first time that I hadn’t told Father about a dream that I’d had about her.

‘They don’t bother me anymore,’ I said, trying to sound convincing.

Father’s eyes narrowed further. ‘Do not lie to me, Aidan.’

I sighed. I’d known that he wouldn’t believe me when I’d said that, but I’d tried anyway. ‘I’m sorry, Father. I just… I know how much it hurts you too.’

I could almost see my father’s heart dropping to his stomach. He tried to find something to say in response, then gave it up for the moment and went to get my breakfast.

My stomach rumbled, bringing me back to reality.

‘Oh, hush,’ I growled back. ‘You should be used to this by now.’ After all, I’d barely been eating for the past year, due to my lack of ability to grow food as well as lack of coin to buy any.

I was still standing next to the cow. ‘I don’t suppose you’d want to cooperate this time, huh? Please?’

Still, the cow gave no evidence that she even knew I was there.

I set the bucket back up underneath the cow and sat back down on the stool. I tried to grab hold of one of the teats, but as soon as I did, the cow moved away from me. She was tied to a nearby pole, but had just enough rope to make things difficult.

‘Fine,’ I muttered, now utterly (no pun intended) discouraged. ‘Have it your way.’

I stood up (knocking over the stool as I did so) and stormed out the large double doors of the barn.

Just as I reached for the doors to push them open, my gaze fell to the far corner of the barn. Everything was back there, beckoning me.

No, no, no… you have work to do.

Too true. I willed myself out of the barn and crossed in front of my small cottage home, which my father had built for my mother, and headed out to the fields to the right. I was almost at the well next to the house when I realised I had left the cow tied to the post.

‘Oh, well… serves her right.’ She could live without hay and water for a couple hours… stupid cow.

I drank some water from the well, then headed out to the fields to continue harrowing them. The weather had been perfect for the season — a few rain showers here and there, but no downpours that flooded the fields. A stark contrast to the previous year; the harvest hadn’t gone very well, and I had to struggle to get through the winter. It had taken all the food that I had in the stores, the nuts I had collected and animals I had slaughtered to survive. I always hated slaughtering animals that I’d raised from calf and chick, but in the farming world, it was a necessary evil.

I could only hope for some luck from the harvest this year; being hungry had become an ever-constant annoyance.

Two donkeys waited patiently in the field, strapped to what appeared to be a giant garden rake used to harrow the fields. I made sure the wooden spikes were firmly entrenched in the soil, then grabbed the soft leather straps so that I could urge the donkeys forward.

‘Ya!’ I called, snapping the leather straps against their backs. ‘Go!’

Two donkeys strapped to the harrow… and neither one of them even twitched.

I heaved a sigh. ‘Really, guys? C’mon… it’s a beautiful day, you’ve been well fed. What else do you really need?’ I accompanied this pep talk with a light stroking to the ears of each animal, which both responded to favorably.

‘Alright,’ I said, grabbing the strap again and feeling more confident. ‘Let’s go!’ I yelled, cracking the strap once again.

Nothing.

Now I was really frustrated. ‘Ah, what the heck, guys? Eating’s not very important, is it?’

Finally, one of the donkeys responded. He tossed his head back happily and sighed contentedly.

I’d had enough. That dark corner of the barn was now beckoning with even more persistence. Apparently, the gods had different plans for me that didn’t involve farming… or eating.

Before I knew it, I was back in the barn. The cow was less than thrilled at being left tied to the post, so I untied her and led her back out to the fields behind the barn. Once I was back inside, however, it was time for me to indulge those feelings that were insistently dragging me toward what I truly loved.

Father said I was crazy. Perhaps he was right. When I was younger, I believed that my destiny did not lay on a farm — it lay on a battlefield. It happened innocently enough; my uncle, Hagan, owned a bookstore in the nearby city of Kiver, which lay in the north. It was there that my father and I traded our goods. Just like my father, I loved to read, and one day while we were visiting, Father asked me to grab a book and go upstairs. The book I grabbed off-handedly was titled Hero Knights of the Second Age.

My life would never be the same.

From that point on, I was forever drawn to the military lifestyle and to the glory of being a knight. Father lectured me sternly, especially as I started to stray from my duties on the farm. He told me that farmers didn’t become knights, and that I should accept what fate had dealt me. He wasn’t trying to put me down or hurt me, simply trying to be realistic. Over time, I slowly came to realize that he was right, especially as I entered my adolescent years.

After my father and uncle died (within a month of each other), I was suddenly alone in the world at the age of fourteen. My entire focus fell to my work on the farm. This was partly due to the need to survive, but more importantly it was a way to deal with my losses and the cold, harsh feeling of loneliness. And after two years, my work ethic, instilled by my father, was now firmly ingrained.

But my fascination with knighthood still lingered.

Although I loved my father and missed him dearly, I took advantage of his absence to build a couple of dummies out of wood and straw — something he would never have allowed me to do. The dummies were quite crude, and probably a little dangerous, to be honest. I followed that horrible and laughable attempt at carpentry with another one, creating a rudimentary wooden sword that gave me splinters in my hands every time I used it. But every morning and every night (or during times like this, when I was extremely irritated), I would venture to my practice area, and I would continue my exhibition in ‘swordplay.’

I wasn’t taking my dreams of knighthood very seriously anymore, but sometimes fate has a way of changing your future in one moment…






CHAPTER 2

The next couple of months went by without further incident. There were a few difficult days here and there. — as I was working in the fields one mid-summer day, I was shaken when I thought I heard my mother calling me in for supper. It wasn’t the first time something like this had happened; the dreams I’d had about my mother when I was younger still haunted me, despite the fact that I’d never met her.

But, for the most part, working on the farm was a hard, but rewarding experience. Animals had their off-days, just like humans, but for the most part, they did their jobs. I’d always appreciated my father, but now that he was gone I did so even more. I could only hope that he realised just how important he was to me as well, how much he’d taught me…

I felt myself once again being transported into the past, delving into my memory to one summer’s day, when I was weeding in the fields while Father was in the barn shearing the sheep. I had spent most of the time daydreaming about knights and minotaurs, and before I knew it, I had ventured into the woods, into ‘battle’. After I had ‘saved’ the knights from the angry minotaur, I’d begun the journey back to my land (the farm) feeling immensely satisfied, knowing that I had saved the lives of good men…

‘Hello, young man,’ a familiar voice said.

I’d frozen dead in my tracks, my fantasy destroyed like the crop after a bad storm. I’d known that voice; I’d known what I had done.

I would have rather faced a real minotaur.

‘How’s the weeding coming?’ Father said evenly, standing at the edge of the woods, arms crossed.

I hadn’t answered, knowing that it would be pointless. I’d strayed from my duties, and I had to face what was coming to me. Father hadn’t looked particularly mad, just disappointed. On the other hand, I’d felt really guilty — he was depending on me for my help, and I had let him down.

‘Come on inside,’ Father said, his voice showing no traces of anger. ‘It’s time for supper.’

Apprehensively, I had followed him back to the house; a punishment was coming, it was only a matter of time.

We’d sat down to eat a good meal of salted pork (much of our coin went into obtaining sea salt so that we could preserve our meats), carrots, and a couple of slices of hard bread. Father hadn’t spoken a word the entire time. Afterwards, he’d said it was time for bed.

I had been extremely puzzled — maybe there won’t be a punishment.

Boy, had I been wrong.

The next day, after a light breakfast, Father had informed me that I was to finish weeding the beans that I’d failed to get to the previous day, weed all of the onions, and wash all of the wool that he had sheared yesterday.

I remember vividly that my jaw had dropped. ‘But that’s more than a day’s worth of our work combined!’ I’d complained.

Father had simply nodded, unsympathetic. ‘And I suggest you get to it,’ he’d stated evenly, ‘because there won’t be any dinner until you finish.’

I remember opening my mouth to argue, but he’d interrupted, putting his finger in the air. ‘I wouldn’t suggest arguing… that’s just going to waste time.’

I’d then hung my head, and slunk off into the fields.

Undoubtedly, that was the hardest day of work I’d ever had, and probably ever would have.

It had been mid-evening before I finally finished. Tired beyond belief, I’d staggered back to the house and plopped myself in a chair at the table. Father had dinner all prepared for me, but I’d been much too tired to eat, so slumped in the chair instead.

‘Hey, wake up,’ Father had said, knocking on the table hard enough to jolt me from my slumber. ‘You need to eat, to recover your lost strength.’

‘I don’t think that’s going to do it.’

‘Eat anyway.’

I’d eaten a few bites (too tired to even notice what it was), and the next thing I knew, Father had been carrying me in his arms to my bed. I still can’t remember feeling as good as when he laid me down on my nice, soft bed that night. I’d felt him softly brushing the hair out my eyes, and then he was gone. Father’s punishment had been harsh but, looking back, quite frankly I had deserved it. I had known perfectly well how important our work was to our livelihood, and I had failed. As I’d drifted off to sleep, one thought passed through my mind…

I need to be more careful with my daydreaming — much more careful.

I shook off the memory as best as I could and returned to my job; I was trying to fix a broken part of the fence. When I went to lift the hammer, the iron head fell from the wooden handle. It hit the ground with a small thud.

I sighed. Well, perhaps I should let the chickens have a crack at fixing this thing — they might do a better job than me anyway. I had got particularly good at taking my lack of blacksmithing skills in stride.

I had a gardening hoe with me, and was just getting ready to turn my attention back to the fields when I could hear horses trotting down the road in the distance. That sound was accompanied by the sound of merry men who had likely had a bit too much ale. I backed away from the fence, wanting to get away from the dust that the horses would kick up, which would make me cough and gag violently.

As the men drew nearer, I could see that they were not merely men — they were knights! Three of them! I immediately became enchanted, and I found myself wondering how many battles they had seen, how many foes they had slain. I suddenly imagined that I was riding alongside them, sharing my tales of conquest and boasting of my acts of valor on the battlefield.

I was so lost in my daydreaming that I hadn’t noticed that the knights had spotted me, and that one of them was pointing in my direction.

A cold chill paralyzed me. What does this knight want with me?

Excitement warred with fear in my body. I had only had one other experience with a soldier. A few years ago, the house down the road had burned down. It had belonged to a very nice older lady, Agatha, who had been a close friend to my parents. Unfortunately, due to the emotional trauma surrounding my mother, I hadn’t treated Agatha very well. Yet when her house had caught fire, Father and I tried to save her life, to no avail. The next day, the king had sent a young soldier, Derrick, to investigate Agatha’s death. It turned out that she was one of the best tailors in the kingdom and she was making clothing for many of the king’s servants, and even a few for the king himself. Derrick had been a jolly, happy-go-lucky fellow. But for some reason, I didn’t get the same vibe from this knight, who was swaggering toward me, intoxicated.

The knight stood in front of me and pointed mockingly. ‘What do we have h-h-here?’ His voice was slurred and had a whining quality to it.

My earlier suspicions were now confirmed — the stench of alcohol washed over me like a tide from the Oh-Gods-Above-That’s-Nasty Ocean. It was so bad, I couldn’t believe that my curly brown hair didn’t turn white — or fall out completely.

So many things were happening at once, I was too confused to respond. The knight frowned in displeasure — then he hiccupped.

‘When I ashk you a queshton, you answer, boy.’ Apparently, completing this sentence was almost too much for him, for he staggered unsteadily on his feet before regaining some semblance of balance.

Still I didn’t answer, and I was getting more and more nervous as this conversation continued. The knight was getting more and more agitated. My heart thumped loudly against my chest.

‘Lower your eyesh to your superiorsh,’ the knight ordered.

At that moment, anger began to swell inside me. This man, knight or not, had no right to bully and humiliate me, just because I was the first peasant he had seen on the road that day.

And what exactly are you going to do about it, Aidan? Drunk or not, he’s an experienced swordsman, and you’re not.

Well played, conscience. So, after some hesitation, I did as the knight commanded.

But the knight seemed to sense my unspoken feelings, and his eyes widened in fury. ‘You dare heshitate when I give you an order, peasant scum?’

Now my heart was trying to bash its way out of my ribcage. Shaking uncontrollably, I stared at the knight in his heavy steel armor, brandishing a gleaming, battle-worn sword — which, I had no doubt, he knew how to use. My mind frantically searched for a way out of this sticky situation.

Just do what he wants, Aidan.

I could see the knight’s face getting redder with his fury, and I was really beginning to feel afraid that he was going to hurt me. So I did the only thing I could do —

‘Please, Mr. Knight,’ I begged, ‘please don’t hurt me.’

The knight roared with laughter. ‘That’s right, boy,’ he said gleefully — or slurred, rather, ‘beg like the peasant you are! Put your facesh on the ground and beg!’

My face burned with embarrassment, but at least it seemed like he was going to leave me alone if I did what he wanted. Slowly, I got down on my knees and lowered myself to the ground, my head hovering just a couple of inches above it.

The knight put his heavy steel boot on my head and pushed it into the dirt. ‘I said to put your facesh on the ground.’ He chuckled, clearly enjoying this show of power. I heard the other knights laughing from their horses.

I grunted in anger and frustration as the knight ground his boot into the side of my head, shoving my face further into the dirt. Truthfully, it didn’t hurt all that much — but the helplessness and humiliation hurt me all the way to my soul.

Finally, the knight removed his boot from my head.

‘Now shtay there until I leave, you filthy peasant.’

As the knight drunkenly swaggered away, the anger returned, and this time, it threatened to reach the boiling point. I couldn’t fully comprehend what had just happened to me, other than the fact that I had just been made an example out of by a bully of a knight for the amusement of his friends. That thought pierced me like a pitchfork through the chest. But I knew that open defiance would only bring more pain and humiliation, so I did exactly as I was told.

It felt like forever, but the knight finally got back on his horse, almost falling off the other side as he did so. Feeling that I had done what was ordered, I slowly stood back up and brushed myself off.

Big mistake. One of the other knights saw me, and pointed in my direction. The bully knight turned around, saw me, and dismounted his horse again, heading in my direction.

Oh, Gods. What did I do?

Worse, he was walking much straighter than he was the previous time, and with more purpose.

As he stood in front of me this time, he drew his sword (for some reason, I took a mental note that he was right-handed), which was almost enough to make me squeal in terror. But, as I stared at the tip that hovered just inches from my nose, I kept my lips tightly sealed, though I couldn’t stop trembling.

‘Do you not value your life, boy?’ The knight asked, and the fact that he didn’t slur his words this time wasn’t lost on me. It seemed that he was sobering up in a hurry, which wasn’t good news for me.

Again, I remained silent, and he got even angrier.

‘I suggest you get back down on the ground, plant your nose in the dirt, and remain there until I have departed. If you do not, then I will smile as your body lies limp, impaled, at the end of my sword.’

I shuddered as the image firmly entrenched itself in my mind — but even as I did, my blood burned even hotter in anger. Suddenly, I found myself in an internal struggle — my brain (which was screaming at me to just obey already, and get on with my life) against my heart (which was tired of the pain and humiliation, and was actually, to my chagrin, contemplating fighting back). It felt like I battled with this decision forever, though it was only a few seconds.

Unfortunately, the knight took those few seconds as another act of defiance. ‘So be it,’ he muttered, before he hit me in the face with the steel-plated glove of his left hand. I staggered before I fell on my back, clutching my face from the sharp pain which was suddenly piercing my skull. The blow opened a cut on my forehead, and I could immediately feel the blood trickling down my face. My vision became fuzzy and I was having trouble focusing on anything. The blinding sun suddenly made my head pound harder.

Roughly, the knight reached down and grabbed me by my dirty cotton shirt, hauling me to my feet. He set me down so aggressively that I almost fell back down to the ground.

‘Now…’ he growled in my face, and the overwhelming smell of alcohol made my eyes water severely. ‘You will do exactly as I tell you this time, or I will gut you right here. Do you understand me?’ Once again, his sword was pointed at me.

This time, blind rage completely overruled my fear. True, I hadn’t had much experience with soldiers and knights, but I believed in the stories that I had read, the tales that had been engraved into my heart.

This man is a disgrace to his own title.

The knight had finally had enough of my insolence. Without warning, he tried to strike me with the hilt of his sword, and instinctively, I dodged the blow. I had no clue where the idea came from to dodge the attack — perhaps from avoiding the donkey’s hooves as they tried to kick me, or from dodging chickens as they attacked me when I entered their pens.

At any rate, the fact that I was no longer where I was an instant ago when the knight tried to strike me — apparently coupled with the lingering effects of the alcohol — caused the knight to stumble. If he had fallen, he would have landed where I had been laying only moments earlier, but instead he caught himself and spun around. My thoughts a blur, I snatched up the nearby gardening hoe and held it in front of me defensively.

I could hear the knight’s friends, on their horses, exchanging murmurs of surprise.

Seeing me with a weapon (such as it was) and ready to fight back, the knight’s expression was surprised at first, then turned mocking.

‘Are you in your right mind, boy?’ he asked, arrogantly sauntering toward me. ‘Fighting a knight? Do you even know what you are about to get yourself into?’

I didn’t, clearly, but I stood steadfast anyway. ‘Judging by the amount of ale you’ve apparently consumed, I’m more in my right mind than you.’

One of the knights behind me chuckled, then was stifled into silence.

After a quick glance at the offending comrade, the knight turned his attention back to me. ‘Well, scum, obviously you don’t know your true place in the world, so it becomes my job to teach you.’ With that, he took a couple of threatening steps forward.

Thanks to my uncle, I had read many books, so at a guess I considered myself to be smarter than the average peasant. I had read many stories of knights in battle, so I knew to observe my opponent.

Obviously, he knows how to use that sword, but he seems to be a better talker than he is a fighter. Also, he’s still drunk, so his senses and his reflexes are likely to be off…

Still, it wouldn’t pay for me to underestimate him. Even if he had ascended to his position through lies and deceit, he had to have some ability to fight, or he wouldn’t have been a soldier at all.

The first thing I knew right away was that my meager ‘weapon’ would not be able to block his sword — one swing of his sword would likely split the hoe in half. And due to my blacksmithing skills (or lack thereof), the hoe would basically be rendered useless, no matter what I did.

The second thing I knew was that I was a complete imbecile for even trying to fight an experienced warrior.

I ducked as the first blow came at me horizontally from my left. The knight swung again immediately, almost using the sword like a club. I ducked again, and swung the hoe with every last bit of strength I had.

It bounced harmlessly off of his heavily-armored right shoulder.

Both of us stood there in shock — I suspect he was in shock because I had actually attacked him, and I know I was in shock as it was so monumentally stupid for me to swing the hoe like a flailing child, without putting any actual thought as to where it might prudent to strike him, considering all of his armor.

He glanced at his shoulder, then at my ‘weapon’, and laughed mockingly.

But his overconfidence cost him — I knew from reading books on combat tactics to take advantage of any chance that came my way.

And he had just given me a big chance.

I once again swung the hoe as hard as I could, this time aiming for his legs. Having worked on a farm my whole life, I had a great deal of strength, and my desperate tactic succeeded — the hoe swept his legs out from under him, sending him crashing to the ground.

Behind me, the knights’ murmurs grew louder.

The knight floundered on the ground for a moment, like a turtle on its back, before he was finally able to regain his feet; I had to imagine that navigating in that armor could be difficult sometimes. After struggling to his feet, staggering a bit from inebriation, the knight glared at me, fuming.

My resolve cracked, just a little.

‘How dare you, boy,’ the knight growled, and it suddenly seemed that he sobered up even more. ‘Clearly, you don’t know your place in this world. Now, I’m going to show you where scum like you reside.’

He then began to stride toward me, obviously ready to finish this altercation — whatever ‘finishing it’ meant.

Any anger I would have felt at his insult was instantly smothered by overwhelming fear. My mind froze, and I tried to scurry away backward. But in my panic, I tripped over my own feet, and crashed to the ground. The knight continued his pursuit, and I scrambled to my feet. Now desperate, I did the only thing I could think of, though it probably wasn’t the best choice — I swung the hoe again, aiming for the knight’s head.

But the knight, having already underestimated me, was now prepared for battle, which only served to frighten me further. Almost nonchalantly, he brought up his sword and blocked my blow, shattering the hoe and sending the head of it sailing away. That turn of events froze me in my tracks, and the knight took advantage of the opportunity to close the gap between us. He grabbed me by my hair and drove his knee into my midsection.

I’d been kicked by horses and other animals many times, but never in my life had I felt pain like that — the blow from the armored leg drove all the air out of my body, and hurt terribly. Now completely at the knight’s mercy, I was helpless as the knight, still with a handful of my hair, forced me to turn so that my back was to him and give me a violent kick to the back of my leg, forcing me to my knees.

Now my anger had reached the boiling point, but by then it was far too late — I was completely at the mercy of the knight, who probably outweighed me even without his armor. He shoved me into the ground face-first, and then laid on top of me while he crushed my face in the dirt. Coughing and sputtering, I growled as I tried to fight back, but it was pointless — pinned to the ground, there was nothing I could do.

‘Time for your daily meal, peasant,’ the knight whispered in my ear, a taunting note in his voice. ‘Now eat your dirt like the pig you are.’

In my current position, it took very little effort for him to continue this humiliation. His forearm on the back of my neck, he leaned into me more heavily, burying my face in the dirt. I suddenly realised that he was trying to suffocate me. Gasping, I desperately summoned all of my strength and shoved, but I don’t think he even felt it.

I was going to die.

I could hear the other knights yelling something, but I couldn’t tell what. Suddenly, the weight of the knight was gone — I could breathe again. Turning to my side, I coughed and retched as I gulped deep breaths of air. I began to wonder what had happened. I could hear a commotion behind me.

The beating sun was blocked out as a shadow fell over me. A very large man in armor was standing defensively over me, separating me from the bully knight.

‘Before you go any further, Norvin,’ a deep voice rumbled, ‘let me remind you that while you have that sword pointed at me, you are breaking Delmar law.’

There was a pause, and then the sound of a sword being sheathed.

‘I’m sorry, Sir Garridan!’ the bully knight sputtered. ‘I didn’t know it was you! That… that peasant attacked me!’

‘Indeed?’ the deep voice answered. He turned and looked back at me, revealing ice-blue eyes that peeked out from under his large helmet: it was emblazoned with a red eagle, which also appeared on Delmar’s flag, and had a plume of white hair (I believe it was horse hair) sticking out from the top. He had a medium-length grey beard.

Before I could defend myself, the oddest thing happened.

The knight winked at me.

Bewildered, I watched as the knight turned back to this ‘Norvin.’

‘Interesting… it certainly didn’t seem that way from my vantage point.’ He glanced back toward the barn, and I swore I thought I could hear a smile in his voice.

So he had been watching, this entire time. Why hadn’t he interjected sooner?

Norvin sputtered indignantly. ‘There’s no way you could have possibly seen the whole ordeal, General —’

General?

‘Oh, but I did, Sir Norvin,’ my savior responded. ‘I was on my way to meet you when I found that you had taken a bit of a detour, to this young man’s farm. Imagine my surprise when I saw what came next.’

Sir Norvin’s eyes widened in surprise; he hadn’t been expecting that. The eyes quickly narrowed again in contempt. ‘Just showing him the way of the land, that’s all.’

Sir Garridan strolled toward Norvin slowly as he spoke. ‘There is no law that says you can attack a farmer, baker, carpenter, butcher, blacksmith, or any’ — all of us jumped at the sudden rise in Sir Garridan’s voice — ‘citizen for that matter, for your own personal amusement.’

He stopped in his stride, and Norvin took a step backward, eyes wide, looking as though he were getting ready to dodge an incoming blow.

Sir Garridan stood like a majestic stone statue in the middle of my field. ‘Thanks to my intervention, a tragedy has been avoided. Today, you will walk away, Norvin… but if I catch you doing any such thing again, I will report you to the king; you will be stripped of your knighthood, and you will spend the rest of your life in a dungeon cell. Do you understand?’ Sir Garridan stated in a deathly calm voice.

Norvin’s response was a shaky nod that was defiant in its nature, and he turned and jumped on his horse.

As soon as Sir Norvin and his party had left, disappearing down the dirt road in a cloud of dust, Sir Garridan turned and walked back toward me. Despite the fact that he had saved me, I was still very apprehensive; I didn’t know this man at all, and had already had one bad encounter with a knight that day.

‘Did he harm you?’ Sir Garridan asked me, his voice seeming to be genuinely concerned.

Not at all. We were just messing around. I think I’ll invite him over for tea later. I bit back my sarcastic retort, and started to answer, but I was so nervous that I couldn’t find the right words.

The general put up his hand, stopping me. ‘Forgive me… That was a foolish question. All things considered, however, things could have turned out much worse.’

I conceded in my mind that he was right, but I was still angry and embarrassed. And then, for some stupid reason, I felt like he was going to arrest me, and the thought terrified me. I was also scared because I had never heard of a knight having any kind of sympathy or respect for the common people. To hear people talk in nearby towns, knights were as bad as any noble, and I had certainly got an example of that already.

‘I didn’t start anything with that knight, sir…’ I was still stuttering my way through an explanation, but Sir Garridan gently put his hand up, silencing me.

‘Worry not, my lad,’ he said, his voice tinged with humor at my apparently noticeable fear. ‘As I implied to Norvin, I witnessed the entire ordeal. Norvin has a gift for finding trouble, or creating it.’

‘T-thank you for saving me, sir,’ I stuttered. ‘If you hadn’t, I shudder to think what might have happened.’

The general’s eyes rose in approval. ‘Good manners, and to hear you speak, well educated. You impress me more and more every minute.’

He was impressed, by me? Why, because I hadn’t cried when Norvin drove my face in the dirt? Because believe me, I had wanted to.

Then, another thought occurred to me. ‘If you saw everything, why —’ I hesitated, as I was about to ask the general a very bold question.

The general nodded toward me, encouraging me. ‘Out with it, lad — do not be afraid to say what is on your mind.’

I wasn’t sure if he was serious, but I took a deep breath to summon courage I didn’t feel and continued anyway. ‘Why didn’t you stop him sooner?’

The general’s face fell, just a bit. ‘Please forgive me, son. I must admit, my reasons are selfish, but here it is — I saw Sir Norvin staggering toward you, and I was about to intercede. But when I saw you pick up the gardening hoe, I became very intrigued. And then, I saw your ability to dodge and fight back, and I couldn’t help but be absorbed by what I was watching. Your skills in combat were quite impressive. I have never seen a farmer display such natural talent before.’

I was too young to realize it at the time, but his statement was also an implication, one that I didn’t respond to since I was oblivious to it. Instead, I looked back at my shattered weapon, then down at the ground, tremendously happy at his praise, yet utterly embarrassed that a gardening hoe was my weapon.

Sir Garridan must have sensed what I was thinking. ‘Do not be ashamed, young one. On the battlefield, even the most unlikely of weapons can save your life. Do not expect mercy if you are unarmed. Anything you can hold in your hands will suffice.’ Sir Garridan looked me up and down. ‘How many years have you seen, young man?’

‘Sixteen,’ I answered, and Sir Garridan nodded approvingly.

‘You’re a good size lad for your age,’ he said, smiling a little. ‘What is your name?’

‘Aidan,’ I answered, lowering my eyes in a slight bow. But my fumbling attempts to be respectful in the presence of a knight finally wavered and crumbled under the weight of what I had just endured, mentally and physically, and I could feel my emotions beginning to pour out of my soul, not unlike water out of a cup that has just been knocked over. I closed my eyes, my head sinking with sudden exhaustion and anxiety over what I had just endured. I could feel myself shaking, and for a split second, I wasn’t sure who I was, or where I was. Looking back on it, I can see that my young mind had suffered too much emotional trauma at once, and I couldn’t handle it.

Sir Garridan, of course, could see this immediately — he took a step forward and laid a gentle hand on my shoulder. Even though this man was a stranger, this unnecessary, yet considerate, act had an instant calming effect on me; I was unexpectedly reminded of my father.

Sir Garridan bent low to look me in the eyes. ‘You handled yourself better than most soldiers I have ever seen. You should be proud of yourself. Always remember — when you can walk away from a battle, be grateful, because there is always someone who won’t enjoy the same luck.’

I nodded, knowing that he was right, but finding his philosophy hard to grasp at that particular moment. I just stood there silently, so the knight continued.

‘Again, forgive me… I praise you for your manners, yet I find mine lacking. I am Sir Garridan Winslow, general of the White Army of Delmar.’

What? This man was the general of the White Army… and he was named after a famous warrior from the Second Age?

My mind reeling from all of this new information, I didn’t know how to respond. Unfortunately, when I meet new people, I always end up reacting to them like a fool. So, since I was in the presence of such greatness, I did the only thing my frozen mind could think of to do — I dropped to a knee and bowed my head.

‘It is an honor to meet you, sir.’

Sir Garridan erupted in laughter, a deep, hearty belly laugh at my fumbling attempt at respect.

‘Well,’ he said, in between chuckles, ‘I can say — with all honesty — that has never happened to me before.’ He looked down at me, his head tilted to the side a bit, and said, ‘I am a general, not a king, lad. Please rise.’

I stood back up, ashamed at my lack of composure. But my indignity was immediately eradicated in the next moment.

‘You have courage, little one, the kind of fortitude that is difficult to find in most soldiers.’ Sir Garridan said seriously. ‘Having never even seen a battle, let alone have experience in one, you battled a knight, knowing he could have killed you at any moment, or that any of the other two knights could have interfered at any time. That’s a rare quality to find in any human being… always hang on to it, son.’ He put his armored hand on my shoulder again, gave it a light squeeze, then turned and walked away.

As Sir Garridan climbed over the fence at the end of my land, I found myself staring down at my hands, bewildered that I had just survived an encounter with a knight (one that involved weapons, no less). I didn’t forget, of course, that if Sir Norvin had not been drunk, the meeting would have been very different. But in Sir Garridan’s eyes, that didn’t matter. What mattered to him was that I, as a very young farmer, had performed bravely in the face of adversity. Coming from someone of such high standing, that meant more than anyone could possibly know.

But I had also been scared out of my wits; for the first time, my life had been put in jeopardy at the hands of another, and the thought of that had frightened me, as it would anyone. The fear of being a sword swipe away from death brought the reality of my dream to the forefront, and for the first time, I questioned whether I wanted to be a knight or not.

But by the time the sun had set, and I was in bed, staring at the ceiling, the light of my dream had returned, and it burned brighter than ever before.






CHAPTER 3

Much to my surprise, Sir Garridan returned to my home two days later, bearing a couple of gifts for me. First and foremost — Food! Two whole baskets of it!

My mouth began to water immediately. I couldn’t remember when the last time was that I had a decent meal. I almost lunged for them, but managed to keep myself in check.

Sir Garridan handed them to me. ‘A good soldier needs to be strong. Mind you, food will very rarely be available like this, but for the purposes of training, I’d rather have you strong and healthy.’

I was so grateful, I almost cried — and I had totally missed the ‘soldier’ reference.

‘Thank you, Sir Garridan.’ I plucked a grape off of its vine and ate it.

Sir Garridan was staring at me with a slight smirk. ‘I know you’re hungry, Aidan. No reason to stand on ceremony.’

That was all the encouragement I needed — I practically dove into the baskets and started shoving food into my mouth. A variety of meats, fruits, vegetables, and nuts — I’d never seen such a selection before.

I’d like to be more specific, but the truth is that I wasn’t bothering to look at the food before I ate it.

The second gift was a sword. It was old and rusted, but by the gods, it was a real sword! When he handed it to me (I still had a piece of bread hanging from my mouth), I nearly dropped it on the floor — I couldn’t believe how heavy it was!

‘Did you have to get me the one melted from an anvil?’ I asked incredulously.

Sir Garridan chuckled — luckily, he knew I wasn’t trying to be disrespectful, just making humor out of a difficult situation, as I always did in order to deal with life.

‘I am afraid you won’t find any much lighter, son — unless it was made by the elves.’

Sir Garridan told me to practice with it (outside, he stressed — before he’d finished talking to me, I’d succeeded in knocking a clay vase off of my dining room table), and get used to its weight.

‘I will return in a week to check on your progress, and if you are used to the sword by then, I will teach you a few things.’

I was still in awe as I stared at Sir Garridan’s gift. I didn’t say much to him, as I was not used to interaction with other people, much less a man of such honor as Sir Garridan. But when I heard him say that he would be my mentor of sorts, I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.

‘Why?’ I asked.

When Sir Garridan spoke, it seemed to me that his eyes reflected many years of experience and memories, of past setbacks and accomplishments. He smiled proudly at me.

‘I have trained many soldiers in my day, Aidan my lad. I have seen recruits that truly desired the life of war, of stale food and hard campaigning. Those recruits often have natural skill, and grasp the art of battle quickly. Others have no aspiration to become a soldier, forced into that life by one reason or another. Those soldiers are often the first to die. I watched you when you battled Sir Norvin, Aidan — nobody at your age fights like that without truly wanting it. You practice battling wooden dummies in the barn, am I correct?’

I was flabbergasted — and embarrassed.

Sir Garridan smiled in understanding. ‘There is nothing to be ashamed about, Aidan. You would be surprised how many soldiers begin that way — far more than you could possibly imagine. Another thing I noticed about your confrontation, the way you stood up to Sir Norvin, I find it highly unlikely that I would be able to talk you out of becoming a soldier. Am I correct again?’

I smiled lightly and nodded in response.

Sir Garridan nodded in return. ‘If you were younger, I would attempt to discourage you from this difficult life. But you are about to enter your adult years, and if you are going to learn, I would have you learn the right way.’

There was my father again, in the words of this knight. I was momentarily distant as I pondered my father’s death and Sir Garridan’s sudden appearance.

‘Of all the soldiers I have trained and fought,’ Sir Garridan continued, ‘I have seen few with the courage, confidence and potential skill that you possess at such a young age.’

If I was in awe when I saw the sword, I was completely astonished at those words. Courage? Perhaps. Confidence? I was so scared I felt like I was going to throw up. Skill? Sure… I swung that gardening hoe like a master.

In the months that went by, I began to understand the true meaning of Sir Garridan’s words. I realised that courage and fear are often hand-in-hand. True courage is the ability to master that fear, and accomplish the task at hand anyway, no matter what the cost to your own well-being. The skill and confidence I displayed was more mental than it was physical; the fact that I even dared to challenge Sir Norvin was a testament to that confidence, and my mental skill was shown by anticipating Norvin’s moves and countering with my own. Sir Garridan taught me that all of those qualities were important, and that the loss of any one of them could mean death on the battlefield.

Sir Garridan came by often, teaching me basic sword techniques and proper stances in those early months. I remember, at one point, I had found a stance that I favored, where I stood with my knees bent low, and my sword held behind me, almost over my head. But Sir Garridan taught me a new stance anyway.

When I respectfully asked him why, he answered, ‘By the time we have completed our training, you will have found a style you are comfortable using in battle. But we are yet in our beginning stages, and as such, I will commence in teaching you every style that I know of, and their strengths and weaknesses in combat.’

In the end, I was very grateful for Sir Garridan’s thorough approach to my training.

I was training constantly, and getting not nearly as much work done on the farm as I had been in the past. Concerned about any consequences (I’m not sure why — I hadn’t been having much luck producing food anyhow), I spoke to Sir Garridan, who told me not to worry; he had already spoken to the lord who was responsible for my land.

Sir Garridan assured me that as long as I kept producing crops, I would not be bothered. ‘Keep working, and keep training.’

In between lessons, Sir Garridan often told stories, tales of battles never forgotten, and some about world history in general. He was surprised to find that I knew a little bit about what he was talking about, and I explained about my uncle’s bookstore, as well as my love of reading. Sir Garridan had smiled in approval, saying that that had explained my above-average intelligence for a farmer.

He asked about my life, but unfortunately, even though I was beginning to think of Sir Garridan as a father figure, I wasn’t ready to reveal too much about my past. However, I did talk to him about some of it.

He took a particular interest in Agatha, the neighbour who helped out my father and I. I don’t know why, but I never got along with her — I’ve always thought it was because I didn’t have my mother, and thought that she was trying to take over her place. After she died, I spent a great deal of time analyzing the relationship, and I realised that she was just a nice old lady who helped out the people she cared about. Afterward, I was always ashamed of how I acted and now, although I am very awkward around women (having not had much experience with them), I treat them with the utmost respect, in honor of my mother and Agatha.

Sir Garridan admired that, and told me how important it was to respect women. He then also made a point that hadn’t occurred to me.

‘All you’ve ever known in your life is death,’ he said. ‘Your mother, father, uncle, and Agatha — from the moment I met you, I’ve seen a shadow over you, Aidan. You must be careful not to let it overtake you.’

I had never realised that, and took a mental note for future reference.

But anything I had experienced or read in any book could not compare to Sir Garridan’s real life experiences. I learned a great deal from Sir Garridan — about mages, also called wizards or sorcerers, those that use the power of magic. I also learned much about the elves, the oldest and fairest race in our world, and the dwarves, short in stature and temper (especially when they’ve had ale, which is usually a given), but a race proud of its heritage.

But the race I took a particular interest in learning about was dragons. When Sir Garridan spoke of them, his fascination was clear on his weathered features — his eyes glowed, and his expressions became much more animated. Dragons were great beings, Sir Garridan said, the only race on the planet older than the elves. They were a race of great size and power, both physical and magical.

‘I have never fought a dragon,’ Sir Garridan stated, ‘but I am told that it is never an easy feat, for their scales are harder than any armor the dwarves could forge.’

They were extremely intelligent (despite the popular opinion that they were just big, lumbering beasts) and could speak, both in the Common language as well as their own tongue. Most, however, never bothered to speak to any kind other than their own.

Dragons have had a great influence, positive and negative, over the ages. As such, many countries declared themselves either ‘pro-dragon’ or ‘anti-dragon.’ Anti-dragon countries are typically better equipped to fight them off, and will kill any that crosses their borders.

Delmar was anti-dragon territory — and at the time, that didn’t mean much to me, but little did I know what a huge role that would play in my future.

King Baladir IV, it should be noted, was a great king. His family had ruled Delmar for generations, and his particular generation was considered to be the ‘golden age’ of Delmar’s long and illustrious history. He was a king who ruled with mercy, yet was very strong-willed and believed heavily in discipline. He took care of his country, and the people adored him; he was handsome, charming, and not at all conceited. Everything he believed in and achieved was in the interests of the country he served.

Long ago, Baladir’s family was indifferent to the existence of dragons. His great, great grandfather, Haroldor, ruled Delmar during this time. It was also during this time that Delmar was unexpectedly attacked by a trio of dragons, one black, and two red. Unprepared for this ambush, the kingdom of Delmar was crippled by the relentless assault of the dragons, and Haroldor himself met his untimely demise in the jaws of the black dragon. Delmar wasn’t educated in the ways of dragons, and was therefore unable to identify them, much less establish a reason for the attack. Haroldor’s son, Baladir I, began teaching his subjects that dragons were dimwitted, ruthless monsters out to destroy mankind (in the wake of the attack, this was not a difficult idea to teach the devastated survivors). After that, any dragons that crossed the borders were killed swiftly and harshly.

Sir Garridan knew much about dragons because he had read many books about them in other countries, and found their teachings to be very different from ours — the books we had in Delmar concerning dragons were usually written by people who lived in our own country, and were therefore biased. It was in the country of Dalanthia, in the city of Min Lenoras, far to the east of our country, where Sir Garridan learned the ‘other side’ of the dragons, and that they were often befriended by the kings of countries that favored them.

Sir Garridan shared his love and passion of dragons with me, but was quick to point out that dragons were hated in Delmar and that I would be imprisoned if I so much as referred to them in a favorable manner.

After the first day of my new training, I was so sore — I couldn’t help but feel like I had never done a day of work in my life, though I knew this was far from the case. It felt like my muscle’s muscles were sore.

But Sir Garridan was merciless, and he pushed me forward. As my training progressed, Sir Garridan began to bring soldiers with him for me to train with once a week. We used wooden training swords, and soldiers were instructed to hold nothing back. In the early weeks, I met some quick defeats, which was very frustrating at first — after all of the initial training, I had felt like I was ready for anything, only to find that I still knew nothing about swordplay. Sir Garridan would personally instruct and analyse each and every one of his training sessions, and critique me afterward, openly and honestly. He would then teach me things based on what I had done, right or wrong, during that session, and the next week (giving me time for all of that information to sink in), we would train again. Before long, I was the one handing out defeats.

Then one day, the opportunity to prove myself came… without warning.






CHAPTER 4

It had been just over a year since I’d started training. Sir Garridan arrived at my home one day, as usual. When he slammed open the door of my house, I was about to make some smart remark but it suddenly became clear that something was amiss — his face was red and sweating, and he was breathing very heavily.

‘Delmar is under attack.’

My eyes went wide, and my breath escaped my body. ‘I — what?’

‘Barbarians from the north,’ Garridan said quickly. ‘The Natuma tribe, from the plains of Pelora, has invaded our country. They crossed our borders and began burning every village they encountered. They are headed toward the castle, they are ruthless and tireless — and they will be there before the moon rises.’

I looked at Garridan and frowned slightly, thinking, Barbarians? Delmar is a mighty country — why are barbarians such a bother to us?

Garridan must have sensed what I was thinking, and he answered my unspoken question. ‘Most of the White Army is not present at the castle. Much of our force is to the south, where they were sent to hold off a horde of ogres that were rampaging through the country, and the rest are to the east, where the elves have chased the minotaur too close to our borders. The force we do have at the castle won’t be sufficient to hold off the attack. Riders have been sent to our forces, but it could be weeks before they return.’

I tried to absorb everything Garridan was telling me, but the cold grip of anxiety that had taken hold of my mind and body made it impossible for me to grasp anything other than ‘Delmar is under attack’. I tried desperately to regain control of myself, but it was in vain.

‘What are we going to do?’

‘The King has summoned every able-bodied man to the armory at the castle,’ Garridan answered. ‘Let’s go.’

At those words, the air completely left my body. Oh Gods, this is it.

We rode with haste to the castle, which was located in the country’s capital city of Delmar. The city was encompassed by an enormous stone wall embedded with a large wooden gate; a smaller wall on a steep hill stood inside this, close to where the castle stood. Even from the distance, I could see the giant dragonslaying machines on top of the wall: ballistae, catapults, and the like. As we approached, I began to notice that the top of the wall was lined with archers, prepared to fire on us. Garridan signaled our arrival by blowing on a horn that hung from his shoulder, the archers lowered their bows and the gates opened for us.

On the brink of battle, the city of Delmar wasn’t the cheerful, lively sight I always dreamed it would be. The light gray stone streets were filled with soldiers, hurriedly making preparations for the possible invasion. The shops were still open, but there were no customers; either they were seeking refuge in their homes or they were at the armory. As we rode through the hectic city streets, my thoughts turned to the women and children, scared for their husbands and fathers, terrified that they were never going to see them again. The men were innkeepers, butchers, street sweepers — men with no experience with weapons, or battle, and they were fighting to defend their country. These men faced either death or slavery if we failed.

The thought was repulsing, and suddenly, the enormity of the battle ahead was put into stunning perspective — even more so when I realised that I could be one of them.

With no townspeople to slow us down, the ride through the city went quickly, and we came to another stone wall, which we entered from the south, up a steep stone incline — the gate was wide open. The castle lay on the other side, and at first glance, I thought it was the oddest, most beautiful sight I had ever seen.

When we passed through the gate, my first thought was, By the Gods, we passed right through the city! The stone street of the city itself was replaced by lush, green grass. A dirt path became a winding road up a large hill, leading to the front gates of the castle. As I looked upon the shining, white fortress for the first time, tears welled up in my eyes, both from the wind on my face and from the magnificent sight in front of me. The castle was enormous, as white as winter’s first snowfall. The flag of Delmar, pure white with a red falcon emblazoned on it, flew from each of the four towers at the four corners of the castle and from above the front gate. The towers also held more dragon slaying weaponry. The sunlight — now low on the horizon — reflected off of the castle, making it shine brightly, a vision straight from the heavens. The image was firmly embedded in my mind until we reached the armory.

The castle armory was in chaos, with men strewn everywhere — some dressed in the white armor of the knights, the rest in the poor cloth of the common people. We dismounted from Garridan’s horse and entered, and Garridan led me toward the back. When we got there, he whistled to another soldier, who promptly made his way over to us. He saluted Garridan, his hand over his heart and a slight bow — the military salute.

Garridan returned the salute, and then said, ‘Keep watch over this lad until I return.’

The soldier nodded, and then we followed Garridan to a door on the east wall. Garridan disappeared inside while we waited.

Now standing still for the first time since I left my home, I was unable to remain calm. My body shaking with anticipation, I looked around, trying to find something to concentrate on. But all there were around me were soldiers, getting their armor and weapons, and the armory was sparsely decorated with plain stone walls lined with weapons and armor. I took a deep breath, but it didn’t help my nerves any.

With nothing else to see, my gaze finally fell on the soldier who was watching over me, who seemed to be doing his job a little too well; his line of vision seemed to be permanently attached to me, scrutinizing me. I analyzed him in turn.

His most notable feature was his body itself — he was at least a foot taller than me and probably twice as broad! He had long, brown hair that barely touched his broad shoulders. He had dark brown eyes that seemed to dance with humor and life, but despite this, his gigantic frame made him an intimidating sight indeed. The fact that he wore full-body steel armor and wielded a huge spear only served to reinforce this impression.

I suddenly realised that he looked familiar.

The soldier looked down at me, his face expressionless. I met his gaze evenly, determined to show that I wasn’t scared, except that I could barely stop shaking. The soldier noticed this, and he smiled a friendly grin. ‘You must be the boy the General’s been talking about,’ he commented.

My eyebrows rose in surprise — I couldn’t believe that Sir Garridan had mentioned me to anybody.

‘He says you have formidable skills for a young man,’ the soldier continued. He leaned toward me and whispered into my ear, ‘Let me offer you some advice — when the fighting begins, try not to soil your breeches.’ He looked around, making sure no one was listening. ‘It might work against dignified soldiers, but barbarians won’t even notice.’

He stood back up and nodded down at me, then resumed his duty as if nothing had happened. I stared at him, dumbfounded, his humorous remark catching me completely off-guard. I searched for something to say in response, but nothing came to my befuddled mind — what exactly could I say to that anyway?

I couldn’t help myself. I burst into laughter, trying to stifle it with my hands over my mouth, but with little success. Some soldiers walking past me stopped and glanced at me fearfully, then walked away. I looked back up at the soldier, who was chuckling at my inability to keep myself from looking completely insane. During my hysterical response to his comment, my fear eased considerably, however temporarily.

The soldier switched his spear from his right hand to his left, and extended his hand. ‘My name is Derrick.’

‘Derrick!’ I burst out, suddenly remembering where I had last seen him. ‘You were at my house two years ago, after Agatha’s death.’

Derrick’s face lit up with recognition. ‘I thought I knew you from somewhere!’ He said with a grin. ‘You’re Aidan, right?’ I nodded enthusiastically in response.

‘Are you fighting too?’ I asked, continuing my tradition of asking stupid questions upon first meeting, or becoming reacquainted with, people.

‘Yup,’ Derrick answered, standing tall. ‘I’m ready to beat the face paint off of those barbarians.’

I wished inwardly that I had his confidence. ‘I — I’m fighting too.’

‘I know. The General speaks very highly of you. And let me say this — when the General speaks highly of somebody, there is usually a reason for it.’

I frowned at him curiously. ‘Why is that?’

Derrick regarded me thoughtfully, and answered, ‘Let’s just say that the General isn’t one to waste his breath on the soft ripples of the water… he’d rather save it for the full tidal wave. He must see something in you that he sees in no one else. If he speaks highly of your skills, then you must believe in them.’

I nodded, pondering Derrick’s words. Hearing of Sir Garridan’s respect for me filled me with pride, and I smiled inwardly. Then Derrick’s ‘soiled breeches’ joke reared its ugly head again in my mind, and I chuckled in spite of myself.

Just then, Garridan appeared in the doorway, holding some clothing and armor in his arms. Seeing me chuckling, he looked at Derrick, then back at me, then back at Derrick again.

‘Dare I ask what you spoke of to him?’

Derrick switched the spear back to his right hand and stood upright. ‘Just easing the pre-battle tension, sir.’

‘That’s exactly what I was afraid of,’ Garridan said, glaring at Derrick through narrow eyes, then he handed me the clothing and armor. ‘Put these on, and when you come back, I’ll have a weapon for you.’

I nodded, then entered the room where Garridan had got the armor. The room itself was plain and stone-walled, like the armory. Garridan had given me new clothing: plain cloth breeches and a shirt. The only pieces of armor he gave me were a stiff leather shirt and helmet, and tall leather boots. After seeing the steel armor that all of the other commoners were getting, I was quite alarmed.

When I was finished, I returned to Derrick and the General. They smiled as I emerged, but their expressions faded as I held up my arms in dismay.

‘This is it? You expect me to go out into my first battle in this? You’ve given me no armor for my arms and legs — I’m going to get hacked to pieces!’

I wasn’t really angry, just scared.

Garridan, thankfully, understood my emotion; he moved to stand in front of me, putting his hand on my shoulder.

‘Young Aidan, your speed and your instinct are your greatest assets. Heavy armor will only slow you down. Always be alert, never stop moving, and never hesitate. If you can do these things, you will stand in the presence of the king before this night ends.’

What Garridan said made a great deal of sense… and yet, the thought of one of my legs being severed, or one of my arms…

Garridan’s hand tightened on my shoulder, adding, ‘And never doubt yourself.’ With two fingers, he lifted my chin up, looking me straight in the eyes. ‘Doubt and hesitation are two more enemies you must face on the battlefield, and they are ever-persistent. There is only one way to defeat them — always believe in yourself.’

‘That’s right!’ Derrick said brightly. ‘You, and all of us, will have enough problems out there without having to fight invisible ones. Concentrate on what’s right in front of you, and everything will be a-okay.’ He gave me a confident nod and flashed a brilliant smile. I decided right then and there that I liked Derrick.

I closed my eyes, breathed a deep breath. I tried to inhale confidence and strength, and exhale the anxiety and uncertainty. It didn’t really work. Though I tried to suppress it, I still shook slightly.

‘When the fighting begins, stay close,’ Derrick said. ‘If you get into trouble, call for us.’

I looked down at the floor and closed my eyes again, trying once more to drive the fear from my shaking body. When I opened my eyes again, Garridan was holding out a shield, one that seemed to be about half the size of the shields I had seen on the walls.

I couldn’t tell if this was one big, cruel joke or not.

I didn’t even bother to protest; I accepted the shield gratefully. Then Garridan was thrusting the hilt of a sword in my direction. I took it, my eyes popping slightly as I looked upon the most beautiful weapon I had ever seen.

Actually, there was nothing particularly special about this sword, except for the fact that it was new, polished, and I was holding it. Holding it with the intention of using it in battle. No doubt that I was scared to be heading into battle for the first time, but somewhere deep inside my soul, I was secretly glowing with excitement.

My glazed eyes sought out Derrick, who was nodding approvingly. Then he started for the door, motioning for me to follow.

‘Come on, you’re riding with me.’

With that, we marched from the city. For me the journey flew by as fast as my racing heart, but in actuality, what with preparing the army, gathering them together, and giving them orders, it probably took much longer. We were an army of seven hundred against an army of five hundred; on paper, the odds looked to be in our favor — until you consider that most of our army consisted of peasants, whereas theirs was made up of vicious barbarians. By saying ‘We were an army of seven hundred peasants against an army of five hundred barbarians’ then things begin to look a little more even, if not tip a little in the barbarians’ favor. Add the word ‘bloodthirsty’ in front of ‘barbarians,’ and… well, you understand.

I may have had a slight advantage over the other commoners in that I had been trained, but Garridan had warned me:

‘Right before the first battle begins, you will forget everything you have learned. Your body will freeze, not from cold, but from fear. For you to become a true warrior, a true soldier, that fear must be overcome…, and when you do, instinct will take over.’

The words repeated over and over again in my mind, and I was determined to overcome that fear before the fighting began. But as we rode farther and farther away from the city, the fear grew and the tension mounted, and I was quickly losing my will to fight. And yet, I had no choice. I knew that I had to fight, for my country.

I reached for the hilt of my new sword, and as my finger touched the handle, the dread eased just a bit. The feel of it in my hands was reassuring, and that one act would become a kind of ritual for years to come.

Before I knew it, we were charging on the Natumas. I drew my sword, as Derrick commanded his horse to gallop faster. I watched as the barbarians, no fear or hesitation in their bodies, charged, their primitive axes and clubs raised, screaming a violent war cry. Sir Garridan’s strategy was for our cavalry to charge ahead and thin as much of the barbarian tribe as we could before our inexperienced infantry attacked — a good plan, probably the best he could muster under the circumstances. As our horses collided with the Natumas, I swung my sword twice, slicing one tribesman in the shoulder, hitting another in the face. It all happened so fast for me to register how much damage I was doing to another human being. Before I knew it, we were through, circling around for another run. My sense of smell was assaulted by men who may have never bathed in their entire lives.

Derrick’s right, I thought to myself. They never would have noticed if I had soiled my breeches… they smell awful!

The thundering sound of our horses galloping was deafening as the commoners attacked, giving great effort, but looking rather pitiful next to the murderous savages from the north. They were falling fast, the Natumas brutal and reckless in their onslaught. Derrick had circled around to attack from the side, and we charged again. As we tore through the crowd, I managed to strike another blow to the side of a tribesman’s head. As I raised my sword to swing again, I saw another barbarian — this one with a huge club — ready to swing for me. Derrick turned his head toward him and whipped his spear around, attempting to block the enormous weapon. But, sitting on the back of his horse, there was no leverage, and the club drove Derrick backward, knocking me off the back of the horse. I fell on my back and rolled, coming to a stop about fifteen feet away. I pulled myself to my feet, a bit shaken up, and saw one of the Natumas charging right at me. My sword and shield lay five feet away.

It was then that Garridan’s words came true — I froze up, overcome by fear. The Natuma, screaming for my blood, continued his relentless charge, getting closer and closer. My mind screamed at me to do something, but my body disobeyed…

Suddenly, just as the Natuma was about to swing his small ax, he was cut off by a spear, driven into his ribs. The Natuma groaned in pain, then the spear was yanked free, and the barbarian fell to the ground, dead.

Derrick stepped into view, his back to me. ‘Better pull it together, lad!’ he yelled over the screams of the battlefield, but with a note of encouragement. ‘I have no idea why these firedancers are attacking us, but my thinking is that unless you want to be spinning over a roaring fire with an apple in your mouth, I’d pick up my weapons and fight!’

I doubted very highly that the Natuma tribe attacked Delmar simply because they were hungry — I was sure there were plenty of game to be hunted in the plains of Pelora — but Derrick’s ‘pep talk’ spurred me on nonetheless. I quickly picked up my sword and shield, but as I did so, I couldn’t help feeling like it was wrong for me; it was a perfectly good shield, but it wasn’t what I wanted. This wasn’t exactly the time or place to be choosing weapons, but I decided right then and there that the shield wasn’t right for me. I flung the shield aside, and was rewarded by an ‘omf’ as it struck a plainsman — a thought that made me smile inwardly. Next to where my weapons had been laid the small ax of the Natuma Derrick had killed — still not perfect, but it would do for now.

And it wasn’t like I had time to look for anything better.

Swiftly, I picked up the ax in my left hand and turned, just in time to see three, four barbarians charging right for me. Anxiety began to spread through my body again. I closed my eyes, images flashing in my mind.

My battle with Norvin… Garridan saving me… my first, rusty sword… my training… Garridan’s proud smile… Garridan giving me my new sword…

‘For you to be a true warrior… that fear must be overcome…’

Garridan’s words ringing in my head, my mind snapped back to reality and I opened my eyes. The first barbarian swung his axe, but I blocked the blow with my sword and swung the axe, the blade landing in the Natuma’s ribcage. The next one swung for my head, looking to decapitate me. I ducked easily, and stopped him with a slash of my sword through the chest. Before I knew it, all four Natuma warriors were dead all around me.

Then I heard another barbarian war cry, and a group of Natuma tribesmen, who had witnessed what I had just done, were heading in my direction. My initial fear forgotten, I exulted in my newfound strength, the glory of battle flowing through my veins like lightning. I flipped my sword over in my right hand, allowing it to do a full rotation before catching it by hilt again. One by one, the advancing tribesmen met their fate on the edge of my weapons. I parried, slashed, dodged, and stabbed, killing barbarian after barbarian.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, I heard raucous cheering, and I could see the Natuma tribesmen retreating. The survivors of our army were celebrating, though I could see by the piles of bodies strewn throughout the battlefield that we had sustained heavy casualties. I could see Garridan, standing triumphantly, sheathing his sword. Derrick was still close by me, watching the barbarians make their hasty exit, then he raised his spear in the air, and screamed a glorious victory cry.

Suddenly, I became lightheaded, and I dropped to my knees, exhausted. I took in several deep breaths, trying to clear the haziness from my mind. Closing my eyes, I tried to relax, but with the memories of the battle still fresh in my mind, calming down was just not going to happen.

When I opened my eyes, Derrick and Garridan were standing over me, scrutinizing me with concern.

‘Are you hurt?’ Garridan asked.

I shook my head. ‘No, just tired.’ I stood back up, and my vision dimmed a little, temporarily.

When the fog cleared, I looked around at the carnage. I saw a couple of faces that I recognized. I didn’t know them personally, but I saw them, getting ready in the armory. They had woken up this morning, a normal day like any other, and they had gone about their business in town, tailoring or shop keeping or whatever it was that they did — then these barbarians decided to attack our country. Now their corpses, literally shells of their former selves, lay on this battlefield. Their wives and children would be waiting for them to come home, but they never would.

Garridan’s hand was on my shoulder. ‘Aidan… are you okay?’

I didn’t realize I had been staring. My voice was a whisper. ‘Yeah.’

‘Look at him!’ Derrick exclaimed, smiling broadly. ‘Not a mark, not a scratch, save for those he sustained falling off of the horse. You truly are a marvel, lad. Everyone in Delmar will hear of your valor on this day!’

‘Where is your shield?’ Garridan asked, looking around.

I shrugged my slumping shoulders. ‘I tossed it — decided I didn’t want to use it.’

‘Yeah,’ Derrick said, sobering. He rubbed the back of his head. ‘I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that — there was no reason to hit me in the head with it.’

I put my hand to my mouth, my eyes wide with shock. ‘I’m sorry, Derrick — I threw it without looking.’

Derrick brushed it off with a wave of his hand. ‘Ah, don’t worry about it. That’s why I wear all of this armor anyway… it’s not the enemies that scare me, it’s the friendly fire.’

‘We must return to the castle,’ Garridan said, shaking his head at Derrick. ‘The king will hear of our victory.’

With that, I was back on Derrick’s horse, and we were riding back toward Delmar. As I entered the main hall of the castle for the first time, my weariness was replaced by nervousness — I was about to stand before the King of Delmar! What would His Majesty say as I knelt before him? Would he praise my accomplishments on the battlefield? Would he laugh because I was merely a farmer?

Or would he act as though I wasn’t even there?

As Garridan and Derrick led me through the courtroom of the king, I was once again awestruck by the magnificence of the castle, and His Majesty’s throne room. The stone was white as the outside of the castle, and red banners hung from the ceiling. Obsidian pillars stood along the aisle, which was laid with red carpet. Marble statues immortalizing past kings adorned the hall throughout. I had never seen such splendor.

This is amazing.

King Baladir IV stood in front of his throne, wrapped in his blue robe, in conversation with the soldier who was sent ahead by Garridan to inform the king of our victory (‘our’ — it sounded odd to me at the time, and it still does now). Baladir was a young king, not much older than myself, and had not yet found a queen. He had brown hair and deep blue eyes, like Garridan’s. As we approached the steps to his throne, he held his hand up, telling us to wait.

The delay did nothing but make me more anxious; I stood in between Sir Garridan and Derrick, my body jittery with tension and excitement. I put my hand on the hilt of my sword, but it didn’t have the same calming effect that it had earlier. Instead, the lack of reassuring comfort only added to my already existing anxiety. And so I waited, apprehensively, as the king finished speaking to our messenger.

Finally, Baladir dismissed the runner, and sat on his throne, calling for a servant to bring him some wine. As the servant disappeared into a doorway to the right of the throne, Baladir’s gaze turned to Garridan. ‘Sir Garridan, my friend, come stand before me.’

Garridan smiled, and did as he was told. As he began to kneel before his king, Baladir stood quickly and placed his hand on his shoulder, stopping him.

‘You’ll not be bowing before me on this day, General,’ Baladir said. ‘Just accept my gratitude on a day of triumph against all odds.’

Sir Garridan inclined his head.

Baladir’s attention suddenly shifted in my direction. ‘And this is the young man I’ve been hearing about for so long?’

My heart jumped in my chest. Garridan told the king about me too?

Baladir was still watching me. ‘Stand before me, lad, let me have a closer look at you.’

Without hesitation, I began to climb the steps toward His Majesty, trying my best not to trip and fall on my face like a fool. As I stood before the king, I was amazed by his size; I always thought I was fairly tall, but he was a good six inches taller — though he was rather rotund due to the fact that he could have food anytime he wanted.

I tried to imagine what that was like.

I began to kneel, but Baladir stopped me, as he did Garridan. When I felt his hand on my shoulder, my eyes went wide — I almost thought I had done something wrong. But as I looked into the king’s eyes, I saw that there was no anger or disappointment, only joy, and maybe a little admiration.

‘You needn’t bow this day either, lad,’ he said, his voice low. ‘Today, you are a hero.’

For a second, I didn’t think that I had heard him right. As his words sunk in, I felt a warm rush of pride surge through my body that rendered me speechless — I couldn’t believe it! I stood back up, trying to meet his gaze as evenly as possible.

I wanted to say so many things, perhaps say that I was just helping to defend my country, or that I was happy to do what I could — but instead, all I could stammer was, ‘Th-thank you, Your Majesty.’

Baladir chuckled, and then responded, ‘No, thank you, my lad. Your bravery and skill on the battlefield have gone beyond the call of duty. You saved many innocent lives today. And for that, the entire country of Delmar thanks you.’

I felt my face get hot, and I felt quite embarrassed by the praise and attention I was getting. I glanced over at Garridan, who was once again wearing that proud smile.

King Baladir then turned his attention to Derrick. ‘Delmar also thanks you for your great service today, Derrick. You would be a great asset to any army, anywhere in the world.’

‘That would mean a lot more if it wasn’t spoken as an afterthought,’ was Derrick’s response.

When I spun around to look at him in disbelief, I saw that he was wearing a wide grin. I was really beginning to believe that he would crack a joke in any situation. Baladir, apparently, had been through this a time or two before; his young face widened into a smile of his own.

‘You should be satisfied with the knowledge that I mentioned it at all,’ the King retorted, good-naturedly. He then turned and walked across the platform where his throne stood. ‘In honor of your courage,’ Baladir said, his voice rising as if he was making an announcement to a courtroom full of people, ‘we shall have a grand reception tomorrow night, and the three of you shall be the guests of honor! Rest well tonight, for you have earned it.’

With that, King Baladir turned and exited the courtroom through a door behind his throne. Seconds later, the servant followed with his wine.

Derrick came bounding up the steps toward me. For a moment, I thought he would run me over (which, had this occurred, would certainly have resulted in my demise), but he stopped just as he reached me. His eyes were wide with elation, and his grin was wider than ever.

‘All right!’ he exclaimed. ‘A party in our honor! For one night, we will be treated like royalty!’

Garridan nodded, rolling his eyes a little. ‘Yes, yes… We have earned their respect for an evening.’ He looked down at me, and nodded. ‘Sleep well tonight, Aidan, with the knowledge that you have taken your first step toward becoming a knight.’

Just when I thought I couldn’t feel any more overwhelmed, I did. Try as I did to follow Garridan’s advice, I didn’t sleep well at all that night; I was too excited. The memories and images of that day flashing through my mind all night long.

The journey to my dream was just beginning.






CHAPTER 5

That fateful battle changed my life forever. Suddenly, my dream wasn’t just a dream anymore, it was on the path to becoming reality. I was officially taken into the White Army as a soldier, leaving my farm life behind.

Derrick got promoted to a knight as a result of that battle. We had become very close, and I was so happy for him. But even as I watched him, standing next to the king, soaking in the adulation of the people during his ceremony, I envisioned the day when I would be the one up there, reveling in the fact that my dream was finally accomplished.

Derrick, for his part, was rather melancholy about his promotion — he had confided in me that he had never wanted anything more than being a soldier. I needled him about being a lazy bum and not wanting the extra work, but he explained that he didn’t want the extra responsibility; he said he liked being given orders, and being expected to complete them. But Garridan had had a long talk with him, and promised to continue giving him plenty of orders. Usually, a soldier had to go through some sort of trial in order to claim his knighthood, but for Derrick, that battle was considered to be his trial — helping to lead a vastly outmanned army to victory.

For me, my trials were only just beginning. Life as a soldier was very difficult, disciplined, and arduous. However, I loved every moment of it — this is what I had been waiting for, and I wasn’t about to give up because it was starting to become a little difficult. It wasn’t supposed to be easy, and it sure lived up to this difficult reputation.

My first difficulty was moving into the city itself. One thing I had never even considered was the fact that, if I ever made it to serving in the White Army, I would be leaving the farm behind. That turned out to be much more difficult for me than I could have ever possibly imagined. I stood on the dirt walkway that led to the front door for a long time, remembering all the times, good and bad. Silently, I felt the need to thank the land itself, for all it had given me. Tearfully, I also said goodbye to my father for the last time, standing over his grave.

After all of that was done, I reminded myself that this was a new beginning for me. The thought lifted my spirits and cemented my determination.

Arriving in the city of Delmar with enough time to explore it was a whole new experience for me. The enormous capital city was designed very much like two wheels, a smaller one inside of a larger one, and each spoke of the outer one represented a different section. There were two Business Districts, Eastern and Western — the Eastern one was more for the common citizens of the city, and the Western District appealed more to the nobles and knights. There were three Residential Districts for the city-folk, and a district called the Diamond District for the wealthy nobles. The southernmost district housed the Gardens of Delmar, an immense garden that held every type of plant and flower you could possibly think of. People of all classes went there to admire the awe-inspiring beauty. The northernmost district was dedicated to the gods, which contained temples to each individual god, as well as a universal cathedral.

Being a new recruit meant a period of servitude, while we completed our military training. We were given odd jobs to do, and we had to complete them no matter what the job was — no questions asked. That was the exercise: being able to follow orders blindly, no matter what. The orders could be anything from delivering a message to someone, to cleaning out the stables. As a farmer, mucking out the horses wasn’t a major issue for me, though other guys grumbled about it.

The entire lifestyle was different for me — not just merely being a member of the military, but the fact that I wasn’t alone anymore. Garridan had taken over for my father, always looking out for me and offering me advice. Derrick was also a constant, welcome presence. Everyone knew I was the favorite of the general, and that did little to help me gain friends.

But making friends wasn’t at the top of my priority list.

There was only one problem with my training: my inability to use a shield. Physically, it was never a problem, but it never felt right to me, and it constantly kept me from doing my best. I expressed my concerns to Garridan, but he was steadfast — every soldier must learn how to use a shield, just in case. Periodically, there were monitored sparring sessions, with the other recruits, our training instructor, and even some knights in attendance. I always looked forwards to those sessions, as we were allowed to use whatever weapons we wanted and I always chose a sword for each hand. Under those conditions, I always thrived, and received a great deal of compliments from some of the spectators. I also gained some admiration for excelling at dagger-throwing, a practice that was encouraged, and one that I took to enthusiastically.

In addition to my stubborn resentment for shields, my reputation was further damaged by my tendency to turn away from my opponents while I was ducking their blows. Not only is it stupid to take your eyes off of your opponent, but most people viewed it as disrespectful, as if I was overconfident. Perhaps it was overconfidence on my part — I was beginning to feel like nothing could hurt me — but it was never meant to be disrespectful; it was simply a style I settled into. An unconventional, ill-advised style — but a style nonetheless.

Too bad if they didn’t like it.

There was only one dark spot to my new life in the military: the constant presence of Sir Norvin, the knight whose attempt to make an example out of me had inadvertently led to my training. It wasn’t long after my acceptance into the White Army that I began to notice him, watching me with a sneer on his face. Clearly he wasn’t pleased that I was now a member of the military, almost directly due to his drunken bravado. When I first noticed him watching me, I knew it wouldn’t be long before our paths crossed again, and I was right. He began to take advantage of my servitude to give me all kinds of ridiculous, personal jobs, including cleaning his armor. As angry as that made me, he was well within his right, and so I kept my anger to myself. When he gave me an order, I smiled and did exactly what I was told. I knew that one day I would get even, and accomplishing that task was as easy as sticking to my current goal — to be the greatest knight who ever lived.

***

As close as Derrick and I were, he always remained silent about his past, his family… even where his house was! This concerned me but out of respect for him, I eventually stopped pestering him about it. Then one day, I learned the truth.

I had been a recruit for a couple of months, and was beginning my tenure as a full-fledged soldier. It was such a breath of fresh air, knowing that I wouldn’t have to do personal jobs for that egotist buffoon, Norvin. I never minded doing anything for anyone else (because for the most part, I knew they appreciated it), but his jobs always irritated me, deep inside. Now that I was, for the most part, out from under his thumb, I was enjoying a new sense of freedom.

I was pondering my newfound freedom one day when I was on patrol in the city. It was a beautiful day, and the streets were packed with city folk going about their normal business. My patrol route took me through one of the Residential Districts, located to the northwest of the city. It was always normally quiet, but on this day, I could hear loud shouting coming from one of the houses. If it had just been standard arguing, I wouldn’t have got involved, but the predominant shouts were coming from an angry man — threatening somebody.

As I cautiously approached the plain, stone house, the man’s shouts could be heard clearly.

‘I know you have it! Where is it? Tell me or I’ll —’

At that point, I’d already heard enough. Shoving the door open, I stepped inside.

‘Is there some sort of problem here?’

Clearly, there was; the inside of the house was a mess, with shattered pottery in various places. A middle-aged woman was on the floor, cowering in fear of the large, rotund man standing in front of her. He reeked of ale. I could hear other whimpering, and quickly found its source; behind a small wall, a young woman, maybe a couple years younger than I, hid. She looked pale and sickly.

‘My “problem” is none of your business, soldier,’ the large man growled, spitting in every direction. ‘You turn your measly little hide around and march right back to your salted meats and your foreign wines.’

I stared incredulously at the man. Never in my life had I tasted wine of any sort (though salted meat had become a favorite of mine).

‘Sir,’ I said, trying to remain as amicable as possible, ‘you are scaring these ladies. I think it’s best that you —’

Without warning, the large man took one step forward, grabbed me by my shoulders, and shoved me backward, sending me crashing into a standing shelf. I collapsed to the ground on impact, and various cups and other crockery fell down on top of me.

The man was laughing.

That’s it! I thought to myself, shaking my head to clear the cobwebs. No more fun and games.

I pulled myself back up, brushing some dust and crockery off of myself. ‘As I was saying,’ I continued, trying to appear nonchalant, ‘I think it’s best that —’

The man attempted to shove me again, but my arms shot up, knocking his hands away. I followed this with an immediate shove of my own. Given the man’s girth, my shove did little to move him, but it did surprise him. He took a swing at me, a clumsy attempt, which I easily dodged and retaliated with an elbow to the face. Garridan’s training had stressed hand-to-hand combat, and at that moment I was very grateful.

The man collapsed backward, holding his face, then suddenly lunged forward and grabbed me by my throat with both hands. The move had taken me by surprise, and his hands were like iron clamps — almost immediately, I found myself desperately gasping for air —

All of the sudden, there was a jerking motion which sent me stumbling to the floor. Simultaneously, there was a loud crash, as if something heavy landed nearby. I looked up, and saw a hulking figure clad in silver armor.

‘I thought I told you to leave and never come back!’ Derrick screamed. He grabbed the large man by the collar of his tunic and lifted him to his feet (for Derrick, this cost him little effort), then threw him out of the open door, out into the street. Derrick then stomped over and stood over the man. ‘Now you listen to me, Father —’

Father?!

‘— because I am not going to tell you again. You’ve been worthless your whole life, and we don’t need you anymore. You leave this city, and never. Come. Back.’ He separated the last words to add emphasis.

Derrick turned and walked back toward the house. But just as Derrick passed through the door, the man was on his feet again, lunging for Derrick.

He had a dagger.

‘Derrick!’ I gasped.

Jumping to my feet, I sprung forward and grabbed the man by the arm, blocking his attempt to stab Derrick. I drove a knee into his ample midsection then, as he staggered backward, I connected with a side kick that sent him back out into the street.

Not giving him a chance to recover, I followed him and knelt down on top of him, practically sitting on his stomach. I was already angry, but now that I was starting to put a few pieces of this puzzle together, I was suddenly infuriated at what Derrick’s father may have put all of them through.

My face was inches away from his, and my voice was low. ‘You may be family to him, but you’re nothing to me. If you come back, I promise you… I will kill you. Do you hear me?’ I unsheathed one of my swords and held the blade across his throat. ‘Do you hear me?!’ My shouting quivered with rage and near-insanity, which was only half-acted.

The man was nodding emphatically and saying, ‘Yes, yes!’

I wasn’t done. ‘You will leave and never come back. You will not bother Derrick or his family again. Are we clear?’

The man was tearful. ‘Yes, I swear!’

I moved off of him and pointed. ‘Go. Get out of my sight and theirs. Your stench is not needed here anymore.’ I kept my sword aimed in his direction, in case he tried anything stupid.

Suddenly, I was out of breath, on my hands and knees on the ground. I was shaking with anger — I don’t think I had ever been so enraged in my life. I couldn’t help but think that if I hadn’t been so consumed with rage, I would have chosen my words better — but there was nothing I could do about that now.

Besides, it didn’t sound like he deserved that kind of consideration.

Derrick was behind me, trying to help me up.

‘Are you alright, Aidan? Did he hurt you?’

I had some small cuts, scratches, and bruises — nothing I couldn’t handle.

‘I’m okay,’ I said.

He was staring at me in disbelief. ‘You’ve got a temper on you, boy,’ he said in a mock-stern voice. ‘You need to keep it under control — although I don’t blame you in this instance.’

I chuckled, still trying to settle my nerves. ‘I’ve been treated that way — I don’t like to see it happen to other people.’

Derrick nodded in agreement. ‘I can’t believe he showed his face.’

‘That was your father?’ I asked.

Derrick hesitated before he answered. ‘Yeah… it’s a long story. I’ll tell you on the way back to the castle. What happened anyway? How did you find out he was here?’

‘It was a fluke,’ I answered honestly. ‘I was on patrol and I heard shouting coming from this — your — house. I heard him threatening them… I had to intervene.’

Derrick was silent for a moment, then he suddenly put his hand on my shoulder. ‘You are truly the brother I never had.’

This caught me by surprise, but I was extremely grateful for his compliment. And the more I thought about it, the more I realised that he was like a brother to me as well.

‘I’ll be back,’ Derrick said. ‘I need to check on my mother and sister. I’ll have you meet them later, under better circumstances.’

I nodded in response, then waited outside for a short time until Derrick returned.

‘They’re okay,’ Derrick informed me. ‘Just a bit shaken up. He didn’t hurt them.’

‘I’m very glad to hear that,’ I responded. ‘What did he want?’

‘Coin,’ Derrick answered snidely. ‘He knows I’m part of the White Army, and he thinks because he’s my father, it’s my job to fund his ridiculous habits.’

He was then quiet for a moment.

‘So are you going to tell me what happened?’ I asked him.

Derrick was silent a moment longer.

‘Yes,’ he said finally, ‘and you’ll be the first to know. I would appreciate it if this stayed between us.’

‘Of course,’ I responded.

After a short silence, Derrick started his story, as we began to walk back toward the castle.

‘My father is the biggest waste of space I’ve ever seen in my life — emphasis on “biggest.”’ He smiled at his half-hearted joke. ‘As far as I know, he’s never had a real job, yet he always had the coin for his ale. Me, my mother, and my sister starved throughout most of our lives. He bullied us — I can’t tell you the number of times he beat my mother and sister.’

He paused, and I could see his hands clenching into fists. I put my hand on his shoulder, to remind him that he wasn’t living in that time anymore. Derrick took a breath and continued.

‘He beat me too, but not nearly as often as he beat the women. One day, I finally realised that I was bigger than he was — that was about five years ago. I had always been scared to death of my father; he ruled by intimidation. But that day, I lost my temper. I never dreamed that fighting back on him would be so easy; all it took was one punch, and then I threw him outside, much like I did today. I told him never to come back, but he still showed up every now and again for the next three years. He hasn’t shown his piggish face for the past two years — until today. I guess he just got too desperate. Mother said he begged for forgiveness first, then blew up when she wouldn’t give him the coin.’

I understood Derrick’s anger, could feel it in my heart. I silently thanked the gods that I hadn’t grown up in a situation like that.

‘That’s why I crack jokes all the time,’ Derrick continued. ‘I found one day that laughing made me forget about my problems at home, at least temporarily. I started trying to make my mother and sister laugh, and now it’s the way I am. Laughter is the answer to pain.’

I smiled inwardly — it was something we shared in common. ‘I never thought you could be so philosophical.’

‘Don’t tell anybody,’ he replied. ‘I want them to think that I’m stupid.’

We both smiled.

After a pause, Derrick went on. ‘I’d never wanted to be in the military, much less be a knight. I joined for the steady income, so I could take care of my mother and sister. Suddenly, it was my career — I don’t really have any other skills, since my father never taught me anything.’

‘Is there… something wrong with your sister?’ I asked hesitantly. When Derrick didn’t answer immediately, I quickly added, ‘I’m sorry if that’s too forward — you don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.’

‘No, no,’ Derrick said, waving his hand in the air. ‘I now consider you a brother, and I don’t mind telling you.’ I smiled inwardly at the thought of having a brother. ‘Yeah, she’s been sick for quite some time. No one really knows what’s wrong with her. I’ve been trying to save up the gold to get her to a really good healer. I would have the coin by now, but I constantly had to have things fixed — as well as buy new things — around the house due to my father constantly showing up and destroying things.’

We were quiet as we passed through the gate leading to the castle. I remember very clearly what it was like when I first saw it, on the back of Garridan’s horse, and it never ceased to take my breath away. I always took the time to appreciate it whenever I saw it; I had never had the time on that day of battle. The sun was lowering in the sky, and beams of pink light were piercing their way through the sparse clouds. The air was comfortable, on the verge of getting cooler.

‘Derrick,’ I said suddenly, ‘if you ever need anything, you let me know, okay?’

Derrick looked at me and smiled. ‘Thank you, Aidan… that means a lot to me.’

‘Don’t be afraid to ask me,’ I continued, ‘because I would hate to have to humiliate you in front of everyone. You’d have a tough time explaining how the upstart soldier with the two puny swords beat up someone who was twice his size.’

Derrick glanced at me with narrow eyes. ‘You think you can take me?’

‘Sure,’ I shrugged. ‘My first move would be to stomp on your toe… works every time.’

Derrick laughed all the way to the castle.






CHAPTER 6

When I first began my formal training, it was difficult for me to get used to the fact that I wasn’t the most popular soldier in the White Army. I would try to strike up conversations with my fellow soldiers, only to see them comment snidely and walk away. I didn’t understand why at first, until I heard some soldiers talking one day about how I was the General’s “golden boy”. After that point, it no longer mattered much to me what the rest of the soldiers thought. I knew they were talking about me behind my back, and I didn’t care.

But anyone who thought that I had it easy because Sir Garridan had taken me under their wing was clearly out of their mind — if anything, that made things a great deal harder than it probably would have been. Since Garridan had discovered me, and taken me in, he paid much more attention to what I was doing, and I was under even more pressure to perform to the best of my abilities. But that was fine with me — I was determined to thrive under any conditions, and prove beyond a shadow of a doubt that I was worthy of Sir Garridan’s attention, as well as anyone else’s.

One day, while I was in the barracks, Derrick approached me and told me that Garridan wanted to see me. This drew a great deal of snickering and spiteful remarks from those around me — I heard the term “bootlicker” uttered more than once.

Ignorant fools.

Letting their meaningless ramblings roll off my back, I nodded to Derrick and followed him out of the armory.

Garridan wasn’t at the castle — he was in the Industrial District of the city, having his sword tended to. Derrick and I conversed during the walk to the blacksmith, who worked in the Western Business District. Garridan was watching the dwarven blacksmith work on his sword. The shop was hot from the burning forge.

‘You wanted to see me, sir?’ I said, addressing Garridan formally.

Garridan turned his head toward me, a small smile on his lips. ‘No need to stand on ceremony, Aidan, this isn’t a formal meeting.’

‘Understood,’ I said, relaxing a little. ‘Is everything okay?’

‘Indeed,’ Garridan answered, standing stoically. ‘I just wanted to inform you that a problem has arisen in the west, in Boulton, and we’ll be sending soldiers over there.’

I looked at him expectantly. ‘I know you’re not informing all of the soldiers like this — what’s the catch?’

Garridan sighed deeply. ‘I am needed here, so I won’t be going. Sir Norvin will be in command.’

I smiled derisively. That figures.

‘I know you two don’t like each other,’ Garridan went on, ‘but on the battlefield, you do have to follow his orders.’

‘I have no problem with that,’ I answered confidently, ‘but every time he makes me clean up after his horse, I will remember it.’

Garridan shook his head. ‘The knights may be in command, but that authority is not to be used to make the soldiers their own personal handmaidens. I will have a talk with Sir Norvin.’

‘No, don’t,’ I said, putting my hand up. ‘That won’t help my relationship with the rest of the army.’

Garridan was confused. ‘What do you mean?’

I hesitated before I answered. ‘They see me as your “golden boy”. They’re not very fond of me.’

Garridan sighed again. ‘I’m sorry, Aidan. That wasn’t my intention.’

‘There’s nothing to be sorry for,’ I answered. ‘My road to becoming a soldier has been no easier than anyone else’s. They can’t help their own ignorance and jealousy.’

‘Don’t speak so of your comrades,’ Garridan chided.

‘It also doesn’t help that Aidan routinely defeats them at sparring sessions,’ Derrick said brightly, clapping me on the shoulder. I accepted this praise with a proud smile.

Garridan turned toward me and looked me in the eye. ‘Even as I tell you not to speak of your comrades in derision, I tell you not to let the insecurity of others stand in your way.’

I stood straight. ‘I have no intention of that.’

‘Why can’t he simply be under my command?’ Derrick asked. ‘I’ll make sure that little weasel stays out of his business.’

Garridan gave Derrick a look of admonishment, then answered.

‘Aidan’s still not a knight, Derrick, I cannot put him in your unit. As it is, Sir Norvin still outranks you, Derrick. You are a Knight-Sergeant, he is a Knight-Lieutenant. In my absence, he will lead the army.’

As far as knight rankings go, there was a Knight-General, a couple of Knight-Lieutenants, several Knight-Sergeants — who each commanded their own unit — and the rest were simply knights.

Something was just starting to occur to me. ‘So, as you are Knight-General, if and when you step down, Norvin would likely be the next general.’

Garridan sensed what I was thinking. ‘That will be a very long time in coming, Aidan. Trust me on that.’

‘I don’t think I’m coming back from this little excursion,’ I said, turning to Derrick. ‘I may just have to set up permanently in Boulton.’

‘Make room for me,’ Derrick muttered.

He took a risk making that comment — such remarks, as we were making, were considered treasonous — but we always backed each other up. I was half-joking, but really, what difference did it make if Norvin was to be the next leader of the White Army?

‘There is no need to start packing your bags yet,’ Garridan said sternly. ‘I am still in command here, and have no intention of relinquishing that.’

‘I would hope not,’ I replied.

Garridan smiled, and there was a short silence as he turned back to the blacksmith. Finally, I moved on to the next matter at hand.

‘What seems to be the trouble in the west?’

Garridan gazed into the fires of the blacksmith’s forge as he spoke. ‘A little less than a year ago, the kingdom’s supply of copper was beginning to run a bit low. You may remember hearing about it?’

I nodded.

‘His Majesty sent out small groups of men to all corners of the country, searching for copper mines. A few months later, some men reported seeing some mines off to the west, right on the borders of our country and the country of Boulton. They weren’t being used, so the King sent the miners out there to begin their work. Apparently, a week went by before some soldiers of Boulton saw them and arrested them, claiming that the mines were theirs and we were stealing from them. King Baladir was outraged, but sent an emissary in an attempt to settle things as diplomatically as possible. The king of Boulton sent the emissary back, with a message that was… let’s just say, not so pleasant.’

My eyebrows raised a little at this.

Garridan nodded. ‘King Baladir took this as a declaration of war.’

‘You mean —’ the realization was beginning to set in ‘— we’re actually going to war?’

Garridan nodded again, hands behind his back. ‘Yes, Aidan… Delmar is officially at war.’

My gaze was distant for a moment as I tried to come to grips with that knowledge. I had a feeling that it would be a long time before that happened. I was excited (my first war!) but at the same time, I was petrified.

‘This is your first war, Aidan,’ Garridan continued, ‘and I know that you have so much on your mind. But, to be straightforward, I wouldn’t expect this to be much of a war.’

‘Why do you say that?’ Derrick asked. I’d forgotten he was even there.

‘You know that Boulton, compared to Delmar and other countries, has always been underdeveloped,’ Garridan responded, mirroring my thoughts. ‘They’ve always been desperate to gain a foothold in this world, to be considered a legitimate threat. I believe this business with the copper mines was simply the excuse they needed to go to war. Whether they’re ready for what that means or not remains to be seen.’

I remained silent, still trying to absorb all of this information.

‘Go on, back to the barracks, Aidan,’ Garridan said, stepping forward to put a hand on my shoulder. ‘You have much to prepare for, and the army marches in three days.’

***

Those three days went by in a flash. I spent nearly all of that time training and preparing for the weeks-long journey. I had had yet to see Norvin, but had no doubt that he was lurking about somewhere, watching us, maybe even making preparations of his own — who knew with him?

Finally, the day came. We were all awoken from our cots very early that morning, and were brought to the mess hall for a hearty breakfast — it would be our last good meal for a while. Then it was back to the barracks to get suited up. There weren’t nearly enough people around to assist everyone with their armor, so I put mine on myself.

After we were suited up, I did what most of the other men did; I sharpened and polished my weapons for battle, including the dagger I kept in my boot. This would also be the first time I was heading into battle with two shortswords — after my first battle, I had realised that the sword-and-shield method wasn’t for me. I was much too small for a broadsword, not well suited for handling spears, and archery wasn’t my strong suit either. But with a shortsword in each hand, I felt right at home.

Standing there, in my armor, with my swords sheathed to my back, I felt invincible.

Finally, we were mustered to the grassy hill outside of the castle, making ready for our departure. This experience was so different from my first battle. Before, I was thrown into battle, there wasn’t much of an army, and there was little time to prepare. This time around, watching everything that was happening, I gained a much better understanding of how soldiers prepared for war.

We settle into ranks — the general army in front, with ranks of archers on the flanks, and the knights behind, separated into different units. The archer units of the knights were settled into the rear of the army. Sir Norvin, on his horse, rode to the front and walked slowly across the front ranks, observing the army. Then he stopped.

‘Soldiers of Delmar,’ he called out. ‘Our king and our country have been threatened, and insulted. We head out to war today for one reason: to send a message that the country of Delmar and its people will not be treated like sewer rats. We go today to show them that Delmar is the mightiest country in all the land.’

The soldiers yelled and cheered, but I couldn’t bring myself to join in. I believed in Norvin’s words, and his speech was a good one. The problem was that Norvin sounded less than enthusiastic when he was making it — in fact, he sounded downright bored.

It hardly instilled me with any more confidence and pride in my country than I already had.

As we marched out of the gates, into the city, Norvin posted himself by the gate and watched us pass. I kept my face forward, as I was supposed to, but out of the corner of my eye, I glanced at Norvin — to find that he was watching me.

Maybe this war wasn’t going to be as glorious as I hoped.






CHAPTER 7

Marching to Boulton was every bit as I imagined it to be: tedious, demanding, and relentless. For the first week of the journey, we marched through torrential downpour. That only made things more difficult — our armor was most problematic, as the rain weighed it down, making it twice as hard to march. Many soldiers around me grumbled and condemned Norvin for making us march in this monsoon, but surprisingly enough, I didn’t share the same disagreements; I knew that difficult campaigning like this was simply a part of war, another thing that had to be dealt with.

The following week, the sun came back out, and the spirits of the soldiers rose again. All around me, they boasted about the great deeds they were going to accomplish, the glory that would be attained. I didn’t join in these conversations either — I felt the same excitement and anticipation they all did, but I knew that my boasting was not welcome. This may have come off as arrogant, but why would I get involved in a conversation when I knew I would just be ridiculed in the end?

One thing I did not expect was for Norvin to leave me alone for the entire march — but he did. He even passed by me a couple of times, but he never said a word. Perplexed, but relieved, I stayed out of his way and continued going about my business.

I wasn’t the only one surprised by Norvin.

‘Really? He hasn’t spoken to you at all, tried to make you do anything ridiculous?’ Derrick asked as we ate our supper of foul-tasting rations together one night.

I shook my head. ‘I don’t think I’ve seen him three or four times this entire march.’

‘Hmm,’ Derrick said, rubbing his short beard. ‘Maybe he’s turning over a new leaf.’

That comment was met by hysterical laughter — from both of us.

Finally, halfway through the second week, we arrived at the mines in question. The area was very grassy and full of hills; the entrance to the mines was burrowed into one of these hills, and outside of it, there was abandoned mining equipment strewn everywhere.

Norvin ordered us to halt, and he sent a few scouts ahead to survey the area and find out where the enemy was. Afterward, he ordered the rest of us to set up tents and make ready to camp. The sun was beginning to lower in the sky, the dimming light settling into an orange color.

We ate our meager supper, and were then ordered to get some rest — we would need to be refreshed for tomorrow’s battle. The scouts hadn’t yet returned, and the soldiers began to whisper to each other that something wasn’t right.

Eventually, the scouts did return, but it wasn’t until the middle of the night. I was awakened by their approaching horses. I sat up, as several other soldiers did, and watched as Norvin and the scouts whispered to each other. I was fairly close to them, but couldn’t hear what they were saying.

Eventually the scouts finished giving their report, and Norvin dismissed them. Norvin looked over and saw that I was watching. He scrunched up his lips as though deep in thought.

‘Aidan, a word with you,’ he ordered, then walked away, toward a stand of nearby trees.

I frowned in confusion. He hasn’t had a word to say to me this entire march, and suddenly now he wants to talk to me?

I did as I was ordered, rising from my spot underneath a tree to join my commanding officer. Norvin had his back to me as I approached, but he turned and didn’t waste any time with (disingenuous) pleasantries.

‘Aidan, the scouts were unable to find Boulton’s army. They traveled a great distance, in all different directions, but the enemy was nowhere to be found. The scouts are exhausted, and I need to know where the enemy is. Tomorrow, I’m going to give you command of a small group of men, and I need you to scout further ahead.’

I didn’t say anything — mostly because disbelief had stolen any words I might have said.

Finally, I recovered enough to say (daringly, considering this man far outranked me), ‘You are aware that I’m just over one year in the army, right?’

Norvin looked me straight in the eye as he answered, ‘I never thought I would say this, but you are the best fighter we have. I need someone who I know can defend himself, as well as someone who will fight for the honor of our country.’

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I would have never expected to hear anything like that from him.

After a short silence, I stood straight and answered, ‘If those are your orders, I will carry them out… sir.’

Norvin smiled in response. ‘You are a good man, Aidan. Now go and get some rest.’

***

I could hardly sleep for the rest of that night. How exciting this was going to be! To my knowledge, nobody had been given command of a unit so early in their military careers… if I succeeded, perhaps they would consider me for knighthood early! I would be easily the youngest knight in Delmar’s history.

By the gods, everyone would really hate me then.

But again, friendship wasn’t what I was here for. Friendship isn’t usually conducive to success. All I’d ever wanted to be was a knight, and here was my chance to prove that I was worthy of such an honor.

It still baffled me that Norvin would be the one to give me this opportunity, but for the time being, I decided not to spend too much time mulling it over. I had more than enough to think about.

True, it was a simple scouting mission, but scouting missions could be dangerous too. And it still stood to reason that no one had ever been given this chance so soon.

Morning came before I knew it. After a quick breakfast (quicker for me — I was too excited to be hungry), I joined my unit on the edge of our camping grounds. Norvin had selected ten men to accompany me; much less than would be in a regular unit, but more than I would need for a scouting mission.

‘Men,’ Norvin said, suddenly appearing from behind a boulder. ‘The scouts were unable to find any trace of the enemy yesterday. I know they’re lurking about somewhere… Aidan here is in charge, and I want you men to travel directly west from this location. You may find them closer to their castle, which is about a day’s march from here.’

Norvin walked over and put his hand on my shoulder.

‘I know you can carry this out, Aidan. Make us proud.’

Those words didn’t sound like they should be coming out of his mouth — ever — but I nodded reassuringly.

‘We will.’

I was about to order the men to move out when I saw Derrick in the distance, standing near the grove of trees where Norvin and I had spoken the previous night. He was wearing a look of disbelief — and concern.

I didn’t understand the nature of his expression, but I gave him a confident nod. Then, at my command, we were off.

The day was calm and clear, but there were clouds building to the west, headed our way. The weather was on the verge of becoming nasty, I couldn’t help but think that those clouds had a foreboding presence.

But that was far from my mind; I was in command of a unit, in my element, and it was glorious. Standing proudly at the head of the unit, I marched us directly west, as ordered, through a vast area of rocky terrain. Intimidating rock formations bordered the path sporadically on both sides, and the path was headed up a steep hill. I stopped the unit for a moment, taking stock of the situation.

‘What are we going to do, Aidan?’ one of the soldiers asked sarcastically.

I turned toward the soldier and took a couple of steps toward him. I had been expecting this, but that didn’t make it any easier for me to take.

‘What is the meaning of that tone?’

Another soldier answered with a question. ‘Why were you chosen for this command? Every one of us has a great deal more experience than you. You don’t deserve command of this unit.’

‘You expect me to know why I was chosen for this?’ I asked incredulously. ‘Sir Norvin and I don’t exactly have a great history —’

‘Everyone knows that,’ yet another soldier answered, ‘which makes your appointment even more ridiculous. It was only given to you because you are the general’s bootlicker.’

I almost lashed out and grabbed the soldier by his throat, but (at great effort) I restrained myself.

‘Look,’ I said, becoming exasperated, ‘I don’t know why I was given this privilege. But I have it, and I am going to do exactly as I’m ordered. And you are going to follow me — not because I’m in command, but because we are doing this for our country.’

The soldiers grumbled as they glanced back and forth at each other, but I knew they weren’t going anywhere. Proud of how I handled the situation, I gave the order to march toward the hill.

The hill was even steeper than it looked; about halfway up, we were practically crawling to make it the rest of the way. To make matters worse, it began to rain, which didn’t help the situation at all. Several of the soldiers (myself included) nearly slipped and tumbled back down the hill.

But eventually, one by one, we all finished the arduous climb. I was one of the last to make it, and before I made it to the top, I noticed that the soldiers had made it before me were standing and staring incredulously.

‘What’s the matter?’ I asked. When no answer came, I pulled myself to the top with a loud grunt. My muscles were tired, I was short on breath — I needed to rest for a moment. But knowing there was no time for that, I took a breath and stood up, looking around me.

At least, I started to — my gaze fixed immediately on the danger before us.

Boulton’s army stood straight ahead of us — an army some thousands strong.

I turned to give the order to retreat back down the hill, but more of Boulton’s soldiers were marching out from behind one of the rock formations, cutting off our escape.

We were trapped.

The archers in my unit already had their bows drawn, but any effort on our part would be fruitless.

We were going to die.

My mind was suddenly racing — Norvin had said that the scouts had searched and searched, but seen no sign of the enemy army.

But we had only been marching for just over an hour…

The realization pierced me, deep into my soul, driving a sweeping feeling of both rage and fear through my body.

We’d been set up — or, more specifically, I had been set up.

With great daring, I took a few steps toward the vast Boulton army, trying desperately to keep my rage in check.

‘We are merely a scouting party for the White Army of Delmar,’ I called out. ‘You can see that the numbers, to say the least, are not evenly matched. I would speak the commander of this army, and see that we are allowed to return to our army.’ I knew that what I was asking was impossible, but I had to try.

Seemingly to emphasize my feelings, several of the soldiers in the Boulton army laughed. My face burned with embarrassment, a raging fire that not even the cool waters of the falling rain could smother.

Suddenly, there was a thwip from behind me, and before I knew it, an arrow lodged in the chest of a Boulton soldier.

Accompanying the thwip was a gasp of surprise… an indication that whomever had fired the arrow had not meant to.

‘Hold your fire!’ I screamed, but it was too late — the soldiers of Boulton, consumed with rage at our seeming audacity, were charging.

I had no time to think about our impending doom — drawing my shortswords, I instinctively twirled them in my hands, as I always had during sparring sessions. My only hope was to kill each soldier before more could get to me, a futile task at best.

The battle happened too fast for my mind to even process. I was dodging, slashing, kicking — doing whatever I could to defend myself while creating more space to take on the next soldier.

But it was pointless — I was fast becoming overwhelmed.

Suddenly, a voice in the distance screamed. ‘Hold it! Stop fighting! Back off, you blighters!’

But I wasn’t about to stop fighting until they did, and that was good judgment too, because at least one soldier wasn’t following orders. The large soldier charged me with his giant spear, catching me off-guard because of the angle he was coming from. When I finally did see him, my first instinct (for whatever reason) was to lean straight back to avoid the spear.

I didn’t quite lean back far enough.

The spear caught me a glancing blow in the face, knocking me off-balance and to the ground. For a moment, I didn’t think the spear had caught me — until I felt a stinging pain near my eye. I put my hand to my face and saw nothing but blood.

I was in a compromised position, unable to defend myself, sure I was about to die…

I heard a commotion, and a body hitting the ground.

A soldier, who I could only assume was the commander, had thrown his fellow soldier on the ground. ‘When I tell you to stop fighting, you stop fighting, damn it!’ He then turned away from the soldier and strode toward me, which instantly scared me — this man was in a rage, and I had no idea what he was going to do.

But it wasn’t me he wanted — it was the spear.

For a split second, I was sure that this commander was about to murder the renegade soldier. When the commander reared back to throw the spear, I was sure it was the end; so was the renegade, who shrieked in fear. But the spear was planted in the ground just inches from the fallen soldier, causing him to scream in panic and plead for his life. The commander then kicked him for good measure.

‘I’ll deal with you later,’ the commander growled. ‘Now get out of my sight.’

The soldier scurried to obey.

Taking a few minutes to compose himself, the commander (or at least, that’s what I was still assuming that he was) then turned his attention to me. He had green eyes and a long, blond beard that was well-kept, and almost blended into his pale skin. He held his hands up to assure me that meant to harm.

Good for you, I thought. I’m not sheathing my weapons.

‘I am Commander Hardlow,’ the soldier began. ‘Are you alright?’

I didn’t answer.

‘What is your name, soldier?’

Still breathing heavily from the stress and exertion of battle (not to mention still wary of the other soldiers around me), I took a moment before I answered. ‘Aidan.’

Hardlow nodded. ‘I am very impressed… you fought very well, better than the rest of your unit.’

It was only then that I realised that I was the only one of the unit still alive. As I stared at their bloody, broken bodies, I became short of breath, and failed to express a gasp of horror.

‘What are you going to do to me?’ I whispered harshly, knowing that I was now nothing more than a prisoner.

‘Not a thing,’ Commander Hardlow answered brightly. ‘You have suffered enough for one day — after all, you were, for whatever reason, sent to your death.’

I stared at him, uncomprehending, although I had an inkling of what he was talking about.

‘We saw your scouts yesterday,’ Hardlow explained. ‘They approached us from the south. How they made it through those rock formation is anyone’s guess. We know they saw us as well, for they sat and watched us for some time. Only a fool of a commander would send a unit, such as yours, straight into our clutches, which leads me to believe that someone wanted you dead.’

It was too much. My initial assumptions had proven correct, and my fury caused my body to shake intensely. If I hadn’t been so blinded by my visions of glory, I would have seen through Norvin’s transparent facade.

‘Out of respect for your fighting ability, which is substantial,’ Hardlow said, glancing around at all of his dead soldiers, ‘I bid you return to your army, and settle your dispute with whomever you have angered.’

I remained silent — my mind was completely numb.

‘Go back, young man, and get that eye looked at,’ Commander Hardlow said. ‘I cannot promise you this type of courtesy again.’

With one last glance at Hardlow and his army, I turned and started to walk away, before spinning around one last time, looking Hardlow in the eye. ‘Thank you.’

I worked my way down the steep, now very slippery hill as carefully as I could. The rain was now coming down hard, and it coincided perfectly with my mood. All that was missing was some thunder and lightning — but there would be plenty of that when I returned to camp.

I was back to camp twice as fast as it took me to journey to Boulton’s army. I heard the men standing watch report that I was coming. I marched right past them, ignoring their comments about my bloody face, right toward the commander’s tent. Norvin, upon hearing of my arrival, appeared outside his tent.

There was a faint expression of disbelief on his face.

One of the soldiers in his little band of rats was suddenly in front of me. ‘Aidan. What can I do for —?’

In my rage, I shoved him aside, knocking him to the ground.

‘You bastard!’ I yelled at Norvin. ‘You set me up, sent me out there to die!’

Derrick suddenly appeared, and the men were beginning to gather around us.

‘Where are your men?’ Derrick asked.

‘Dead!’ I said, fury dripping from my voice. ‘We were ambushed by Boulton’s army, which stands waiting not one hour from here!’

‘Aidan… I assure you I had no idea —’ Norvin said, in his best whiny-puppy dog voice.

‘Don’t give me that!’ I yelled at him. ‘The commander of the Boulton army told me that he saw the scouts yesterday! I find it hard to believe that they lied to you.’ I was seething in anger.

‘You… spoke to the commander of their army?’ Norvin asked, apprehensive.

‘Yes, I did… Commander Hardlow, a respectable man — a trait that is sorely lacking in the commander of this army.’

‘Aidan, settle down —’ Derrick pleaded.

‘Yes, Aidan, settle down,’ Norvin said, gaining in confidence. ‘You are getting dangerously close to treason.’

‘What are you going to do — arrest me?’ I said, in a challenging tone. ‘Please do — then I’ll have to stand trial, and everyone will know the truth then, won’t they?’

‘You seem to be missing something, Aidan… I think the word is “proof”,’ Norvin retorted.

He wasn’t quite wrong, I realised, but he wasn’t going to get me that easily. I took a step closer to him and stared him in the eyes.

‘Everyone knows our history,’ I said, speaking in a low voice, ‘and everyone knows what a greasy piece of garbage you are. Maybe, just maybe, that’ll be all the “proof” I need.’

Behind Norvin’s eyes, I could see him searching for an answer — and finding none. ‘Aidan, you are clearly under a great deal of duress. Why don’t you get some rest, and when you are done, head back to Delmar? I think you’ve seen enough of this war.’

‘Not a chance,’ I responded, with no hesitation. ‘You couldn’t even carry me out of here.’

Norvin could have made it a direct order, and I would have had to follow it — but for whatever reason, he didn’t. Finished with him, I headed back through the congregation of tents, in an attempt to find some space to sit and cool off for a while. On the way through, I saw the faces of the men as they watched me pass. Their expressions were so different than they had been; they were respectful, sympathetic.

I found a tree that provided me some shelter from the pouring rain, and collapsed under it. A healer came by and cleaned up my eye. He said I was lucky to still have use of it, but there would be a scar underneath.

After the healer had left, I thought first of how excited I’d been when we had set off this morning, all the way to the realization that I’d been set up. I was a fool to have believed that conniving little sewer rat. I thought of the men who’d gone with me, who despite their lack of respect for me, had still stuck with me, because they’d been ordered to. One minute, they were alive, and the next, they were dead.

Norvin may have set it all in motion, but in some strange way, the deaths of those men were on my head.

And in that vein, I remembered what Garridan had told me about death — that it was all I’ve ever known in life.

I couldn’t help it. I started crying.






CHAPTER 8

Not long after we were roused from our sleep the following morning, Derrick found me.

‘Are you alright?’ he asked, concerned.

After a night of sleep broken by bad dreams and more tears, I was in a mood. ‘No.’

‘He’ll get what’s coming to him, Aidan,’ Derrick said reassuringly.

‘That’s not it,’ I responded, turning to look at him. ‘I —’ My inner turmoil was making things much more difficult. ‘I should have seen it coming, Derrick. Why did I trust him?’ My arms were outstretched. ‘Why did I believe that he was willing to give me a chance that, quite frankly —’ I struggled to admit this ‘— I wasn’t ready for?’

Derrick took a moment before he answered. ‘You’re not the first to be duped, Aidan. Norvin is devious, selfish, and he’ll do whatever it takes to get what he wants. How do you think he got to where he is? It certainly wasn’t because he’s a hard worker.’

‘But the problem is, I knew that,’ I responded, shaking my head at my own stupidity. ‘I knew all of that. And yet… I believed him. Now, ten good men are dead.’

Now that I had finally revealed what was truly bothering me more than anything else, Derrick’s face sank into sorrow. He took three bold steps forward, standing right in front of me.

‘That’s not your fault, Aidan, there was nothing you could have done. That’s his fault. It’s on his shoulders, not yours.’

My head sank, and I stared at the ground — through it, to the other side of the world. At least, that’s what it felt like.

‘It sure doesn’t feel that way.’

There was a short silence. ‘Norvin’s going to march on the Boulton army today,’ Derrick said finally. ‘Are you going to fight?’

There was little question in my mind — regardless of what I had been through, we were still fighting for our country. ‘Yes, of course.’

Derrick nodded, his face relaxing into relief. ‘You’re a good man, Aidan.’

I sighed. ‘Again, doesn’t feel that way.’

‘You’re a better man than me,’ Derrick said brightly. ‘I would have thrown Norvin against a tree by now.’

I glanced at him, and then I chuckled in spite of myself.

‘He’ll be dealt with when we get back to Delmar, Aidan,’ Derrick continued. ‘Right now, we have to do what we came here to do.’

I responded with a nod. ‘That’s how I feel. Norvin can try all he wants to keep me out of this fight, but it’s not going to happen.’

‘You know, there’s a lot of rumors going around about your eye,’ Derrick mentioned casually.

‘Oh?’ I replied, barely interested.

‘Yeah… some of the men are saying that since you are the only survivor of yesterday, that you must be indestructible. Others are saying you cried so hard over the loss of your men that your eye started to bleed.’

I looked at him in disbelief. ‘None of that makes any sense.’

Derrick smiled. ‘But that’s how legends get started — nonsense.’

I chuckled. Only Derrick could have come up with something like that.

‘So how did it happen?’ Derrick asked. I told him the whole story.

‘Hmm,’ Derrick said, rubbing his beard. ‘Hardlow sounds like a good man.’ He was quiet for a moment. ‘So… what else is really bothering you?’

I hesitated for a moment before I answered. ‘Sir Garridan once told me that all I know in my life is death.’

Derrick didn’t respond, and before I knew it, I was launching into the full story.

***

I was fourteen. Life was becoming more and more difficult. Father’s age was beginning to wear on his body. He couldn’t yet be considered an “old man”, but the amount of hard work he did every day for years and years had made him look much older than he was. He never said a word, but it was painfully obvious. Knowing that he would remain silent about his declining condition, I quietly took on more and more work on the farm. Now older and a little wiser, I came to realize that all of the hard work I put into the farm would be good for my body, helping myself to get into the condition I needed to be in. Eventually, it began to show. By fourteen years of age, I was well built for my age, and my endurance was improving drastically.

Seeing Father in his physically deteriorated state was hard for me; every day, I would grow more and more concerned as he limped into the house after a day of work, clutching his back, groaning in pain. He would collapse into a chair, slumped, breathing in shallow breaths. Eventually, I took on dinner duties as well, and then sometimes (more often than Father would admit, I’m sure), I helped him to his bed. But still, the thought never entered his mind to stop working and let me take over… he wouldn’t even entertain the notion. On those nights, I would come back to the table in the kitchen area, sit and think about how proud I was of my father — he had worked so hard his entire life, not even stopping when he lost my mother, although I know the emotional strain had to be unbearable. He raised me as best as he could, and always did what he could for me, no matter how I was acting or what trials we were facing. I knew now that it was my turn to take care of him, and I did it with same grace and dignity that my father always exhibited, or at least, I tried to.

One day, in the winter months of the year 199, I came inside the house from the barn after a day of mending tools (or attempting to), only to find Father already inside, slumped in a chair. This wouldn’t have been too unusual, except that he seemed much wearier than usual — far too weary. His head was practically hanging from his shoulders.

‘Father?’ Seeing him like that made me immediately apprehensive.

His head turned slowly toward me. It seemed like it took a great deal of effort; more strength than he actually had.

‘Aidan… something’s wrong,’ he whispered.

Alarmed, I rushed over to him. The first thing I thought of to do was put my hand on his head.

His skin felt like it was on fire.

‘Father, you’re sick,’ I said, my tone urgent — I had never known my father to be sick, ever. ‘Come on, let me move you to your bed.’

Ordinarily, this plea would have been met with a great deal of protest, but this time, Father was almost unresponsive as I draped his arm across my shoulders. I had to practically drag him to his room; his legs were moving feebly as he attempted to walk, but they didn’t seem to be under him.

I laid him gently down on his bed then, after taking a short moment to catch my breath, I rushed to the kitchen to find a cloth I could soak in cold water, for his head. I had trouble finding a clean one, but after a frantic search, one turned up — in my room, of all places. After dousing it, I hurried back to my father and laid the cloth on his forehead. He sighed slightly in relief, but I knew that one cloth wasn’t going to cut it. Quickly, I went around the house and gathered up a few dirty cloths and cleaned them as best as I could. I had no idea just how right I would be — when I returned to my father, the cloth on his head had already grown warm.

I didn’t take long to figure out that cloths cooled with just water wasn’t going to be good enough. If one thing worked out in my favor, it was that it was winter — I dashed outside and tore some icicles hanging off of the roof of the house (standing on a bucket to help me do so) and hurried back inside, wrapping a big piece of icicle in one of the cloths. But even that wasn’t good enough — within a couple of hours, the ice had completely melted.

‘Father, I have to go into town and get a healer,’ I said, scared.

If anything, he seemed to be able to speak a little easier. ‘It’s… freezing outside, you don’t have… the supplies,’ he whispered. ‘Even if you… did, you… know we don’t have the… coin.’

‘There has to be something I can do,’ I pleaded.

Father was quiet for a moment, and then he said, ‘Stay with me.’

His deliberate tone frightened me, but I had to concede that he was right. If Agatha were still around, I could have gone to seek her help, but I didn’t even have that option.

I was so frightened for my father that I couldn’t even think straight — my mind couldn’t form a single coherent thought as to how I could help him. Finally, after my father gasped for water, I started to pull myself together. After I got him the water, I thought that some broth might be good for him, and then I decided that I would try my hand at a healing potion (although my skill has a healer was somewhat equal to my inept skill in mending tools). Interestingly enough, I knew the recipe for a rudimentary healing potion from Agatha — years ago, when I had been sick, she had helped my father tend to me. I had asked her what was in the potion, and she told me, as well as how it was made.

I tried to recall the ingredients of the potion. One I remembered immediately: Blue Heart’s flower, a fairly common plant that grew in the woods I always played in — a forest that was now covered in snow.

That realization brought on a fit of despair, but nevertheless, I tried to recall the other ingredient. Suddenly, I remembered…

‘Lion’s toe root,’ I whispered to myself. I remembered because when Agatha told me, I was instantly repulsed. Smiling, she reassured me that it wasn’t a real lion’s toe, it was the root of a Lion’s toe plant.

I had once read about it in a book and, as far as I knew, Lion’s toe was only available at the alchemist’s shop in the city.

Frustrated and terrified, I began to search for alternative solutions — when suddenly, I opened the drawer to small end table in the living room, and there it was — a Lion’s Toe plant, laying right there in the drawer.

I knew in my heart it hadn’t been there before.

I didn’t know what to think, whether it was some divine force, or whether it was my mother, or even Agatha who had somehow supplied the plant. After a moment of pointless musing, I gave up the idea of trying to figure it out.

‘Thank you,’ I whispered, to whomever it was. Somehow, Agatha seemed like the most likely candidate. Even if it wasn’t, thinking that it was her instilled me with a sense of peace, as if she was saying, ‘I forgive you.’

Now realizing what I had to do, I rushed back into my father’s room, quickly exchanging the damp cloth for one wrapped in ice. ‘Father, I’ll be back,’ I said quickly. ‘I won’t be long, I promise.’

He didn’t even have enough strength to ask me where I was going. I ran out of his room and out of the house, not even bothering to cover myself in wool to protect me from the biting cold. I ran across the fields, up the slightly inclined hill to the woods. I don’t know how I hoped to find a Blue Heart’s flower, but I had already been helped once… maybe there was another miracle waiting for me.

I desperately began digging with my hands through the snow in various places — places where I had remembered seeing the plant. But every time I reached the ground, the flower either wasn’t there, or it was dead from being crushed underneath all of the snow.

I knew there was no hope. Any plants that lived in the summer should have been killed by the cold weather. Dejected, I began to look around, not expecting to see anything…

There, in the side of a small hill, was a hole about the size of my head. It was a burrow, dug by a badger or beaver or some other unknown animal. What I did care about was the Blue Heart’s flower that grew just inside the opening. When I saw it, I could feel the despair flowing out of my body, replaced with budding feelings of hope.

I bent down to examine the flower, and it seemed to me as if it was glowing, ever so slightly. Touching the flower, I whispered a heartfelt prayer to the gods (the first time I had ever done so), as well as a thank you to whoever else might have been involved with this miracle.

This done, I yanked the flower out of the ground by the bottom of its stem and sprinted back toward the house. Running down the small hill, I slipped and fell onto the snowy ground — I sustained some small cuts on my elbow, but I didn’t notice at the time. I pulled myself back up and continued running, not stopping until I burst in the door of my house.

Immediately, I dropped the flower on the table and checked on my father. His condition didn’t seem to have changed, one way or the other, but the ice on his head was already half-melted. His breathing was shallow.

Back in the kitchen, I grabbed a small pot and dunked it into our bucket of water, filling it. I then brought it over to hang it from the cooking spit, so it could warm over the fire. Afterward, I attempted to find something to grind the plants with; I was sure we didn’t have a mortar and pestle lying around, and I had seemingly already been granted two miracles — I wasn’t going to count on a third.

The best I could do on short notice was a wooden bowl and the wooden handle of a knife. I used the knife to cut up the ingredients first, then the handle to pound them together. After I was finished, I grabbed a small cup, but I had no idea how much of the ingredients I was supposed to put in… so I snatched up a wooden pitcher and dumped all of it in there. Grabbing a damp cloth, I went over and retrieved the pot of water from the spit, then poured it into the pitcher. I mixed it together with a large spoon as fast as I could, then poured some into the small cup.

I didn’t have time to rejoice over my accomplishment, if I had even made the potion right… I shuddered at the thought and brought it to my father.

‘Father,’ I whispered, my hand on the side of his burning face, ‘please drink this.’

He opened his eyes a little. ‘What is this?’

‘It’s a healing potion,’ I answered.

‘Where… did you get a healing potion?’ he asked.

‘I made it,’ I responded, trying to turn his attention to drinking the potion.

‘You… made me a healing potion?’ Father asked, his eyes opening just a bit more. He managed a slight smile and asked, ‘Are you sure it’s safe?’

‘No,’ I answered with a grin, very happy that he had made the joke. ‘But I learned it from Agatha.’

Father’s eyelids drifted closed for a moment. ‘With her skills and your determination… there’s no way it can be wrong.’

His words brought tears to my eyes, but I harshly blinked them away. Father opened his mouth a bit, and I lightly poured the concoction in, a little at a time. Father’s nose wrinkled.

‘Tastes bitter,’ he remarked.

‘It’s medicine, it’s not supposed to taste good,’ I responded, echoing his words from an eternity ago. I sat beside him on his bed, examining him visually — his face was red, his skin was clammy, and he was still breathing in shallow breaths.

‘Aidan,’ he whispered suddenly, his hand reaching for me. His hand was almost to my face when it stopped, the long fingers trembling. I grabbed his hand and put it on my cheek. ‘I… could never have wished… for a better son.’ His voice was a ragged whisper.

I couldn’t take it anymore. The feelings of pain and despair that I was trying to keep locked in my heart burst forth. Tears were flowing from my eyes. ‘Don’t speak like that, Father,’ I whispered between sobs. ‘You’re going to be alright.’ My voice faded at the end.

‘If I am, I’ll be with you,’ Father responded. ‘If I’m not, I’ll be with your mother. Either way… they both sound real good to me.’

My sobbing wracked my body. ‘I can’t do this, Father,’ I confided. ‘I… I’m not ready…’

‘Yes, you are, my son,’ Father whispered, his voice suddenly emitting more strength. ‘I’ve taught you everything… I know. And your will…is as strong as those of any knights who have walked this realm.’

I now couldn’t see through the haze of my tears. Crying, I laid my head on my father’s chest, wrapping my arm around him, and he held my head, stroking my hair. After a while, I was about to lift my head and tell him that I would see him in the morning…

When I realised it was morning.

Startled, I sat up. Father’s arm (which had be cradling me all night) flopped off of me, and dropped heavily off of the edge of the bed, hanging there.

‘Father?’ I whispered.

But there was no response. He wasn’t moving.

‘Father?’ I said again, a little louder this time. Still, nothing.

Slowly, I reached out for him, my hand drifted closer and closer… I was scared to touch him, scared of the truth.

My fingers touched his forehead lightly, and to me, it felt as cold as the ice I had handled the night before.

Father was dead.

***

‘I buried him in the back yard,’ I said, finishing the story. ‘I had to dig through the snow and ice.’

‘Gods above, Aidan,’ Derrick said, his expression devoid of his usual twinkling humor.

Suddenly, there scuffling at the front of my tent, and a soldier peeked in. I recognized him; he was one of the soldiers from Norvin’s original scouting party.

‘Excuse me, Aidan…’ he began, his voice low.

‘Yes,’ I answered.

‘I just wanted to say that we had no idea what Sir Norvin was going to do. If I had known —’

‘You wouldn’t have done anything anyway,’ I interrupted. ‘But I appreciate the thought.’

Bewildered, the soldier looked at me for a bit, then nodded and left.

Derrick turned to me and said, ‘You’ve proven your strength through adversity, Aidan. Your will is stronger than you know.’

I thought about his words for a moment (how similar they sounded to my father’s!), and then we heard horns. The soldiers were being summoned to battle.

***

After a meal of dried fruit, we were mustered into formation to begin our march. As the units were being assembled, I walked in and took my place, where Sir Norvin happened to be, watching the proceedings. His eyes quickly fixed on me, and he gestured with his finger for me to join him.

Oh, Gods above — what now?

But I did as he expected, and as I stood in front of him, he looked me up and down, inspecting me. ‘Are you sure you’re up for this?’

You have no idea. I didn’t care that he was my commanding officer — I no longer had any respect for him. ‘What do you care?’

Rather than waste time with an answer, Norvin moved on. ‘Well, if your heart is set on it, take your place at the back of the ranks — I believe you deserve a bit of respite, after what you had to endure yesterday.’ He delivered all of this with a smug look and an arrogant attitude.

I took another step toward him. ‘I don’t need respite, or your help, but if that is a direct order, I will follow it — sir.’

Norvin nodded. ‘It is.’ Then he dismissed me with a jerk of the head. I had to absorb all of my anger — I was dangerously close to trouble with him as it was. I did as I was ordered.

Someday, Norvin. Someday.

For all the (new) issues I suddenly had with Norvin, I had to give him a little credit — he was smart enough to know that the Boulton army wasn’t likely to be in the same spot, since the element of surprise was gone, but they weren’t likely to be far away either as an army that big wouldn’t move that far in a day. He marched us directly west, with warnings to everyone to watch their surroundings, be aware of an ambush.

It was a bit cloudy on this day, but as opposed to yesterday, rain didn’t seem to be on the horizon. There was some fog in the distance, settled in the bottom of nearby valleys.

The march didn’t take long, and Norvin was right — the army of Boulton hadn’t gone far; they were settled in front of the steep hill, rather than waiting at the top of it. My guess is that with the element of surprise gone, Boulton had opted to face us head on, rather than relying on an ambush.

Norvin’s order of being aware of an ambush proved pointless — the fog I had mentioned earlier had settled in this small valley like a thick blanket completely obscuring our view of anything nearby.

Norvin called for us to halt, a fair distance away from the enemy. Now began the ages-old tradition of last-minute negotiations, an attempt to see if war can be avoided. In my heart, I wanted to make a snide comment to myself that having Norvin as our negotiator would deny any chance of peace, but I was pretty sure it wouldn’t matter who was doing the negotiating. Boulton had its heart set on war, the chance to prove itself, and nothing was going to deny it that chance.

So I knew that when Sir Norvin and Commander Hardlow met in the center of that small valley that we were going to battle, no matter the outcome. I couldn’t hear what was said, but I could see plainly that the exchange wasn’t particularly heated. After a short time, Norvin was walking back toward us.

‘No chance at peace,’ Norvin called out — from my position in the back of the ranks, I could barely hear his greasy voice. ‘Let us end this battle quickly, so we may return home, to our people… and our ale!’ Several of the soldiers laughed and cheered, but I didn’t join in.

Then Norvin took his place at the back of the army… a move that annoyed me, perhaps irrationally. True, many kings and generals commanded their army from the rear (in the scheme of things, they needed to be alive as long as possible to lead the army), but I couldn’t help thinking that Norvin was doing it simply to avoid battle. Based on my own experience, Norvin didn’t exactly have a reputation for honor and bravery.

‘Charge!’ Norvin screamed, and in an instant, the battle was on.

Standing at the back of the ranks, it was some time before my line would move, but I could hear the screams of the men as they charged into the dense fog. Not long after, I heard the clashing of steel, and the screams of the dying. With men in the front ranks falling to the wayside, the swell of men moved forward to take their place. Finally I, and the men around me, began to drift toward the massive battle.

Suddenly, I heard a commotion behind me. I turned to find a unit of Boulton soldiers, on horses, charging out of the fog, heading straight for Norvin. With all the knowledge I had attained from reading many books on war and strategy, I knew exactly what their intention was — to kill the serpent by cutting off its head. My dislike for Norvin aside, if he fell, our army would be in disarray.

Despite this, I have to admit: I almost let him die anyway.

The desperate nature of our situation suddenly hitting me, I turned and rushed toward our commander. The horses got there far ahead of me, and Norvin, realizing the trouble he was in, frantically tried to turn and run, only to find his escape route blocked. Before I knew it, Norvin was quickly surrounded.

I wasn’t the only one who charged — several of the soldiers around me saw the trouble and moved with me. I focused on a single rider, with a hold on Norvin’s saddle, attempting to hold the horse still for his comrades. Norvin was attempting to keep them back with his sword, but it wouldn’t be long before the overwhelmed weasel lost that effort.

I attacked immediately, driving my shortswords underneath the ribs of the stunned rider. He let out a howl of pain, then fell to the ground, no longer a concern.

The horse, however, was another story.

Knowing it had lost its rider, the horse attempted to flee, but unfortunately for me, I was in its way. It whipped its large body around, colliding with me, which was more than enough to knock me to the ground, and my swords out of my grasp. The horse then took advantage of the open space, escaping the battle. Its absence revealed another rider, who had seen what was happening and moved to eliminate the threat — me. Battle-axe in hand, he screamed a battle cry as he ferociously attempted to split me in half. I moved out of the way, only to be met with another attempt. I rolled back the opposite way, trying to get within reaching distance of my swords. The soldier saw my plan, and moved to cut me off from my weapons. Seeing that route cut off, I quickly realised my best chance of survival was to get back to my feet. I had my dagger, but it would be useless against the axe.

Unwilling to allow me room to maneuver, the soldier tried for another chance to split me in two. Still on my back, moving with my hands, I sent a strong kick to his midsection. He was heavily armored, but he still recoiled from the blow. Using the only opportunity I might have, I spun the other way, back to my feet. The soldier moved to swing again, but I moved toward him, inside the arc of danger. Surprised by my move, the soldier was helpless and couldn’t stop the swing of the heavy axe in time; I caught hold of it, and head-butted him twice in the face. Seeing the soldiers dazed expression, I reacted immediately. I spun around, yanking the ax out of his hands, then used it to sweep his legs out from under him, and finished him by driving the axe into his chest.

But there was no time to rest or celebrate — two riders had succeeded in pulling Norvin off of his horse, and had him pinned to the ground. A cornered rat, so to speak, Norvin was desperately fighting back, but he had lost his weapon and shield.

Pulling my dagger from my boot, I made a critical throw — the aim was a little off, but I still managed to bury the blade deep in the shoulder blade of one of the soldiers, enough to make him gasp in pain and fall away from Norvin. Scooping up my swords, I charged at the lone assailant, and knocked him off Norvin with a diving attack. My shoulder struck his helmet, disorienting him. My momentum carried me far past them, and I rolled back to a standing position. By the time I spun around, the remaining soldier was already pulling himself to his feet, drawing his longsword. With an expression of fierce bloodlust and determination, the soldier screamed his fury as he made a lunging swing with the sword. I jumped back to avoid the blow, then sent him reeling backward with a kick. Immediately, I delivered spinning double backslash, one sword glancing off of the armor on his shoulder — the other catching him across the neck. Gasping for air, he fell to the ground.

Not long after, I heard cheering — the White Army had succeeding in routing the Boulton Army. Seeing that they had lost, the remaining riders abandoned their now-pointless objective and fled. I watched our soldiers celebrating, and smiled at our accomplishment.

In the midst of it all, there was Norvin, still on the ground, staring at me with a look of bewilderment on his face.

Then I heard groaning. The soldier I had struck with my dagger was alive, but still lying on the ground. In between gasps of pain, I could see the fear in his eyes — he was laying as still as he possibly could. I walked over and examined him from a short distance away — the dagger was high on his shoulder. He shouldn’t die from the dagger blow, and with time he would make a full recovery.

I could have killed him, maybe even should have — this was a war, and any soldier left behind is a soldier might even take your life later on. But this wasn’t an army bent on world domination, an army slaughtering innocent people in their homes as they invaded a village, or an army that executed a sneak attack on our country, in an attempt to drive us from our home. This was an army serving a country that simply longed to be accepted, and this soldier may not even subscribe to the same beliefs as his superiors — he may simply be like Derrick, a man who takes care of his family through the gold acquired by his occupation.

In the end, we are all same, just looking to survive.

I bent down and yanked the dagger from the soldier’s back. He yelped and groaned loudly in pain, but didn’t make a move to either get away or attack. I walked around and knelt in front of him, dagger still in hand.

‘Your army is routed,’ I informed him. ‘The battle is over… go home.’

In between gasps, he stared up at me with hopeful eyes. ‘Really?’

I thrust my dagger back into my boot. ‘No good soldier kills for fun.’

Even through intense pain, the soldier managed a shaky smile. ‘Thank you.’ He then left the battlefield, crawling at first, then he pulled himself up and managed a stumbling jog.

Derrick, who had apparently been looking for me, was watching. After he watched the soldier stagger to safety, he joined me. ‘You did a good thing there.’

I shrugged. ‘The battle was over… no need for senseless waste of life. Besides, I feel like I owed Commander Hardlow a debt for setting me free.’

Derrick clapped me on the shoulder. ‘You are wise beyond your years, my young friend. You’d better be careful, or else you will be considered a philosopher.’ A look of mock terror followed this comment.

Derrick glanced over at Norvin. ‘What’s wrong with Rat Face?’

I didn’t need to look to see what Norvin was doing. ‘He’s asking himself many questions right now.’

***

Before our trek back home, there was the little matter of the miners, still held prisoner in Boulton’s dungeons. We traveled to their castle, which was rather plain and made of wood, and the bulk of the army waited outside while Norvin and a small party (including Derrick) went inside to negotiate. In the end, the miners were released with little argument, with the request that Delmar agree to trade rights with Boulton. Norvin had said that that was up to the king, and that he couldn’t speak for him, but that he would arrange for a meeting.

The miners were a little worse for wear, but were unharmed — no signs of torture, no signs of conflict. Other than being dirty from spending time in the dungeons, they seemed fine. The only harm in the entire matter was the loss of life incurred from the battle that took place, and Boulton had taken the brunt of that.

When we returned home, I marched straight to the castle and attempted to lodge a formal complaint about Norvin, but due to lack of evidence, my complaint was dismissed. King Baladir and Sir Garridan did speak with Norvin, but from what I’ve been told, he put on his best puppy-dog face and explained that it was merely a scouting mission gone awry. He lamented the loss of the ten men who accompanied me, and claimed he was sorry for all that had happened. As a result, he suffered no consequences from his treachery, and he was even hailed as a hero for his victory in Boulton.






CHAPTER 9

After the battle and the preceding bitterness, the situation between the countries of Delmar and Boulton were settled rather amicably; the two kings came together and reached an agreement that, most notably, included trade rights, which was very crucial for both countries. Both Delmar and Boulton prospered in all aspects and, over time, formed a solid friendship.

For me, things settled back down to normal. Norvin’s glory, courtesy of what had happened in Boulton (what he did to me and my subsequent attempt to save his life notwithstanding) certainly stuck in my craw — even hurt to a certain degree. And believe me, Norvin soaked in the adulation at every opportunity. Eventually, however, I decided that there was nothing I could do about it and moved on. I used any anger I had to fuel my determination, training harder than I ever had.

Helping to soften the blow, surprisingly, were my peers, who previously were unwilling to accept me as one of them. Although none of them had witnessed what had truly happened that day, a great deal of them knew Norvin and knew that what I had said had been the truth. I wasn’t considered popular, by any means, but I had gained the sympathy vote at least.

Something that also helped me in dealing with my inner demons was the people of the city. To keep myself busy (and my mind occupied), I began to do more odd jobs for the common people. I began to develop great friendships. I became much more comfortable around the people of the city than with my own peers.

Legends continued to spread about my “teardrop” scar, as it came to be known as. The crazy nature of the stories that were being told were all ludicrous. I shook my head at the ignorance of it all, but it also amused me to a certain degree. My notoriety in the city increased.

I’d just gotten used to the quiet life of a soldier during peacetime when, suddenly, turmoil arose. The Royal Council of Delmar (a group of nobles that worked together with the king to help preserve the country) started taking on a more prominent presence during this time. Their biggest problem lay in the fact that Baladir had still not found a queen. With no heirs to the throne, the royal line was in jeopardy. The Council even threatened to vote Baladir off the throne, an action they were authorized to make if they felt that the decisions made by the king (or the lack thereof) were detrimental to the future of the country. During this difficult period, King Baladir began to distance himself from Sir Garridan, Derrick, and myself, and our relationship with the king came to be quite strained.

One person who certainly took advantage of this turmoil was Norvin. Sensing a weakness in Baladir (who had seen Norvin for the snake he really was), Norvin began to use political maneuvers in order to sway the Council to remove the king from the throne. There were rumors that Norvin wanted the throne for himself.

That would certainly have been detrimental to the country.

A couple of months later, I was practicing my archery (a skill I did not excel at) behind the barracks when I found that Derrick was suddenly behind me.

‘The King and Sir Garridan want to see you in the royal hall right away,’ he said brightly.

‘For what?’ I asked.

Derrick stared at me with an incredulous look on his face. ‘You know, I don’t know — I left the room and then walked back in, trying to be you, but for some reason, those darn buggers didn’t buy it.’

I smiled and shook my head. ‘Wouldn’t surprise me if that was the truth.’

So we began our short trek to the main castle. Derrick was about a foot behind me the entire time — he seemed a little too upbeat not to know anything.

The White Castle was bustling about like any normal day — attendants running this way and that, visitors admiring the spacious decoration. King Baladir and Garridan were in conversation at the king’s throne, but they stopped to watch me approached, both smiling and looking… proud.

They hadn’t spoken yet, and already I had no idea what to make of it all. I bowed for the king, and saluted Sir Garridan.

‘How are you, Aidan?’ Garridan asked me.

‘Very well, sir, thank you,’ I replied.

‘How is your eye?’ the King asked.

‘Perfectly fine, Your Highness.’

‘And the training?’

‘Arduous, but rewarding, Your Majesty,’ I answered.

‘Other than the time he almost killed a squirrel with an arrow,’ Derrick muttered under his breath.

‘That would have been an impressive shot,’ Garridan said with approval.

‘It was six feet above the target he was aiming at,’ Derrick chuckled.

‘My fingers slipped,’ I said through clenched teeth.

King Baladir laughed, which was unflattering, to say the least. ‘No matter, some skills aren’t for some people. Let us dispense with the salutations and commence with the matter at hand. Aidan, we have a very important proposition for you…one that affects your entire future.’

I was puzzled, but looking forward to an important assignment. ‘How may I serve Delmar?’

‘By becoming a knight,’ Garridan said with a proud smile.

I could feel myself turning white. No, no, no… I’d heard him wrong. I’m years away from that. There is no way he could have said what I thought he said…

‘Now, now, Sir Garridan,’ King Baladir said in a tone that brought things back to normal, ‘not that I doubt Aidan’s ability, but we are getting ahead of ourselves. As per tradition, he must complete a trial before he can be seriously considered.’

‘Of course, Your Majesty,’ Sir Garridan said with a slight bow. ‘My apologies.’

‘Wait a minute,’ I said, holding a finger up to stop them while I figured this out. ‘You’re serious, aren’t you? I’m really about to embark on my trial to become a knight?’

‘Yes, Aidan,’ the king answered with lowered eyelids, ‘we are very serious.’

I was still confused. ‘Not that I’m not extremely grateful, but why? No one has ever been made a knight so young.’

Garridan paced a few steps to his left before he answered. ‘Well, as the king and I surveyed the ranks of soldiers eligible for knighthood, we simply found that no one matched your heart, determination, and raw ability. Also, what you did last year — saving Sir Norvin after all that he had done to you — that personifies the very essence of being a knight.’

Even though they had already said as much, I still found myself skeptical that this was really happening. It was all so surreal, overwhelming.

‘As you know, a knight must accompany you on your trial —’ King Baladir began, but was cut off by Derrick.

‘Are you sure you want to do this now, Your Majesty? He’s not going to like it.’

I instantly became apprehensive. ‘Like what?’

‘Who we’ve chosen to accompany you,’ Garridan responded.

I looked around at all three of them, tension mounting. ‘Who is it?’

‘Look, Aidan,’ Derrick said, ‘we know you don’t get along with him, and we know that happened a year ago —’

Apprehension and tension were turning to anger in a hurry. ‘No. No, no, no, no, no, no. You can’t send me with him. I’ve already tried to work with him, and it didn’t end too well. If you really think things are going to change —’

‘It’s me,’ Derrick said simply.

I was silent as shock brought me back to reality. I glanced at all three of them before finally settling on Derrick. ‘Are you kidding me?’

Derrick broke out in hysterical laughter. ‘You should have seen your face!’

Garridan had a little grin on his face. ‘Please don’t be angry, Aidan — it was all Derrick’s idea.’

‘Of course it was!’ I said loudly. ‘It had “Derrick” written all over it!’

‘Oh, come now,’ Derrick said, bent over from laughing so hard. ‘That was funny. I figured I’d better cut it off though, because it looked like your head was about to catch fire.’ He was still chuckling.

‘Seemingly a good idea,’ King Baladir said in a low voice, but he too wore a smile.

After that, I couldn’t help it — my face broke into a wide grin, and I shook my head. I had to admit: Derrick had gotten me pretty good.

King Baladir gently put one hand up, still bearing a light smile. ‘Alright, enough of the frivolity. Let us return to the business at hand.’

Once more grasping the gravity of the situation, I stood straight and firm. ‘What task would you have me perform, that I might prove my honor and worthiness to the White Army?’

Garridan put his hand up. ‘Now, now, let’s not be hasty, Aidan. We haven’t decided what your trial is going to be yet. We merely wanted you to be prepared, and to say that we are very proud of you.’

My heart was full of joy as Garridan spoke those words. King Baladir smiled down at me proudly, and beside me, Derrick nodded in approval.

‘Dismissed,’ Garridan said with a smile.

I saluted Sir Garridan and bowed to the king, then made my way out of the castle, excitement and adrenaline pumping through my system. I tried to keep it together as best as I could — I didn’t want to look unprofessional by squealing like a child in front of the king — but as soon as Derrick and I found a secluded spot near the castle, my enthusiasm poured out of me with a gasp.

‘I can’t believe it!’ I breathed to Derrick.

Derrick clapped me proudly on the shoulder. ‘I’m proud of you, brother. This is what you have dreamed of your whole life.’

‘Yes, it is,’ I agreed, a sudden realization sweeping over me, ‘but I don’t have it yet. I must stay focused.’

‘Focused, shmocused,’ Derrick scoffed. ‘There will be plenty of time to refocus. For now, be happy for what you have accomplished! You are about to become the youngest knight in Delmar’s history!’

He was right, and the prospect of that was too much. I let out a howl of delight and started jumping around everywhere.

***

I have already spoken of Delmar’s history with dragons. In the entire time I was in Delmar’s military, we never had any encounters with them. Learning from past experience, Delmar was now much more prepared for a dragon attack; the castle was armed with catapults, enormous bows that shot huge spears and the like. The dragons never bothered with us and we never bothered with them.

Whenever I got some free time, I liked to take a horse ride around various parts of the country near the city of Delmar. Those were always peaceful moments. One day, I was riding near the village of Lythad, a few miles north of the castle. I wasn’t dressed for battle, wearing a black buttoned shirt and black trousers, though I did have my shortswords and dagger. As I rode by the village, I heard roaring in the distance, along with the battle cries of men.

Fearing that my fellow soldiers were being attacked by some monstrous creature, I urged my horse toward them, galloping across the fields and then into the woods where the shouts and the roaring had come from. As I approached, I realised that the cries from the men weren’t battle cries, but belittling shouts and taunts, and that the roaring wasn’t a roar of a creature attacking, but the whiny roar of a creature wounded, trying to scare off the enemy.

The sounds seemed to be coming from the other side of a wooded hill. I leapt off the horse and drew my swords, cautiously climbing to the top, hoping to get a better look at what was going on.

On top of the hill, I hid behind a tree. Five Delmar soldiers, led by a knight, were harassing a dragon. Not a full-size, adult dragon — a baby dragon, about the size of a full-grown cow, its scales as blue as the water of the sea, its yellow eyes wide with fury. It was trying to defend itself, swiping out with its claws and its tail, and the dragon was obviously very young; it had not learned to breathe fire yet. They were poking it with their spears and swords, throwing rocks and sticks at it. They had injured one of the dragon’s wings, rendering it unable to fly.

Suddenly, the knight slashed out with his sword, the blow striking the dragon across the face. The blow did little damage with the dragon’s hard scales protecting it, but the dragon cried out in anguish and fury, and that was enough to spur me into action.

I knew the laws of my country. I knew what Garridan had told me. I knew of Delmar’s history with dragons. But to me, this wasn’t a dragon anymore.

It was a helpless animal.

I sheathed my swords, not intending to fight with the knights. I ran down the hill, coming to stand in between my fellow soldiers and the baby dragon.

‘That’s enough!’ I yelled. ‘Cease this madness! The dragon is helpless, no threat to us. Release it.’

The knight then removed his helm, and the sneering face of Norvin was revealed underneath.

That makes perfect sense, I thought to myself.

Norvin tossed his helm on the ground, and pointed his sword at me. ‘Stand aside, Aidan,’ he said, sneering at my name as if it were some sort of insult. ‘This creature poses a threat to our country, and it is Delmar law that no dragon is allowed within the country borders. If one does cross the borders, we are to eliminate it.’

I shook my head defiantly. ‘You are not killing this creature — you are torturing it. And I know what the law states. I ask you to let this creature live; let it leave the borders of our land. The dragon cannot harm us.’

Norvin’s eyes narrowed and he allowed a small smile to creep across his lips. ‘Are you defending this dragon, Aidan?’ He said, and he took another step closer, his sword still pointed at me. ‘If you are, I will be forced to arrest you, and lock you in the dungeons.’

I stared at the point of Norvin’s sword, then into his eyes. ‘Delmar law also states that no knights of the White Army may unsheathe his weapon in challenge of a fellow soldier, and yet still you point your sword at me. If you take another step toward me, I will put you down.’

Norvin’s eyes widened in anger, his face reddening like the fires of Hell. ‘Watch your tone, boy. When we last fought, I was drunk. Today, I’m sober —’

‘— and yet your skills are no better than they were then,’ I interrupted, relishing in watching the anger in his eyes rise to a fever pitch. ‘Your strengths have remained the same, while I am poised to surpass you and become the greatest knight in the White Army, perhaps the world.’

Norvin’s temper got the best of him. He swung his sword, a wide blow that I dodged nimbly underneath. Norvin continued to swing, screaming his fury. I ducked and dodged, having not yet drawn my sword.

Finally, he lunged forward, a stabbing attempt at my abdomen. I sidestepped to the right, grabbed his wrist, and drove an elbow into the bridge of his nose. He stumbled backward, nearly falling, but managed to stand unsteadily on his feet. Blood streamed from his nose, and into his mouth. He put his hand to his face, and at the sight and taste of his own blood, his rage became near insanity. He screamed at his soldiers to attack, but they were shocked and dismayed by this turn of events, and they hesitated.

Enraged and frustrated, Norvin charged, sword raised, ready to attack again. I sidestepped and he stumbled past, his blow missing. He immediately turned and swung, hoping to catch me by surprise. I caught his arm by the wrist and flipped him over onto the ground. He dropped his sword in the process, and I quickly dropped to my knees beside him, putting my forearm across his throat.

Eyes wide with fear and anger, Norvin lay still, knowing that any sudden movements could prove to be his demise.

‘Get you and your men out of here,’ I said in a low breath. ‘You will bother this dragon no more.’

I backed off, keeping a wary eye on the defeated knight. Norvin slowly got back on his feet, and ordered his men to their horses. With a final, vengeful glare at me, he mounted his horse and rode off.

I swear that I saw a hint of a smile on Norvin’s face as he turned away. A nagging feeling, swelling up in my gut, told me that things were never going to be the same again.

I turned to face the dragon, nursing its small, but numerous and painful wounds. I took a moment to stare at it in wonder — this was the first time I had ever seen a dragon, something I had only ever read about in books and heard about from Garridan. It cowered from me slightly, obviously and understandably untrusting.

‘Are you able to fly?’ I asked.

‘I’m not sure,’ the dragon answered. ‘My wing hurts, but I can move it… I should be able to fly, in time.’

‘You should leave, cross the border,’ I said, my head darting back and forth in trepidation. ‘If any other soldiers show up, I might not be able to protect you.’

I turned to walk away, and was astonished to hear the dragon’s voice behind me.

‘Thank you, soldier.’

I stopped, taken aback by the dragon’s politeness and gratitude. I looked back over my shoulder, and managed a small nod of acknowledgement. Then I ran to my horse and rode off.

Little did I know what awaited me when I returned to the castle.

As soon as I entered the city of Delmar, I was apprehended by several members of the King’s Royal Guard, and dragged all the way through the city to the castle. People gathered in the streets, and I could hear the closest wondering aloud what was going on.

So was I.

As the Royal Guard hauled me into the courtroom of Baladir, the odor of trouble was pungent in the air — not only was Norvin standing next to Baladir, near his throne, but so was the Royal Council.

I listened to Norvin say that he and his men were fighting for their lives against a dragon, when I intervened and told the knights to leave the dragon alone. I was angered at the half lie; though I did intervene, Norvin neglected to mention that the dragon was a young one, and that their lives were never in danger. It was they who were torturing the dragon. If there was a supposed fight between an adult dragon and the knights, where were their burn marks and scars?

I listened to Norvin claim that I drew my weapon on him when Norvin ‘valiantly’ refused to stop fighting the dragon. Another lie, and this one was especially blatant — it was he who had drawn his weapon and attacked me, and broken Delmar law by doing so.

But all the while that Norvin was telling his story (and a good one it was — if I wasn’t the one who would have to deal with the consequences of that story, I would have given him a nice round of applause afterward), I remained quiet. I knew that I would get an opportunity to tell my side of the story.

Of course I would, I was one of King Baladir’s most trusted soldiers. Surely, he would give me a chance.

But that chance never came.

When Norvin finished, Baladir paced back and forth in front of his throne, and then finally, he stopped. He looked at me, then at Norvin, then at the members of the Council. Finally, his gaze fell back upon me, and as our eyes met, I could swear that I saw his were misted over, that he truly regretted what he was about to do.

I could feel the desperation spreading through my body, searching for any way to release itself — screaming something, flailing about, anything.

Instead, I remained still. Don’t do this, my eyes begged him. I don’t deserve this!

But my silent pleas were just that — silent.

When Baladir began speaking, my mind subconsciously began to tune him out. I already knew something bad was about to happen — but I couldn’t believe my ears when I heard the words, ‘…exiled, never to return, under pain of death.’

I immediately snapped back to attention, my eyes focused immediately on Baladir. My blood boiled with rage, and first thought was: conspiracy.

But even as I thought it, I dismissed it immediately. Norvin and Baladir? The odds that happening were about as good as me and Norvin working together.

My gaze found Norvin, who was glaring back at me, wearing the smuggest expression, accented with the widest smirk I had ever seen him display, his eyes mocking.

My hatred for him was never greater than it was at that moment.

Norvin ‘graciously’ offered to have his men escort me out of the country. Baladir, who had little idea of the personal animosity between Norvin and I (it doesn’t matter who they are — kings, stewards, nobles — they usually have no idea what happening right under their noses), allowed it to happen.

As I was dragged away from the king, our eyes met again, and I could see his expression… apologetic.

My expression sent a very different message — I will not forget this.

Norvin’s men dragged me back through the castle, back through the city. My hands were bound, and they mounted me onto my horse. The streets were full of people by that time, and I knew that after seeing me dragged to the castle by the Royal Guard, they were intensely curious as to what was going on. I suspected that some of them may have already heard Norvin’s severely altered story.

I waited for the yelling, the jeering, to be pelted with rotted fruits and vegetables — but instead, the things I heard from the crowd (mostly them talking to each other) were very different.

‘I don’t believe this, Darren. They’re making a mistake…’

‘That Norvin’s always been a snake… something stinks about this…’

‘We love you, Aidan!’

It was then I realised exactly how much goodwill I had built up with the people of Delmar. Even if my peers didn’t accept me, the people of the city had.

I looked around at all of the people, all of the different faces — some sad, some angry, most confused. I wanted to say something to them…but what could I say? What type of ridiculous speech could I possibly make… and what would be the point?

‘Farewell,’ I said wistfully.

‘Let’s move,’ Norvin said, suddenly joining the group. The bastard was actually smiling.

My hatred burned even brighter.

They escorted me to the southern border, where they dragged me off of my horse, beat on me with punches and kicks, and then tossed me into a creek that signified the border. My swords and dagger landed nearby.

Water swept by my face as I laid face-down by the edge of the creek. My mind tried to process all that was happening to me, but I was too beaten to form a coherent thought. All I could think was Just leave me alone.

Then, someone was roughly turning me over, and Norvin was staring into my eyes.

‘I am truly sorry, Aidan,’ he said, and his voice sounded anything but sincere. ‘I can’t have you become a knight — the people love you too much, and that would be detrimental to my future. But I can’t have you starting a rebellion either —’

Then I gasped, as searing pain engulfed my body.

I pulled my head up, and saw with horror that Norvin had driven a dagger into my ribs. I tried to fight back, but my body was weak and wouldn’t allow it.

‘See you in the next life, Aidan,’ Norvin whispered.

I lay there, gasping, trying to cling to what was left of my life. I couldn’t believe what was happening — I was so close to my dream —

Then, a bright light shone all around me. I tried to turn my head to see the source of the light, but it was so blinding that I had to close my eyes. A few seconds later, the light faded a bit, and I could see…

A little boy?

I was sure of it. For a moment, I stared at this child, and the boy stared back — and I couldn’t help but notice that he seemed… sad. The light flared again. My strength ebbing, I laid my head back down, my body relaxing against my will, even as the thought dimly occurred to me that I had to get up and help this boy. The light got brighter and brighter, and the last sound I heard, before my life ended, was…

The roar of a dragon.






BOOK 2

‘Life begins on the other side of despair.’ 
 Jean-Paul Sartre





CHAPTER 1

Darkness.

Eternal, unending, black. No matter where I look, I see nothing. Am I blind? No… I can see my hands, clear as day. I feel like I’m standing on solid ground, but I can’t see anything. I yell, but no sound emerges from my lips. I look around, and behind me, I can see light. I start walking, seemingly for miles, but I get no closer to the light. Feelings of despair pulse through me; I feel helpless. But suddenly, as I look back at the light, I see it coming closer to me. As it comes closer and closer, I find myself blinded by it. I shield myself with my arms, and then it is on top of me…

Startled, I opened my eyes, but the brightness I saw only a second before was nowhere to be found. I was lying on my stomach on cold, unyielding rock ground, in the middle of a dark, dank cave. Breathing in shallow breaths, my heart pounding against my chest, I tried to remember the last thing that happened to me. I tried to pull myself to a sitting position, my body aching terribly. Closing my eyes, I concentrated, memories coming to me in flashes.

Saving the baby dragon — the Royal Guard dragging me to the castle — King Baladir proclaiming I was exiled — Norvin’s soldiers beating me — Norvin stabbing me — the sad little boy, standing in the bright light — a dragon roaring, and then — darkness.

I started searching my body frantically, rubbing my chest and my stomach, until I found the wound from Norvin’s dagger. It was healed.

To add to my amazement, I noticed that although there was no light in the cave, I could see better than I normally could in the dark. And then, a fit of coughing shook my body, and I realized how desperately thirsty I was.

I tried to stand up, but my legs had very little feeling in them, and I collapsed painfully back down to the rock ground. I remained there for a minute, gasping for air, but I was so terribly thirsty. I began to crawl toward the entrance of the cave, ten, fifteen feet away. I pulled myself forward along the rocks with my hands and what little use I had of my legs. I couldn’t remember my hair being so long; it fell in long, ragged strips across my face.

Finally, after long moments of arduous crawling, I was basking in the cool night air and bright moonlight. I took a moment to rest, and take in my surroundings. The huge rock cave was in the middle of a dense forest, enclosed by a vast number of oak and pine trees. Nearby, there was a small pond. My mind wondered numbly about my surroundings, dimly questioning where I was, but I was far too thirsty to care that much. I started my crawl again, the pond now about ten feet away. As parched as I was, it seemed an eternity before I finally reached the cool, clear water. When I did, I started desperately shoveling handfuls of water into my mouth.

I had swallowed about five gulps when a booming voice sounded from behind me. ‘Thirsty, Aidan?’

I whipped around, sprung to my feet, my legs suddenly full of strength, and immediately reached for my swords… only to find that they weren’t there.

‘You left them in the cave,’ the source of the voice said. It was a huge shape, sitting atop the cave, unmistakable in the moonlight, even as a silhouette — a dragon. He looked familiar…

‘There’s a magical enchantment on them, as well as your dagger, to keep them preserved, for they’ve been lying next to you for a long time. As soon as you touch them, the enchantment will wear off.’

To say I felt vulnerable — weaponless against a dragon — was a vast understatement. ‘Who are you?’

‘My name is Iskandor.’

I looked around. ‘Where are we?’

‘We are in the forest of Vidasel, deep to the south.’

‘Vidasel — one of the elven realms?’

‘Formerly one of the elven realms,’ the dragon corrected me.

“Formerly?’ What do you mean?’

‘I promise, you will know soon enough,’ the dragon answered, with a sigh.

I just stared, bewildered. We were deep in the southwest corner of the continent, approximately four hundred miles away from Delmar.

‘What do you want from me?’

The dragon’s yellow eyes glowed in the moonlight. ‘I want nothing from you, Knight. It is I who is in your debt.’

My eyes narrowed. I remembered — Norvin and his soldiers… attacking a dragon…

And I saved him.

But it can’t be the same dragon; this one is fifty times the size of the other one. And yet… the sea-blue scales… the yellow eyes…

‘It is you,’ I said in a voice I didn’t recognize as my own. I closed my eyes, remembering.

Norvin stabbed me!

My eyes widened with dawning comprehension. ‘I should be dead!’

‘You did die,’ the dragon said, his voice trailing off.

‘Then how —’

‘I chased off your attackers,’ the dragon started. ‘You were unconscious, but still alive. I was able to get your body on my back and carry you to a very powerful dragon, the only being I knew that might be able to save you. You died in my grasp on the way.’

The dragon trailed off, apparently attempting to shake off the terrible memory.

‘I finally reached my destination, deep in the Carrock Mountains, only to find that the dragon had gone slightly mad. He succeeded in restoring your life, but in so doing, you were cursed…’

‘Cursed?’ I asked incredulously.

The dragon’s gaze went from me to the water. I turned slowly, step by step making my way to the reflective surface of the water. I didn’t have to look hard into the water to find where the sign of my curse lay. The corneas of my eyes, once hazel, had turned deathly white. The image greatly frightened me — a jolt of shock racked my body. My legs gave out, and I fell flat on my back, knocking the air out of my lungs. I laid on the ground, gasping for breath, trying to absorb everything that had happened to me. After several moments, my breathing returned to something approaching normal, and I tried to rationally sort out everything in my mind, although that task didn’t prove to be easy.

‘Norvin did this,’ I muttered in a low voice.

The dragon nodded.

‘I’m going after him,’ I said, looking up. ‘I want revenge.’

The dragon shook his head. ‘You’ll be wasting your time.’

I glared at the dragon. ‘Why is that?’

‘He’s already dead,’ the dragon answered.

This caught me off-guard. ‘Did you kill him?’

‘No,’ the dragon replied. ‘He died long ago. I do not know how.’

“Long ago?” I said, my voice rising. ‘How long have I been asleep — or been dead — or, whatever?’

‘A long time,’ the dragon replied, in a soothing voice that was trying to calm me down. It wasn’t working.

I jumped to my feet. ‘HOW LONG?’

The dragon’s expression did not change. ‘Calm yourself, Aidan,’ he said, his voice showing no signs of irritation or anger. ‘Being angry won’t change anything. You will know the truth soon enough.’

I didn’t take my eyes off the dragon, wanting to know answers. There was obviously something he didn’t want to tell me, but he eventually continued.

‘I am very sorry, Aidan, but you have been asleep — or dead, depending on your point of view — for three thousand years. I have kept watch on you the entire time.’

I was in a state of disbelief —

Disbelief?! More like a state of denial! This is impossible — how could this have happened?

I was unable to comprehend the true magnitude of what had happened. I fell back down to my knees, my head hanging, and I began to sob uncontrollably, trying to understand all that was happening to me. Feelings of confusion and despair were swirling around inside me, but there was anger brewing too. The anger got stronger and stronger by the minute, causing me to clench my fist tightly, digging my nails into the palm of my hand.

The dragon sighed. ‘I’m truly sorry, Aidan. I didn’t mean for any of this to happen. As I said, the dragon was mad, demented —’

‘Wasn’t there an investigation?’ I asked.

‘No,’ was the answer. ‘No one ever found your body, therefore there was no investigation. Nobody ever knew what happened to you. Your life became legend, and no one ever knew of your true demise except for a handful of wild tales.’

‘So,’ I grumbled in a low voice, ‘because you ‘saved’ my life, no one ever found out what really happened.’

The dragon fell silent, and I got up off the ground and walked back into the cave, my rage swelling inside me. I picked up a rock about the size of my palm that was lying by the entrance. But along with my burning anger, something else was burning; it felt like my blood, like water sizzling inside my body. That only made me more furious, and I hurled the rock against the wall of the cave, but when I did, it suddenly felt like my entire body was scorching, and then something inside me burst —

A bolt of lightning exploded from my fingertips, impaling the rock seconds after it left my hand — it exploded before it even reached the wall.

I dropped once again to my knees, staring at my hands in astonishment and fury. The burst of unstable energy from my body only fueled my fury.

I let out a scream of rage, lightning crackling at my fingertips, before bursting into tears once more.






CHAPTER 2

Several hours later, I woke up on the cold stone floor of the cave, and suddenly realized how hungry I was. Apparently, failing to eat for three thousand years could have this effect.

Luckily, Iskandor had already gone hunting and brought back a decent-size deer for me to cook by the campfire, and I ate heartily. After I’d filled my belly and then some, I rested for a while against the wall of the cave, before going outside to talk to the dragon. I was ashamed of my outburst earlier. He was still sitting on top of the cave, still keeping watch; though I had a nagging feeling there wasn’t much he had to look out for.

‘Please accept my apology,’ I said, my head down as I leaned against a tree nearby the pond. ‘I shouldn’t have yelled at you earlier.’

‘There is nothing to forgive,’ the dragon answered. ‘What you’ve been through would be too much for any being. It was entirely understandable.’

I clasped my hands, thinking. As I had sat in the cave earlier, distraught, one thought had disturbed me almost as much as knowing that I had died at the hands of Delmar soldiers, and been resurrected after three thousand years…

I’d shot lightning from my fingertips.

When you are a warrior, and you’ve dreamt of being one your whole life, you’re almost predestined to harbor a dislike for magic. Most warriors see mages as cowards, even weaklings, who spend more time with their noses in books than proving their toughness in battle. Personally, I never held that same prejudice — but at the same time, I never wanted to practice magic, either.

I hesitated before asking, ‘Do you know why I have these strange powers?’

Iskandor sighed, was quiet for several moments. ‘I truly wish I did, Aidan. I have heard of my kind bringing humans back from the dead several times over the centuries, but I have never heard of anything like this.’

I was silent myself for a moment, thinking. ‘Have you spoken to any dragons since I… died?’ I was really having a great deal of trouble wrapping my head around that particular concept.

The sun was beginning to rise, lightening the atmosphere just enough for me to see Iskandor shake his head. ‘I haven’t spoken to any of my kind since I brought you to that dragon.’

‘Is that by choice, or because you have been watching over me?’

The dragon shrugged his front shoulders lightly. ‘A little of both, I suppose.’

I was touched, frankly, that this dragon was hurt enough by what had happened to me to not speak to his own kind. It showed a great deal of loyalty, as did the fact that he watched over my corpse-like body for three thousand years.

I had never read about anything like that in the history books.

I took a breath and decided to move on. ‘You spoke earlier about the forest of Vidasel “formerly” being one of the elven realms. What has happened to the world since I have been gone?’

‘Much has changed, Aidan,’ Iskandor said grimly. ‘More than you could ever fathom.’

I frowned slightly, somewhat alarmed by Iskandor’s dark change in tone.

‘The world is a dark place now,’ Iskandor continued, ‘overrun by evil — evil that started not long after you died, and has been festering for thousands of years. But fear not, Aidan, we will soon have our answers.’ His words seemed to die on his breath, and he seemed about to say something else, but I sensed some hesitation.

‘There is something you’re not telling me,’ I said, ‘And by your words, it sounds as if you are not sure of what the future holds either.’

‘That is very true,’ the dragon answered, ‘there are other mysteries that I cannot explain.’

‘Such as?’ I asked. ‘Until we figure out what we are going to do, we’re stuck here. If you explain anything odd that happened, we may be able to figure it out together.’

‘Well,’ Iskandor began slowly, ‘There was one thing —’

‘By the Gods, you’re awake!’ a cheerful voice rang from the nearby woods.

After you’ve been a soldier for a while, you learn to not like surprises very much. Every time you see a rustling in the bushes, you think someone’s hiding, waiting to kill you. Or if something falls from a shelf behind you, you think somebody is sneaking up to assassinate you. Well, the same effect apparently applies when a tall, skinny man with a high-pitched voice dressed in robes emerges unexpectedly from the bushes.

I went for my swords, but I’d left them in the cave, so I waved my arm out in front of me, about to tell the stranger to leave this place. But as I did, my new ‘gifts’ surged up inside of me, and a burst of blue-white magic shot out toward the man, who just stood there bewildered. As it got closer, the magic turned into a snowball, which burst on the stranger’s shoulder. The man in robes just stood there, snow sliding off of his apparel onto the ground.

The man looked down at his robes, adjusted his glasses, and spoke nonchalantly. ‘Well, I can’t say I expected a snowball in late spring, but it was quite refreshing.’

In my confusion, I hadn’t noticed that Iskandor, while almost as surprised as I was, didn’t make a move against him. Undoubtedly, he could have incinerated or impaled him in a split second. Instead, his look of confusion relaxed into a look of recognition and relief.

I sensed a kind of silent communication between the two. ‘What is going on?’

Iskandor looked at me, then back at the mysterious, yet annoyingly upbeat robed figure. His enthusiasm would have been endearing in my previous life, but irritated me in my current state. His robes were as green as the deepest forest, and his round glasses kept sliding down his face. He wore a rope belt with several pouches, and a large knapsack hung with a leather sling across his chest. Intelligence sparkled behind his cheerful demeanor.

‘I’m sure you are anxious for some answers,’ the robed man said, a statement which irritated me further with its obvious and presumptuous nature. ‘And there will be plenty of time for that, but for now —’

‘You will give me my answers now,’ I said angrily, ‘or I promise that you will be sorry.’

The eyebrows of the robed figure rose slightly. ‘Will I?’

I thrust my hand toward him, this time intending to strike him down. A bolt of lightning shot from the palm of my hand, right on target. Then, right before the lightning bolt was to tear through him, a small area around the figure glowed slightly, and the lightning shattered and died as it crashed against it.

And he hadn’t moved an inch.

‘Aidan!’ Iskandor’s voice shook the very earth. ‘You are being insolent. I know Timor very well, and he is here to help you. He is a wizard’s apprentice who has been checking on your progress for almost the entire time you’ve been unconscious.’

‘Apprentice, huh?’ I asked, grateful for the opportunity to take a clean shot at Timor. ‘So you’re not a full-fledged wizard?’

‘Oh, no, not yet,’ Timor answered, clearly not aware that the question I had just asked was rhetorical and meant to be unpleasant. ‘I was just beginning my apprenticeship when the Initiative was attacked.’ He was mind-numbingly cheerful in his answer.

My gaze move back over to the dragon. ‘He doesn’t understand sarcasm, does he?’ Iskandor shook his head slowly.

My head was really starting to hurt.

Iskandor turned back to Timor. ‘Timor, my friend,’ he said, ‘you must forgive Aidan’s anger and turmoil — he’s endured more emotional pain and confusion in the past few hours than most people endure in their lifetimes. And to be quite truthful, I believe he deserves to know at least some information now.’

Timor thought this over for a minute, and then nodded. ‘You are right, my dear friend,’ he said finally. ‘Come sit by the fire, Aidan. You are about to learn some small pieces of the truth, and I can only pray that you can handle it.’

***

‘Where to begin —’

‘How about the beginning?’ I interrupted.

‘Patience, Aidan,’ Iskandor said slowly. ‘Interruption will not get you your answers quicker.’

‘Apologies,’ I said impatiently.

Timor went on as if nothing had happened. He was sitting by the campfire, as I was, a few feet away from him.

‘The year 202 of the Fifth Age… the year of Sir Aidan’s death. I’m sure you are well aware of the issues concerning King Baladir from before your exile, so no need to discuss it. Not long after your departure, your comrade, Norvin —’

‘Norvin!’ I snorted. Even though it was centuries ago, I still had clear memories of my sneering adversary.

‘Yes, Norvin,’ Timor answered.

‘He was not my comrade,’ I corrected him.

‘But…’ Timor started, confused. ‘Didn’t you two serve in the same military?’

‘That does not make us comrades. It should also be noted that he killed me,’ I responded evenly.

‘I see,’ Timor said, obviously still struggling to grasp the concept.

‘Uh huh,’ I muttered. ‘Go on.’

‘Anyhow,’ Timor continued, ‘what you may not realize is that Norvin had been angling himself for an attempt to gain the throne of Delmar —’

For whatever reason, all I had heard was ‘attempt’ and ‘throne of Delmar.’ ‘Violent?’ I asked quickly.

‘Beg your pardon?’ Timor asked, attempting to recover from my second interruption.

‘Was his attempt on the throne a violent one?’ I asked, saying each word very slowly.

Timor didn’t pick up on my obvious irritation, and responded with confusion. ‘No, not to my knowledge,’ he answered finally.

I looked over at Iskandor, who fixed me with a stern stare. ‘Allow him to finish, Aidan. Do not be impatient, and you will get your answers.’

Impatient wasn’t the word, but I knew Iskandor was right. It was funny, but I had known this dragon all of a couple of hours (if you didn’t count our encounter three thousand years ago), and when he fixed me with that firm glare, something inside me told me to listen — aside from the fact that he could easily swallow me whole.

Something else in my body told me that that would never happen.

‘I’m sorry, Timor,’ I said, as evenly as possible. ‘Please, continue.’

‘That’s quite alright,’ Timor answered merrily. ‘What I meant about Norvin’s attempt for the throne was that he was campaigning for it…’

I almost blurted out, Underhanded, no doubt, but I barely kept my mouth shut.

‘…knowing that King Baladir was losing favor with the Council in Delmar,’ Timor continued. ‘After the Council initially made it known that they were unhappy with Baladir because of the lack of a queen, an heir, and such, the King began to make decisions that hurt his country. There is no need to get into specifics, but it was clear that Baladir was desperate to prove himself, and in so doing, made poor decisions and hurt himself further.’

‘And Norvin, weasel that he is, was ready to sneak in and take advantage,’ I sneered.

‘True, except possibly for the “sneaking” part,’ Timor stated, putting his finger up in correction. ‘Norvin made no secret at all of his intentions.’

‘What does the political situation in Delmar have to do with the current dark state of this world?’

‘Not a thing,’ Timor said, ‘except that they didn’t see it coming.’

‘See what coming?’ I asked.

‘Well,’ Timor said, ‘for obvious reasons, the power struggle between the two was the talk of the entire country. As the silent battle between the two ensued, more and more people became involved on both sides, and as that happened, the country of Delmar was blinded to what happening right under their noses.’

‘Which was?’ I asked.

‘An infiltration,’ Timor answered. ‘A silent infiltration, one that crippled the entire country, and later, the whole planet.’

‘Infiltration?’ I asked.

The young apprentice sighed. ‘Well… no one knows what truly happened, even now, three thousand years later. What we do know is this — a powerful sorcerer, by the name of Sirak, who hails himself as a lord, somehow entered the city of Alexia during this time, and then, not long after, the citizens of Delmar… became something else.’

‘“Something else?” You mean to say that the people of Delmar were — changed — into something?’

Timor’s mind had clearly been somewhere else. His head shook slightly as his eyes focused on me, returning to the present.

‘Even that expression doesn’t quite do it justice —’

‘Just spit it out,’ I said, sighing in exasperation. Noticing a look from Iskandor, I tried to recover. ‘I apologize. Please spit it out.’

As usual, my crossness went straight over the apprentice wizard’s head. I was beginning to get the impression that he had lived his young life very sheltered, without much interaction with people.

Similar to me, then, really.

Timor was deep in thought, seemingly trying to find the right words. ‘The people of Delmar were changed into… creatures. One might think of them as zombies, such as a necromancer might summon, but these creatures were far more intelligent — able to take orders, wield weapons, and continue fighting as their limbs were hacked off. They only hear one voice, that of their lord, Sirak. Intelligent, ruthless, and murderous.’

This was almost too much for my mind to handle. I couldn’t even find a single usable word to say in response. I was too busy trying to absorb the fact that the people of Delmar — my people — were the victims of something heinous, beyond comprehension.

Finally, my mind focused on a question that I thought would be good to ask. ‘What could possibly cause something like this? Was it some type of magic?’ The use of the word ‘magic’ came out more accusatory than intended.

Of course, Timor didn’t notice. In fact, he didn’t disagree. ‘The elders of my council met many times to discuss the matter, and even they didn’t know. In all of the ages of this world, nothing like this has ever transpired, at any point in history.’

Despite what had happened to me in Delmar, knowing what happened there after my exile — and subsequent death — affected me deeply. The relationship between the people and I was very much about energy. I used my energy to help the people, the working class, and through appreciation, they gave the energy back. That inspired me, drove me to work harder for them.

And now, three thousand years in the future, knowing what happened to them… it hurt.

Oh no — Garridan — Derrick!

I tried to recuperate as best as I could, as I realized that I was the one whose mind had now trailed off. ‘So what happened after that?’ I asked, after taking a deep breath.

‘Well,’ Timor said, ‘you may find this hard to believe, but what happened in Delmar went virtually unnoticed by the rest of the world for almost an entire year.’ Timor went on, not noticing that my eyebrows had risen in disbelief. ‘What happened in Delmar took place silently. Then, it began to happen in more cities, then more, then more, and by the time the world finally took notice and began to do something about it, it was too late. It didn’t help that when the people were ready to fight back, they really didn’t know how, the threat being one they had never seen before. Eventually, the world became overwhelmed, either by transformation or in battle.’

I was silent as I continued to try and absorb all of this, but it was far too much at once. Even if it wasn’t, I doubted that I would have been able to handle it. My thoughts bounced between my own trials, the people of Delmar, Derrick and Garridan, and the plights of the world in general.

‘So why don’t you tell me about your death?’ Timor asked, his tone stunningly casual.

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing, that he could bring up the subject so easily without any idea that… well, I might not want to talk about it, to put it nicely.

‘Excuse me?’ I asked, trying to keep my temper in check.

‘Tell me about your death,’ Timor said, his tone still conversational. ‘Tell me about the attack, and what happened as you died.’

I knew, right away, that he was simply curious, that he was just looking for information. And probably, due to what I assumed what his lack of experience in dealing with people, he didn’t know to be a little more — compassionate — when dealing with a situation like this.

Still, my irritation was beginning to reach a fever pitch. Thankfully, Iskandor stepped in before I could explode.

‘Timor, my friend, that subject is likely to be a bit sensitive for Aidan. You may want to approach it more delicately.’

‘Oh,’ Timor said, obviously struggling to figure that out. ‘I apologize, Aidan… I’m really not good at this kind of thing.’

‘You don’t say,’ I muttered. Another pointed glance from Iskandor put me back on track; I took a breath before I answered, recollecting the painful memories.

‘I was exiled for saving Iskandor from my fellow soldiers. Norvin’s men dragged me to the border, beat me, and then Norvin stabbed me with a dagger, saying that he couldn’t have me starting a rebellion.’

I heaved a sigh, and then thought for a moment, trying to remember. ‘I saw a bright light, and then I heard a dragon roaring. It was Iskandor.’ I glanced at the great blue dragon.

‘Hmm,’ Timor was deep in thought.

Suddenly, another thought occurred to me. I turned to Iskandor. ‘How is it that you were there when I was attacked?’

‘I had heard what happened to you in Delmar,’ the great dragon said. ‘I had been following you for quite some time.’

I was surprised. ‘Following me? Why? And how is it that I didn’t see you?’

‘We dragons have a way of following without being seen,’ Iskandor said, but I got a sense that there was something he was hiding. ‘Honestly, I was curious about you… it’s not often any human shows compassion for a dragon.’

‘So since you were following me, that means you saw what happened to me,’ I muttered.

‘Yes,’ Iskandor sighed. ‘I saw those men drag you to the creek, I saw Norvin stab you. I wanted to save you so badly, but it took too long…’

‘Too long?’ I asked incredulously as I stood up. ‘What were you waiting for?! You could have saved me!’

‘AIDAN!’ Timor’s usually quiet voiced boomed in the darkness as he jumped to his feet. ‘Iskandor risked his life to try and save you! Lest you forget, he was still a baby dragon at the time! There is no need for this attitude of yours!’

I immediately felt guilty. I was getting sick of my own outbursts and the feeling of shame that came afterwards.

‘I —’ I started, but Iskandor interrupted me.

‘There is nothing to be sorry for, Aidan. Not a day goes by that I don’t curse myself for not being able to save your life. And after what that dragon did to you as well…’

‘But you tried,’ I responded. ‘That should count for something.’

‘And you had no way to know how demented that dragon was,’ Timor added.

I nodded. Looking at Iskandor, I could see how guilty he felt, and how it was tearing him apart inside. I would imagine it’s not the side of a dragon one sees every day. I looked at this dragon, his head drooped, his eyes lowered in shame, and I couldn’t help but think, you don’t see pictures like that in books about dragons.

It was quiet for a few anxious moments, and then Timor put our conversation back on course.

‘I have talked to the Elders of my counsel, but unfortunately, they don’t know enough facts about what happened in Delmar to draw any conclusions.’

‘Do they have any ideas as to what might have happened?’ I asked.

‘Well, there was a great deal of speculation about an ancient artifact,’ Timor said, his voice brightening. ‘The Rod of Therl is a one-of-a-kind artifact, capable of extending the effects of a spell across a certain radius. It works with any spells within its range.’

‘Aren’t there any books, or documents?’ I wondered aloud.

‘Any information referring to the Rod has been lost long ago,’ Timor answered. ‘It is ages old, and thought to be long lost.’

‘So what do we do now?’ I asked, an edge of despair in my voice. I felt like we were running blind, fighting an army of unknown origin that possessed an artifact of unknown power. What chance did we have?

‘We go back,’ Timor answered. ‘Since we don’t know where or when they obtained the Rod of Therl, the best chance we have is if we steal it from them before they can reach Delmar. I have a time-traveling jewel, which has a limited number of uses. We’ll use it to go back in time.’

‘Is that possible?’ I questioned, my hope rising. ‘What if we arrive too late?’

Timor shook his head. ‘Do not worry about that. I’m going to send us back with enough time to track down this — cult, shall we say, and steal the Rod away from them. Approximately six months before the attack on Delmar.’

Six months… should be more than enough time to find these cultists. We’d be able to save Delmar.

Save Delmar…

Why did that thought suddenly sound unappealing?

‘I don’t know if I can do this,’ I said, my voice low.

‘Do what?’ Timor asked.

‘I don’t know if I can help you save Delmar.’

This statement was greeted with silence by both man and dragon.

Iskandor clearly wasn’t sure what to say. ‘Aidan, I know your exile was very difficult —’

I cut him off, ‘There’s no way you can possibly know that.’ I wasn’t trying to be combative, just honest. ‘After being accused of committing a supposed crime, that I’m still not entirely sure I committed, King Baladir, whom I served faithfully for many years, didn’t even give me a chance to tell my side of the story. After all of those years, why didn’t he just listen?’ My voice trailed off.

In the ensuing silence, I thought about my feelings a little more deeply. I knew that Baladir had been under fire with the Council watching him closely — but why had that meant that I had to pay such a supreme price? I realize that I hadn’t necessarily followed the letter of the law, but neither had Norvin. My ‘good friend’ had unquestionably broke the law when he’d unsheathed his sword and proceeded to use it against me. But, of course, no one ever heard about that, because I hadn’t even been given my chance to speak.

Both man and dragon were now wearing similar looks of confusion and shock; they had clearly thought I would just go along with them without protest, travel back in time to save a country that betrayed me far worse than I ever (allegedly) betrayed it.

‘Let them rot,’ I said bitterly.

‘Aidan,’ Iskandor sighed in a low voice, ‘you can’t think like that.’

‘I can’t help it,’ I said, my eyes on the ground. ‘I used to have a certain set of beliefs, and I thought that as long as I stayed within those beliefs, everything else would turn out fine. But now, it’s pretty clear that that’s not the case.’

‘But those are people out there!’ Timor exclaimed, rising to his feet.

That was it — he’d pushed me to my limit.

‘I’m perfectly aware of what the situation is,’ I said evenly, not bothering to raise my voice. ‘You have no idea who I am, or what I’ve been through. When you figure it out, let me know — although quite frankly, I don’t like your chances.’

‘There is no reason for you to be that way, Aidan. You are a better man than that,’ the dragon said sternly.

‘Am I?’ My eyebrows raised in skepticism. ‘I have no trouble at all accepting the fate of Delmar, and looking at me now, it would be difficult for one to consider me a man.’

Iskandor and Timor exchanged glances. The sting of my exile still burned within me, consuming my every thought. I remembered every detail… How I felt as I rode through the city for the last time… Every punch, every kick… The cold water of the stream as I lay there, losing consciousness.

From these memories, my anger rekindled, my body shaking with rage. Along with that rage, this new undesired power I had acquired surged within me. It took all of the will I had in my body to contain it, and as I did, a startling new realization came to me — that if Delmar hadn’t betrayed me as they did, I wouldn’t have been doomed to this ghostly, corpse-like form. And I would have been there when they were invaded by these cultists… I may have been able to stop it.

‘They brought this upon themselves when they exiled me,’ I muttered, my voice almost a growl. ‘They don’t deserve my help.’

With that, I stormed into the cave, not wanting to hear their responses, their excuses. I heard them muttering that I ‘just needed to rest.’ In the back of my mind, I don’t believe they realized that to me, it seemed as if the exile had happened several weeks ago, as opposed to three thousand years. It was still painfully fresh in my mind, and I wasn’t able — or willing — to let it go so easily.

I stormed about in the darkness of the cave. Finally, my changed eyes that allowed me to see in the darkness focused on my swords, lying on the cold rock of the cave. I knelt down slowly, and ran my fingers lovingly over the finely woven hilts. As my fingers closed over them, I felt a strange feeling of satisfaction wash over me — a sense of confidence and pride, memories of battles won, of people saved. I remembered how the king’s confidence in my abilities had meant so much to me. I remembered why I wanted to become a knight in the first place… for the glory, of course, but it was also about helping the citizens and serving my country. At those pleasant memories, a feeling of calmness washed over me, and the anger and frustration burning the blood in my veins receded, like swimming in a cool lake on a hot day.

Holding my short swords felt reassuring. These swords had helped me win those battles, save those people. Like many soldiers, I regarded my swords as being a part of me, a part of who I was as a person. I did a single horizontal slash with my right hand, and that one motion filled me with more confidence, as well as a sense of peace. After all the trauma and confusion of what had happened, this was something I understood. I continued slashing — horizontal, diagonal, vertical — then I started parrying invisible attacks, imagining myself battling with invisible enemies, like I did when I was a boy. The more of my old training that I did, the more I felt like my old self. My opinion on Delmar hadn’t changed — I still just couldn’t bring myself to put everything behind me so quickly — but maybe I owed it to myself to go back to my old land, and see how things went so bad so quickly.

And maybe, if I was extra lucky, I could get my hands on Norvin.






CHAPTER 3

I awoke the next morning feeling more clearheaded than I’d been in a long time; I felt at peace after my ‘sparring session’ the night before. I had spoken of a set of beliefs to Timor the night before, and one of them had been, ‘If something is not within your power to control, there’s no point in beating yourself over the head with your own club.’ In other words, if you can’t control something, worrying about it isn’t going to help. The instant I remembered that belief, the raging turmoil in my mind receded even further.

I could hear Timor and Iskandor in conversation outside the cave, speaking seemingly of their impending journey. It seemed that they were resolved to prevent the crisis in Delmar, no matter what price they had to pay. I admired their morals, and was in no way against what they intended to do…I just wasn’t sure I could help them, not after what had happened.

As fond as Iskandor seemed to be of Timor, I didn’t know that I held him in as high a regard. Perhaps it was too early to judge Timor — we’d clearly gotten off on the wrong foot — but I didn’t like his sudden appearance, his perky personality, or his (at times) condescending attitude. But the part of him that really stuck in my craw was that he had assumed that I would just go along with him on this little adventure, after everything that had happened. If not for that assumption, I might have been able to like him.

However, someone like Timor could never know the type of pain I had endured, both physically and emotionally. For that reason alone, it occurred to me that we would never truly see eye-to-eye.

I picked my sheaths up off the floor of the cave, and proceeded to strap them to my back under my black cape. There was a separation between the fabric of my cape and that of my hood, where the top of the twin sheathes would fit in between. Once the sheaths were in place and the swords back in them, I made ready to depart the cave.

Outside, in the cloudy and foggy day, Timor was studying from an enormous book — which I could only assume was a book of magic — and Iskandor was resting atop the cave entrance, but as I emerged, their eyes turned to me, and their expressions became ones of apprehension. After my last words of the previous night, they clearly weren’t sure what my current attitude would be.

Timor in particular had a look of hesitation on his face, as if he had something to say but wasn’t sure what words he should use. Not waiting for him to speak, I walked by them without another glance, heading for the pond, and took a few sips of water. In the water, I once again caught a glimpse of my white eyes, a constant reminder of my suffering.

Iskandor had hunted another deer, which Timor had cooked, so I ate my fill in silence, sitting by the campfire.

When I finished with my meal, I stood up and made ready to leave, with both man and dragon watching my every move. Timor still didn’t look like he’d found the words he wanted to use with me, so I figured I’d start the conversation.

‘So where are we headed?’

Timor seemed to catch my slight emphasis on the word we, and his face seemed to brighten just a little. ‘We’re traveling south for a short way, and then west, to the border of Vidasel and the mountains of Balas Malator. A few miles into the mountains, there is a cave where the last time portal is.’

‘Last?’ I asked.

Timor nodded. ‘There used to be several time portals, spread all over the continent. But due to the ruin that has spread out from Delmar, all of them have been destroyed… except for one.’

‘You’re coming with us, Aidan?’ Iskandor asked, surprised.

‘Well, I’m certainly not staying in the world of the damned,’ I quipped.

Although my attempt at humor didn’t even get a chuckle, it still raised my own spirits some. Timor was still staring at me, so I figured further explanation was in order.

‘I will,’ I stated, raising my head slowly to lock eyes with Timor, ‘but not for the reasons you are hoping for.’ I turned and slowly took a couple of steps away from them. ‘Seeing Delmar again is going to be very difficult for me — possibly the most difficult thing I’ve ever had to do. In fact, whether or not I’ll even be able to bring myself to set foot in the land where I have been exiled remains to be seen. But I do want to know the truth about what happened there. Also, I’d like to get my hands around Norvin’s worthless throat.’

Timor raised his eyebrows. He was silent for a moment. ‘Do you really believe that you can watch, but do nothing to save them?’

I shrugged.

Timor and I turned and started walking south. As I walked, I thought about the last thing he’d said…would I really be able to stand back and watch as they suffered under the effects of the ritual?

In the end, I figured that I would decide that when I got there. But until then, let Timor think that I had no intention of helping him.

I was so lost in thought from my own self-analysis, I didn’t realize that there were two sets of human footsteps behind me. Two humans — no dragons.

I turned around, and saw Timor walking not too far behind me, followed by a man in blue robes. The hood was pulled over his head, but when I looked at his face, I could see very clearly the yellow eyes that stared back. His skin was a pale color, almost as pale as mine.

I looked at the man, then to Timor, then back to the man. But before I could even ask a question, the man began speaking.

‘It’s me, Aidan,’ the man said, in Iskandor’s voice. ‘I could fly us there, but we agreed that it would attract too much attention. I’ll need to be in my human form before I can enter the portal anyhow.’

I nodded, understanding, then turned and continued walking. Somehow, the idea of Iskandor, a dragon, being able to revert to human form wasn’t too hard for me to grasp.

I was again pondering my previous thoughts about my trepidation concerning Delmar, when I suddenly remembered the conversation Iskandor and I were having before Timor suddenly appeared — about the forest of Vidasel, and how Iskandor said it ‘used to be’ elven territory. So I slowed my steps a bit to allow the other two to catch up.

‘Iskandor,’ I started, ‘what happened to the elves?’

The blue-robed man sighed. ‘Well, you know some of the history between the elves and the dwarves. Several ages ago, they warred for decades at the border we’re about to cross — the elven border of Vidasel and the dwarven border of Balas Malator, the mountain land.’

I nodded, remembering the history. ‘The Valley of Amity.’

‘Yes,’ Iskandor said. ‘Finally, both sides realized they were losing too many of their people, and they came to an uneasy truce, which eventually blossomed a very friendly and healthy alliance, and the two races have lived in harmony ever since, meeting in the Valley of Amity once a year to remember those they had lost.’

‘Then, about eighty years after Delmar was taken over by the cultists, their attack finally reached the lands of the elven/dwarven alliance. The cultists assailed Vidasel from the north, and eventually drove the elves into the mountains. The dwarves came out from their mountain caverns to help their comrades. With the dwarves fighting on the ground, and the elves — who, as you know, are superior archers — shooting from high in the mountains, the cultists didn’t stand a chance, and were forced to retreat to the other side of the river to the north. With the cultists still occupying most of their land, the elves couldn’t return, though they tried several times. Over time, they adapted, very reluctantly, to the mountain life, though they wept for a long time over the loss of their beloved forest. And so the mountains of Balas Malator remain — even three thousand years later — the only land unconquered by the cultists. The dwarves have long since died out, but the elves — with their life spans of thousands of years — still remain.’

‘But I thought elves were immortal,’ I said.

‘To men, they are immortal,’ Iskandor answered. ‘But elves do eventually die. They simply live to be thousands of years old…it is said that they could reach ten thousand.’

‘Are there any other survivors?’ I asked.

‘There are a few settlements of men spread out along the coasts of the continent,’ Iskandor said. ‘A small number of humans survived and fled to the far reaches of the land.’

I nodded, pondering this as we continued our journey. The trail through the forest carried on through the light fog, with few signs of wildlife apparent. Every so often, I would see a squirrel run across the path, or hear a frog croaking in the underbrush, but other than that, the forest wasn’t nearly alive with life as it should have been.

Finally, after some time, the tree line came to a stop at the border, and the path continued on down a small hill, which ran parallel to the tree line as far as it ran north. Straight ahead, about fifty yards away, were the mountains of Balas Malator. I thought about what Iskandor had told me, about these mountains being the only land to survive the threat of the cultists. In my eyes, the mountains stood proud against the decay that had apparently overtaken the rest of the world.

We stopped at the edge of the trees, taking a few moments to collect ourselves before we began the trek into the mountains. There was no visible path into the mountains (that I could see), but Timor must have had an idea of where we were going, having come through here several times to check on my progress over the centuries.

‘Okay,’ Timor said, checking the pouches on his robes, ‘straight ahead, then we go up. We’ll have to travel a fair way into the mountains before we get where we’re going.’

We traveled through the valley quickly. Then, just as we were about to reach the mountains, an arrow landed at my feet.

‘Hm,’ I mumbled before I could think.

‘Hands up!’ a voice yelled from the mountains, and we complied.

A female elf was moving down the trail toward us, walking with the elegant grace and confident stride that only the elves possess. Her hair was long and honey-blond, and her eyes were a soft olive green. The only thing that struck me odd about this elf was her attire; instead of the light, elegant fabric that I remembered, her clothing was now made with much thicker animal fur. I found this odd because I knew from my experience with elves that they had very strong tolerances to heat and cold. But then the thought struck me: no matter what their tolerance, it wouldn’t protect them from frostbite when the temperatures toward the tops of the mountains fell far below freezing.

She yelled down to us, ‘State your name and business here!’

Timor stepped forward. ‘Nydel! It’s me, Timor!’

‘Our elven eyes spotted you before you even left the forest,’ Nydel answered. ‘But this time, you bring guests and forgive us, but we’re a bit wary of beings we don’t know these days.’

‘It’s Aidan and Iskandor!’ Timor called.

There was a silence.

‘Aidan and Iskandor?’

Timor nodded.

Another silence, then the elf yelled something in elvish. The elves on the mountains lowered their bows.

The female elf approached and scrutinized us closely. ‘It really is them, isn’t it?’

I glanced at Iskandor, whose expression was neutral.

Nydel nodded, understanding. She then looked at me with a scrutinizing gaze. ‘And you are Aidan…from Delmar?’

I frowned a little, trying to figure out where her tone of wonder was coming from — then I remembered my altered appearance. ‘I am.’

The elf’s wide-eyed gaze of awe shifted to a slight frown of puzzlement. ‘You look nothing like him. And yet, that scar…’ She was quiet for a moment. ‘That means they can save our world!’

I had to get a handle on the anger that swelled inside me. Boy, Timor could be quite presumptuous, couldn’t he?

Suddenly, we heard what sounded like a stampede, coming from the northwest.

Appearing suddenly through the fog, a group of men charged through the clearing toward us — though none like I had ever seen before. Their skin was black — not the dark brown of the people of the islands, but black like obsidian. I noticed their eyes were even stranger than mine: blood red. The entire eye was that sickening color of red, not just the irises and the pupils. Most were armed, with swords and axes, and some wielded shields.

I yanked my swords from their sheaths, heard Timor chanting to my right, heard Iskandor let out a low growl. I ran right out in front, the lust of battle overtaking me. Finally, something I could fight against, something I could take out my anger and aggression on!

The first of the wave came at me, and I was in motion. I ducked as the swing of a battle axe sailed over my head, and responded with a double horizontal swipe from my right, taking down the first. Behind me, I could hear Timor and Iskandor using their magic, along with screams of defeated foes. I could hear the elves firing arrows.

Another of the mob swung a sword from over his shoulder, intending to slice me in half. I blocked the swing with the sword in my left hand, and stabbed him through the abdomen with the sword in my right. He fell, and behind him came another, swinging an axe in each hand. I prepared to counter, but something was tugging at my leg.

I looked down, and the first foe I had taken down wasn’t dead. He had both arms around my ankles, trying to drag me down to the ground. It appeared that these new foes would not be put down with simple slashes and stabs.

Damn!

I reacted on instinct. I tossed the blade in my right hand and caught it with blade facing down, and stabbed the man right down through his neck. His grasp on my leg immediately loosened, and I jumped backward.

When I say I ‘jumped’, I mean that’s what I attempted to do. The more appropriate term is probably flew. It seemed my newfound powers had also enhanced my natural abilities. I found that my jumping ability had increased greatly, as I landed some ten yards from where I had originally jumped.

Interesting.

The mob expressed no surprise, nothing except the intent to kill, and kept charging.

I was still surprised by my unexpected flight, so when the man with the two axes reached me and swung his axes from both sides, I blocked them with both swords and kicked him away to buy myself time. He immediately came at me again, attempting to swing both axes diagonally from his right side. I pulled my head back to dodge (usually a fundamental no-no…oops), and stabbed him with both swords as he stumbled past. I kicked him away again to free my swords, and prepared to take on the next foe, when I heard a deafening screech.

From behind me, what could have once been a bird, but was as obsidian black as the foes I was fighting and as large as a dragon. It swooped down through the fog and snatched up Timor in its long talons, and flew away quickly, to the north.

Just as my mind processed that Timor was being taken away, another set of giant claws snatched me away too.

Fighting against the iron grip that made breathing quite a task, I struggled to find a way free, to no avail. A quick look behind me revealed that Iskandor was in dragon form, but was locked in battle with another of the large bird-beasts.

I slashed at the giant bird’s leg with my shortswords that I still gripped tightly, but I had no leverage to get a decent swing and my attempt at breaking free was futile, at best. Timor was trying to cast his magic, but he wasn’t having better luck.

One thing was immediately obvious to me: these birds could have killed us if they wanted to. Both Timor and I were being taken in the same direction (north), so somebody knew we were here in this time and wanted us.

The question was, who?






CHAPTER 4

It seemed like forever that Timor and I were in the clutches of those ghastly birds, flying high over what was once a beautiful landscape. Even from miles above the ground, the entire landscape had the feel of a ghost town; the result of centuries of an impossible war between the free peoples of this continent and an overwhelming, somehow highly-trained Ther-lor army. Large areas of the ground were still blackened from the fires of war. Even the normal land seemed decayed and wilted — as if the land itself had given up on the world.

Although parts of the landscape were seriously altered, I recognized areas of land as we passed them by.

We were heading in the direction of Delmar.

Before I knew it, a very unnerving sight loomed in the distance — an enormous, black void towering over a world still (barely) struggling for its survival. The horrifying structure took up the entire area where the capital of Delmar, Alexia, had once stood — no traces of the old city remained. The base of the structure stretched past the boundaries of the old city, and the top of the structure culminated in a single, narrow spire that seemed to stretch endlessly into the sky.

If the entire atmosphere wasn’t so gloomy (and we weren’t apparently being held captive), it might almost have been beautiful, in a haunting sort of way.

Timor and I were flown to the ground in front of the giant black structure, where a crowd of those black-skinned beings waited silently. They grabbed us and dragged us inside, through hall after hall of plain black walls. Every hall was crowded with more of those beings, who paid no attention to us as we passed.

It was surreal, to say the least.

Finally, we were brought to a giant circular room, topped by a domed ceiling some seventy or eighty feet high, and lit by dozens of large torches all over the walls. The room was almost entirely taken up by a huge rectangular platform surrounded by three steps. Like every other room in this wretched place, it was completely black and devoid of decorations.

Our captors dragged Timor and I to a cage standing on the platform and threw us inside, slamming the door shut behind us. For the first time, I felt that hopeless feeling of despair when that door slams shut, and I understood why criminals often banged on the doors and demanded to be released after they were thrown in a cell, knowing full well we just weren’t going to let them out. My instinct screamed at me to do the same.

Timor was chanting beside me. A glimmer of hope swelled inside me. Perhaps he knows a spell?

‘You really don’t think I’d be that foolish, do you?’

Timor stopped chanting, and we both turned in the direction of the voice, which was coming from the other end of the platform. A man in a black hood.

And there, in the distance, I saw the vision of nightmares.

The hooded figure began to walk toward us. I began to feel a small, but tangible sense of dread that intensified as he got closer. He came to a stop about ten feet away, and removed his hood.

I couldn’t help but recoil in disgust.

The top half of his head was bald and mostly normal, save for black eyes and what appeared to be runes of some type that had been carved into his flesh, all over his scalp. The lower half of his face was anything but normal; most of the flesh on the lower half of his face was missing, exposing the white bone of his jaw.

The man — or whatever he was — seemed amused at my discomfort. Then again, with his jaw exposed like that, I couldn’t help but think he must always look amused.

‘That cage has an enchantment on it that nullifies all magic, Timor. So save your strength.’ The man tilted his head. ‘That wouldn’t be “Aidan of Delmar”, would it?’

I nodded once. ‘It would.’

He nodded in return and spread his arms wide. ‘Welcome to the Dead Citadel! You’re a few thousand years from where you belong, are you not? You look nothing like I remember you…but then, that is the legendary scar.’

‘How do you know of me?’ I asked.

The mysterious man seemed to smile beneath the hood. ‘I know of you because you were considered the biggest threat we would have to deal with when we invaded Delmar. We had plans to take care of you ourselves, but King Baladir did that for us before we had a chance.’ The man let out a small laugh.

I suppressed a small surge of anger and frowned, mentally kicking myself for not having seen it sooner, while reminding myself that the invasion of Delmar happened three thousand years ago.

‘You led the invasion on Delmar?’

The hooded head nodded. ‘I did, though I was not there in physical form.’

‘What does that mean?’ I asked, bewildered.

The man shook his head. ‘Enough about me.’

I couldn’t have agreed more. ‘Indeed. What do you want with us?’

‘Please forgive me, I haven’t introduced myself.’ The grotesque figure bowed. ‘I am Lord Sirak, ruler of this world.’

Finally, I could take a clean shot at him. ‘Love what you’ve done with the place. You must get awful bored though, with no one to talk to and nothing going on, since you control a bunch of mindless drones.’

Sirak was unperturbed. ‘The races of this world were easier to conquer than I imagined. It is not my fault they were all weak.’

‘At least they had their own will,’ I retorted.

Sirak chuckled. ‘And look where that got them. Tell me, do you truly believe your world is a better one than the one I have created?’

‘That supposed to be some kind of trick question?’

Sirak shook his head. ‘Not at all. I can see in your eyes that you have no faith in my world. But here, there is no more war, no more fighting, no more arguments. The world is pure.’

‘Pure garbage,’ I responded, but Sirak didn’t seem to hear me — he was drunk on his own euphoria.

‘I have created a world where there is no turmoil, no political strife, no incessant bickering. Everyone in this world contributes, does their share, and doesn’t argue. They are free of their selfish needs! Together, under my rule, my cult, the Dyn’osi, have created the perfect world!’

‘He’s mad,’ Timor whispered in my ear.

‘Think so?’ I replied, annoyed at his obvious statement. ‘Seems perfectly normal to me.’

Sirak seemed to come down from his little cloud, his shoulders settling as he relaxed. ‘But I must apologize; you asked a question, and rudely, I have yet to answer it.’

‘I agree with the “rude” part, but it has nothing to do with the question,’ I mumbled.

‘Interestingly,’ Sirak continued, ‘it is not you I want to speak to, Aidan. It’s you.’His glare turned to Timor.

‘Me?’ Timor asked, visibly shaking. ‘What could you possibly want with me?’

‘Well, a little backstory first,’ Sirak said.

I sighed. ‘Here we go.’

‘I once belonged to an ancient, dark cult,’ Sirak began, ‘but over time, they didn’t agree with my own method of doing things. One might say that I was too dark, even for them. For my supposed “crimes”, I was banished to the Netherealm.’

‘Netherealm?’ I asked, having never heard that before.

‘Yes,’ Sirak said. ‘It’s not quite what you would consider “hell”, but it is where evil beings get banished as punishment. I was there for a very long time — the result is the decay you see upon my skin now. It is a terrible place, but rather than teach me a lesson, it only fueled my desire to exact revenge upon the world who had wronged me. I still had followers, the Dyn’osi, and they helped me carry out my deed — to create the perfect world. But in order to maintain my appearance in the physical world, I needed the power of souls.’ He gestured behind him to the magical cylinder with the few swirling orbs inside.

‘The power of souls?’ Timor asked, staring across the room at the orbs.

‘Yes,’ Sirak responded. ‘The power of souls is more powerful than all the magic in the world. My purpose was two-fold — to create the perfect race by taking all the souls of the people in a city, and to use those souls to keep myself alive. Alas, the cathedral is running low on souls, so I must resort to drastic measures.’

‘So you’re like any magical tyrant in history,’ I said evenly. ‘That’s nice.’

‘I am not like anyone else in history,’ Sirak growled. ‘I succeeded.’

‘If that’s the term you want to use,’ I answered, looking around.

‘Anyway,’ Sirak continued, ‘As you can see, there are very few souls to take now, so there is no use for the Rod of Therl.’

Well, that confirmed that.

‘As such, I need more assistance to keep myself alive. I need Timor to use his time-traveling abilities to go back in time and retrieve a special artifact for me.’

Timor didn’t respond, so I did.

‘Not happening.’

Sirak glared at me for a moment, and then his face softened. ‘How about a little wager?’

I didn’t like the sound of that. ‘What do you mean?’

Sirak smiled — I guess. ‘You were on your way to becoming one of the greatest fighters who ever lived. If you can defeat one of my best Ther-lor, I will set you both free. But if you lose, you have to help me. Sound like a deal?’

The whole offer reeked of deception — but in the end, what choice did I have?

‘I accept your offer, Sirak.’

‘Lord Sirak.’

I ached to bury him in sarcasm, but I restrained myself. ‘Lord Sirak. My apologies.’

With that, Sirak turned his back on us, seemingly talking to himself.

Timor turned to me immediately. ‘Do you know what you’re doing?’

I sighed in exasperation. ‘I think it’s pretty self-explanatory.’

‘You’re going to get killed!’

‘One, thanks for your faith in me. Two, do you have a better idea?’

Timor had no answer for that. Then he said, ‘That magical cylinder — if we destroy it, it will release the souls inside and restore them to their owners.’

‘Good,’ I replied, ‘that’ll save like four people.’

As usual, my sarcasm went straight over Timor’s head. ‘But if we’re able to do this in our own time, it will save the entire city.’

‘How do you know that?’ I asked, intrigued.

‘I’ve read a great deal about necromancy,’ Timor replied. ‘Whenever a soul is taken, if it is not consumed, it can be released back to its owner.’

A Ther-lor came to the cage and unlocked it and handed me my short swords.

‘Thanks,’ I muttered.

‘He won’t answer you,’ Sirak called from the middle of the platform. ‘They only hear my voice, or the voices of my lieutenants.’

For a split second, I questioned Sirak’s wisdom in just letting me out, then I realized that we had nowhere to run — the Citadel was swarming with Ther-lor who would attack immediately at Sirak’s command.

I took a few steps toward Sirak, who gestured to his right. ‘Your opponent will be here in a moment, Aidan. I suggest you prepare yourself.’

I nodded and walked down the steps to my left. This fight didn’t concern me at all; I had already faced down several Ther-lor, fighting just one wasn’t going to be a problem at all.

‘Ah, here he is!’ Sirak exclaimed in his ghastly voice.

Through a door at the far end of the circular room, the Ther-lor walked in; I twirled my swords with confidence as I watched it. At first glance, he was clearly dressed in decayed and rotted Delmar armor, which was of little surprise. He was wielding a longsword and shield. As he got closer, the details became more and more apparent; the helmet he wore was large, with an eagle carved in the front. There was a long lock of hair flowing from the top of the helmet, which might once have been white, but was now a dark grey…

It can’t be…

‘What’s the matter, Aidan?’ Sirak asked in mock confusion. ‘Oh — do you know him or something? There’s a way we could tell for sure. Soldier, remove your helmet!’

The Ther-lor did exactly as he was told, dropping the helmet to the floor. The shoulder-length, silvery hair now hung in random strands, the piercing blue eyes were now blood red — but the one thing that could not be mistaken was the scar. Though the skin was as black as coal, the scar was still visible, running just below the right temple down to the corner of his mouth.

There was no mistaking who this Ther-lor once was.

Garridan.

‘No,’ I whispered. ‘No!’

‘Aidan…’ I heard Timor say.

Sirak cackled with laughter from the platform. ‘We have a deal, Aidan of Delmar. Attack, Sir Garridan!’

Garridan began to advance slowly toward me.

I couldn’t do this. I had to get through to him somehow…

‘Garridan — Garridan, please don’t do this — it’s me — it’s me, Aidan!’

Nothing. Just blood-red eyes, burning a hole through me. I backed up several steps.

‘Please, Garridan — don’t —’ Tears began to flow from my eyes. Garridan didn’t stop. ‘Garridan, stop! You trained me! I loved you like you were my father! You have to remember!’

No response. Another step forward.

‘GARRIDAN, STOP! PLEASE DON’T DO THIS!’

Garridan raised his longsword.

‘Don’t —’

Garridan swung his sword in a wide, vicious arc. I ducked to avoid the cut. He swung again, a backhand swing from my right. Still crying, I ducked again, and he missed again. Showing no frustration at all, Garridan moved to swing an overhead blow, intending to cleave my head in two.

I raised my swords to block, but the attempt was half-hearted — Garridan’s sword bounced off of my own, but the impact of his blow sent me staggering and I fell backwards onto the floor.

Sirak chuckled mockingly. ‘I expected much more out of you, Aidan of Delmar. This is not how a legend like you should fight. From what I have seen of you so far, you’re just pathetic. Finish him, Garridan!’

I barely heard Sirak’s words, but his mocking tone struck something in my heart. Clearly he knew about the history between Garridan and myself, and that was why he chose Garridan as my opponent… but this mindless drone I was fighting wasn’t Garridan anymore…

…and I’ll be damned if I’m going to give Sirak the satisfaction…

I rolled out of the way, and Garridan’s longsword crashed harmlessly down to the floor. I sprang back up to my feet, and with a scream of fury, swung my swords with all my might and from every direction I could think of. Garridan blocked my blows and countered, I dodged and parried, until finally, we were at a standoff.

Tears still streaming down my cheeks, I waited for Garridan to make his move.

Finally, Garridan came at me, swinging his sword in diagonal backhand arc. I leaned to my right to avoid it, then lunged with the sword in my right hand to stab him through the abdomen. But Garridan was ready for that move; he blocked it with his shield, then used it to shove me backward. Garridan didn’t hesitate — he came straight at me with an overhead swing of his sword. I dove straight past him into a somersault, then spun to face him. Again, Garridan didn’t hesitate — he went to stab me, but instinctively, I parried his swords with mine, then spun along his shield, ending up behind him, and before he could react, I swung my right hand sword as hard as I could.

Garridan’s head fell from his shoulders and onto the floor, as did his body.

It took me a moment to absorb what had truly happened, but when I did, I fell to my knees and sobbed.

Other than the sound of my crying, the huge circular room was silent for several moments — then Sirak let out a low growl of anger.

‘Ther-lor! Attack!’

Sirak had betrayed me, which was no great surprise. I was about to be mauled to death by a thousand Ther-lor — but I didn’t care. Let them take me…what did I really have left? My life was already long gone an eternity ago.

I remained on my knees, my head down, as the Ther-lor flooded into the room.

Just then, the ceiling exploded.

‘Aidan!’ The familiar voice sounded very distant to me.

Then there was the roar of a dragon, followed by Sirak screeching, ‘Attack the dragon!’

I didn’t even look up — my mind was too consumed with trauma. Somewhere, deep inside, my conscience was screaming at me to get up and help, but my limbs wouldn’t obey. I heard crashing, fighting, chanting, fire, and the next thing I knew, I was in the grasp of a giant dragon’s claw and a moment later, the Dead Citadel was disappearing behind us.

But I remembered very little of this — I only remembered the face of a person I had known who was no more, a person who had taken my father’s place after his death, a person who had made my dreams come true, a person I was forced to kill, lest he kill me.






CHAPTER 5

The next thing I remember is sitting on hard jagged rock, hearing all kinds of voices around me. I couldn’t make out any of what was being said — my mind just wasn’t there. All I could think of was Garridan, stalking me, sword raised — me, begging him to stop — decapitating Garridan, his head hitting the ground.

Stop it!

I shook my head, trying with everything I had to focus on the situation at hand, but I couldn’t.

‘We don’t have much time —’

Crimson eyes…

‘They could come looking for us,’ Iskandor breathed.

‘Please, Garridan — don’t —’

‘Sirak will be in no condition to be giving orders for a short while, and the Ther-lor won’t move without his command. We have a little time.’

‘Sirak’s not dead?’ I asked in a voice I didn’t recognize as my own.

Iskandor (now back in his human form) and Timor looked at me in shock, as if they didn’t know I was there. They looked back at each other, then back at me. I suddenly felt as if I was a six-year-old who had walked in on his parents having an adult conversation that I was not supposed to have heard. I didn’t need that feeling right now. I immediately became irritated.

My eyes went wide as I looked back and forth between them. ‘Well? Do you two suddenly not understand Common? What are you two looking at?’ When neither of them answered, I snickered. ‘Have it your way then.’ I turned and started to walk off.

‘Aidan —’

Iskandor — my injured dragon friend — damn him. No other voice could have stopped me at that point.

I turned halfway around.

‘Forgive us. We just…We truly feared that your mind was gone, Aidan. After everything that’s happened to you — your betrayal and exile, your death and resurrection, your inner turmoil — and then, after you were forced to kill Garridan, you wouldn’t respond to anything…’

Iskandor fell silent, and Timor took over. ‘When Sirak called the Ther-lor in to attack us, you did nothing. From the moment of Garridan’s death, you’ve had this glassy, faraway look in your eyes. I’m sorry, Aidan, I’m not criticizing you. I’m just — we’re just very concerned.’

I faced them, now completely annoyed. ‘Is that it? You both think I’m crazy?’

Iskandor sighed. ‘We do not believe you are crazy, Aidan. But the human mind can only take so much, and your mind has endured so much in such a short period of time. It would be no surprise if your brain had reached its limit, Aidan.’

‘I. Am. FINE,’ I said through clenched teeth, even though I knew it was far from the truth. ‘Now, let’s just get out of this wretched time.’

At that point, Nydel approached us, and I realized we were back in the Balas Malator mountains.

‘Congratulations on your safe return,’ she said, bowing.

Timor bowed in return. ‘Thank you, Nydel, but we come bearing ill news.’

Nydel’s smile faded slightly. ‘Oh?’

‘I’m afraid so,’ Iskandor said. ‘You’re about to be under attack, within the next few days.’

Nydel’s expression became determined. ‘The Ther-lor?’

Iskandor nodded.

‘What do they want?’ Nydel asked.

‘Access to the time portal,’ Timor answered. ‘That’s why Sirak wanted me — to go back through time to retrieve a magical artifact for him. I refused to help him, so now I suppose he plans to do it himself.’

‘I see,’ Nydel mumbled. Then her voice rose in fear. ‘But what happened in Delmar —’

‘No need to fear that,’ Timor said quickly. ‘His clerics are long dead, and he has nothing to perform the ritual with. Without them, he will have no choice but to fight.’

Nydel breathed a sigh of relief. ‘Well, that surely works to our advantage. On the battlefield, we will have military strategy and the height of the mountains on our side. How long do we have?’

‘Likely, a few days,’ I answered.

Nydel nodded. ‘Then I shall begin preparations right away. Will the three of you be fighting alongside us?’

Timor shook his head. ‘I am afraid we cannot, Nydel. We must return to our time as soon as possible — and we will be destroying the time portal behind us when we leave.’

I looked over at Timor in astonishment; that hadn’t been discussed.

‘Sirak,’ Iskandor elaborated. ‘We can’t risk him following us through the portal.’

‘Precisely,’ Timor said.

‘I understand,’ Nydel said. ‘Well, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll take my leave so I can prepare the army. Will the three of you be leaving now?’

‘Actually,’ Timor said, ‘if we may ask one more boon of the elves, we’re going to need a night of rest before we leave; I need to be at full strength before I cast the time travel spell.’

Nydel smiled. ‘Of course, Timor! The three of you are most welcome — you may find rest anywhere you like.’

I stepped forward and bowed low to the military leader. ‘Thank you, Nydel — for everything you have provided for us. I’m only sorry that we have nothing to offer you in return.’

‘That is where you are wrong, Sir Aidan,’ Nydel responded. ‘The three of you are going back in time to save our world. If you can stop the Dyn’osi, I assure you that will be reward enough.’

***

‘Have you ever seen anything like that, Garridan?’

‘It happens very rarely, Aidan. Minotaurs and ogres make a very destructive force when they manage to form an alliance. We have two things to our advantage: first, their force isn’t very large, and second, they won’t be very organized. When they attempt to siege the army at Fairmont Castle, our army will attack them from the left flank.’

‘This will still be a brutal, arduous battle…we will lose many men.’

‘We may well, Aidan, but all we can do is handle it the best way we can.’

I smiled. Garridan’s words were always comforting to me, no matter how grim the situation. I looked at him to tell him as much.

Garridan’s eyes were blood red, his skin obsidian black.

He lifted his sword and swung.

‘Sir Aidan! Timor! Iskandor!’

I sat up with a gasp and my dagger in my hand, Timor woke up wide-eyed, saying, ‘What, what?’, and Iskandor merely sat up as if he was waking up on a normal day.

‘The Ther-lor march on us!’

The three of us exchanged glances.

I couldn’t believe it. ‘How is that possible?’

Iskandor sighed. ‘Wondering how is pointless — they are here, and we must make ready to leave before they have a chance to stop us.’

I nodded in agreement, saw Timor do the same.

‘How many Ther-lor?’ I asked the elf from the military.

‘It looks to be around five thousand,’ the elf answered. ‘They are less than a mile away; we have a great vantage point from the mountains.’

‘We have time to take a quick look,’ I said to Iskandor, who nodded in agreement.

And so we hurried out of the cave where we had rested the previous night, north and then east, and before long, we saw soldiers gathered on a cliff face, watching the approaching enemy. We spotted Nydel at the very edge of the cliff, giving orders to her lieutenants in a calm, but determined manner. She saw us approach.

‘Sir Aidan! What are the three of you doing here? You should be heading for the portal!’

‘I had to see,’ was all I could say, and I looked out into the valley below.

Down there, the valley was framed by hills on both sides, to the east and west, and a river ran jagged southeast to northwest — and from the north, came Sirak and the Ther-lor. The elf who warned us was right: though there was approximately a thousand Ther-lor at the Citadel, now there were somewhere in the vicinity of five thousand, perhaps more. The river apparently wasn’t very deep; the Ther-lor ran across it like it wasn’t even there. From there, the army angled to the east, toward the Valley of Amity where Timor had been abducted.

‘What do they do, multiply like rabbits?’ I quipped. When no one responded, I watched the Ther-lor head towards the valley. ‘Why are they heading that way?’ I asked Nydel.

‘It’s the only known path into this part of the mountains,’ she answered. ‘Now, the three of you need to get to that portal — I will check on you if I get the chance. If I find the three of you messing around, I will drag you to that portal and throw you all in myself.’

‘Well, it doesn’t really work that way.’ Timor mumbled.

‘She knows that,’ I said, shaking my head and bowing to Nydel. ‘Thank you, Nydel…farewell and good luck.’

‘Farewell, Aidan of Delmar,’ Nydel said, bowing in return. ‘And farewell to you, Timor and Iskandor…may the gods be with you and our world.’

Timor and Iskandor bowed back, and we were off in the direction of the portal.

***

The three of us ran west down the road, Timor taking the lead, since he was the only one who know where he was going. Before too long, the path angled southwest, and there was a cave visible at the end of the path.

‘The time portal is in that cave,’ Timor said. We rushed inside, and then Timor stopped us and pointed to the symbols on the wall, which would have been barely visible in the dim light to normal eyes, but not to mine.

‘This large circle and the rune inside it are the portal,’ he explained. ‘When I chant the words to the spell and use the necessary hand gestures with the right spell components, the portal will open up. It will take a little time for me to complete this…Aidan, I need you to watch the entrance.’

I nodded, and was moving to comply when a ghastly, but amused voice sounded in the cave.

‘I trust you have room for one more?’

There he was; Sirak, his hands clasped in front of him, looking relaxed, like he was just coming home from a dinner party. I started to question in my mind how Sirak had gotten past the elves, and so quickly, but I was reminded of what Iskandor had said just an hour or so earlier.

‘Wondering how is pointless…’

I drew my swords, knowing it was probably going to be all up to me to somehow stop Sirak; Iskandor was injured so I had no idea what he was capable of, and Timor was going to need all of his concentration to cast the time travel spell. What I was going to do against a powerful sorcerer, I had no idea — especially in a narrow cave with no room to maneuver.

‘So…planning to go back in time and alter the past?’ Sirak said. ‘Fools! How do you plan to stop us? Do you even know when we infiltrated Delmar? Do you know how or when we obtained the Rod of Therl? You know none of this, do you? What hope do you have?’

I was barely listening to him; I was attempting to form a strategy. My only hope was to charge right at Sirak — if I did that, one of three things would happen:

One, I would be able to get a good slash at him;

Two, I would somehow get past him and out of cave where I would have many more options;

Three, he would cast a spell on me and burn me to a piece of toast.

No time to think — I charged right at Sirak, who was still ranting. Timor started chanting the spell, Iskandor shouted my name. I blocked all of that out, concentrating on my target. Sirak, taken completely by surprise, cast a lightning spell, apparently not a very strong one, and I dodged it easily. But Sirak wasn’t to be caught unaware for very long — his second spell was right on target. Another, stronger lightning spell knocked me right back where I came from.

‘Aidan!’ Iskandor was right there. ‘Are you alright?’

Shockingly — no pun intended — I was. ‘Yeah, I’m fine.’ I struggled to sit up as Timor continued to chant behind us.

Sirak apparently decided that he was done with words; he began chanting and weaving his hands together, ready to cast the spell to finish us once and for all.

I don’t know exactly what I was thinking at this point — maybe I just wanted to protect my friends, perhaps I just had a death wish. I’m not sure, but I jumped up to my feet, ran a couple of steps to stand in front of Iskandor, knelt down to one knee, put both fists on the ground, bowed my head, and concentrated with all of my might. I heard Sirak finish the chant, unleash the spell, and I fully expected to be disintegrated or blown into a thousand pieces. I felt the impact hit me like a boulder, and I was flat on my back again.

I opened my eyes, and Iskandor was standing over me, a look of complete amazement on his face.

‘What happened?’ I asked him.

‘I…don’t know.’

I sat up, and saw Sirak, with a wide-eyed look of shock on his face, which quickly changed to a look of utter rage. He clenched his fists, and it seemed that it was all he could do to keep from screaming. But he contained himself, and his expression then changed to one of contentment.

‘That was quite impressive, Aidan. So impressive in fact, that I’m going insist that you try and do it again. I doubt your ability to do so, but — UGH!’

Wide-eyed, Iskandor and I exchanged glances for a split second, and then I jumped back up to my feet, retrieving my swords that I had dropped, and we turned our attention to the events that were transpiring.

Something — or someone — had hit Sirak from behind.

Sirak turned around, and there was a dagger stuck in his back. Standing outside the cave, in plain view, was Nydel.

Sirak was enraged. ‘Elven whelp! You’ll have to do better than that! I’ll teach you to meddle in my affairs —’

I was about to rush in and help her, but at that moment, Iskandor put his hand on my shoulder. ‘Don’t, Aidan. We have to wait for the portal to open.’

‘But we have to help her!’ I whispered back loudly.

‘She is creating a distraction for us, Aidan,’ Iskandor said. ‘We have to go.’

I knew exactly what Nydel was doing, but that said, I didn’t like her chances against Sirak.

I hesitated a moment longer, took one last look at the battle unfolding before me, then I silently wished Nydel luck, and stepped through the portal, leaving the sounds of battle behind.

I was heading back to my own time.






CHAPTER 6

Spinning through deep blackness, then through colors flashing past…

…and then I was deposited on a hard, rock floor, landing painfully on my side.

As I began to realize that the journey through the portal was complete, I immediately recognized the changes between the time I had just left and time that I was in now — the air smelled much fresher, not nearly as musty as in the previous time, even outdoors; outside the cave, the sounds of wildlife were rife, even in the far distance.

My long, black hair fell in front of my face as I pushed myself up to my hands and knees and looked around. Iskandor was sitting not too far away from me, and Timor was standing and leaning against the cave wall, his head bent over the time-traveling jewel — or rather, the pieces of the time-traveling jewel. The portal had closed behind us.

‘Well, there will be no more traveling through time,’ he said wistfully. In fact, he looked downright despondent. ‘Are you alright, Aidan?’ Timor asked me.

‘I’m…just…lovely,’ I groaned, a little surprised that Timor was standing. ‘How can you be standing when Iskandor and I were thrown through the portal onto the ground?’

Timor smiled. ‘I have done this many, many times, Aidan — with enough experience, walking through the portal becomes no different than walking through an ordinary door.’

I nodded in understanding. I noticed then that he appeared exhausted. ‘Are you alright?’

‘Yes,’ Timor said, though it clearly seemed like something was on his mind. ‘Casting the time travel spell has drained me, that’s all.’

‘I see,’ I responded, not believing him at all. But I decided to let it drop. ‘Iskandor, are you okay?’

‘Yes, Aidan,’ Iskandor answered. ‘I am fine.’

‘We must get outside the cave, so Iskandor can destroy the entrance; I’m too exhausted to cast another spell at the moment,’ Timor said.

So I pulled myself off of the cave floor, noticing as I did that my limbs weren’t responding normally; it was almost as if my clothing had been weighed down with sand. My whole body felt lethargic; it took much longer than normal to get myself moving. Iskandor wasn’t faring much better.

‘It’s an effect of the time travel,’ Timor observed. ‘It’ll only last for a few moments; you get used to it over time.’

Finally, with more effort than would normally be needed, we dragged ourselves out of the cave. For a few seconds, once we reached the outside, I immediately took notice of more changes between the future and the present time, things I didn’t always notice in my previous life.

The sun was shining brightly overhead, illuminating the beauty of the world resting beneath it. The sky was a clear, deep-sea blue, and the few sparse pine trees scattered about the mountain were a vibrant green. An eagle flew through the air, likely hunting for something to eat. The world was so alive; it made my heart ache to think of what it was destined to become.

Iskandor was suddenly behind me. ‘Does it feel good to be back in your own time?’

‘Actually, it does,’ I responded with a smile. It really did feel good.

Iskandor walked to the center of the large clearing in front of the cave. There was a flash of light, bright even in the daylight, and he had shape-shifted into his dragon form; and as I saw that bright light, the questions I had had about the moment of my death suddenly came sharply — and shockingly — into focus.

I was dying…there was a bright light that seemed like it would last forever…and then I saw the sad little boy. And the next thing I remember is…

The roar of a dragon.

But how is it that I never noticed the flash of light associated with Iskandor’s shape-shifting before?

I thought back, remembering all of the times Iskandor had changed from man to dragon and back again. It seemed like months had gone by, though it had only been a few days.

The first morning, after my ‘resurrection’, he had already changed into human form before I woke up —

— then, during our first battle with the Ther-lor, I didn’t notice because I was distracted in the heat of battle —

— he was already a dragon when he saved us at the Dead Citadel…I had just killed…him…I wasn’t noticing much of anything then —

By strange circumstance, I was always away or distracted when Iskandor shape-shifted — and therefore, I never made the connection that he had always had with my death and his feelings of guilt surrounding it.

‘There!’ Timor said proudly, though I barely heard him. ‘Even if Sirak somehow knows the time portal spell or has a time traveling jewel, at least he won’t be able to follow us. Destroying the portal now means that he won’t have it for use in the future — Aidan? Are you alright?’

My eyes were fixed on Iskandor, wide with realization. ‘You were the little boy.’

Iskandor looked at me as if seeing me for the first time.

‘I don’t know how I didn’t see it sooner,’ I continued in a low voice. ‘I supposed my mind was just consumed with too much grief, turmoil, and information…I didn’t see what was right in front of me. I always thought the boy was just a hallucination, but it was you in that blinding light.’

Iskandor just stared at me in silence.

‘The light, as you now know, was Iskandor shape-shifting,’ Timor explained in an even voice; he wasn’t attempting to patronize or talk down to me in any way — merely helping me put things in perspective. ‘But he was still a baby dragon, his powers weren’t fully developed yet. The transformation took too long; by the time it was complete, it was already too late.’

My eyes drifted away from them for a moment, and I glanced around vacantly. All this time, though I hadn’t spoken of it since that first night, I had silently placed some blame on Iskandor for not saving me when he had the chance — when the truth was that Iskandor had, in reality, risked his own life to do that very thing; and because he, in his own mind, had failed, he carried the guilt of that failure…for three thousand years.

I looked over at Iskandor. He was sitting in the clearing, and his head was down; but I could see his eyes clearly, and the tears that came from them.

Iskandor — a dragon — was crying. All because he had failed to save my life. A human life.

‘I’ve seen many things in my short life,’ Timor said in a voice so low I barely heard it, ‘but I’ve never seen, nor heard of, a dragon crying.’

Drawing myself up against my own sadness and shame, I walked over to Iskandor. No sob escaped his body; he wept silently. I stood by his head, and dropped down to both knees — something I had never done before. I had never worshipped any gods, so I never had cause to do it for that reason, and I had bowed on one knee for King Baladir, as was proper. But I got down on both knees for my dragon friend.

‘Forgive me, Iskandor. I have been a true fool. My death was no fault of yours. I don’t deserve your forgiveness, but if you will grant it to me, I give you my word that I will never place blame on you for anything ever again.’

Despite his tears, Iskandor chuckled. ‘You are human, Aidan — don’t make promises you cannot keep.’

I was somewhat dispirited at this, but conceded that he was right. ‘Fair enough — I give you my word that I will never question your loyalty ever again.’

Iskandor smiled. ‘I can accept that.’

***

After Iskandor and I had finally cleared the air between us concerning my death, the three of us settled down for a quick meal of dried meat and dried fruit that Timor had in his pack, and then we discussed our immediate plans. As our options were quite limited, we decided that we would travel to the nearest city to stock up on supplies and see if we could pick up any gossip and news from the time period we currently occupied.

Now that I had learned the truth about Iskandor’s sacrifice and attempt to save my life, I felt as if a fog had been lifted from my heart and my mind; I had already trusted him with my life, but when it came to the moment of my death, there was always that moment of underlying doubt. Now that the truth had been uncovered, that last wall that kept Iskandor and I from true friendship had melted away.

The city we were traveling to was called Knol, a city that stood quite literally in the shadow of the Elven/Dwarven unified nation. As a result, Knol suffered from a lack of tourism and business; though elves and dwarves are friendly enough races, they’re not exactly fond of humans (or any other race for that matter) coming into their land uninvited and without reason.

‘Iskandor,’ I said as the three of us walked through the mountain pass, ‘what did I do during the battle with Sirak in the cave? Whatever I did seemed to stop the spell that he cast.’

‘I do not know, Aidan,’ Iskandor responded. ‘You knelt in front of me, put both of your fists on the ground — and it seemed to me that you generated a force field that, even unstable, was still strong enough to stop a very powerful magic spell.’

‘Fascinating,’ Timor observed. ‘I know you don’t want to hear this, Aidan, but you really should put more thought into developing these powers — they will prove quite useful to you and to all of us in our upcoming trials.’

What was ‘fascinating’ to me is that he didn’t quite have the same amount of enthusiasm that he usually had when he said things like that.

However, he was right; I didn’t want to hear it — but I swallowed my words of irritation. ‘I have no intention of doing that. I never wanted these powers, and I can get by without them.’

‘Aidan, do you realize how much stronger you would be if —’

‘Let it go, Timor,’ Iskandor said. ‘We have company.’

We had just reached the Valley of Amity, and I turned to see three elves heading in our direction. Timor let out a slight gasp. ‘That’s not good.’

I frowned a little. ‘Why is that?’

‘Think about this, Aidan — at this very moment, your dead body is being guarded by Iskandor’s younger self in a cave not too far from here, in their territory.’

The thought hadn’t occurred to me. ‘Hmm…you’re right.’

‘Better to not mention anything we experienced in the future,’ Iskandor said in a low voice. ‘We would never be believed.’

I looked at Timor and spoke quickly. ‘Aren’t you on friendly terms with the elves?’

‘Not until they are driven into the mountains by the Ther-lor,’ Timor answered. ‘That doesn’t happen for a few more centuries.’

I sighed. ‘This time-travel stuff is too confusing.’

‘Greetings, travelers,’ the head elf said as he approached. ‘I am Liem, leader of the elven military, and this is Taden, and Nydel.’

Nydel! I stole a quick glance at the female elf on Liem’s right, directly across from me, trying not to make my curiosity seem to obvious. But it was definitely her, the elf that would go on to be the leader of the elven/dwarven military when I would meet her in three thousand years. She was dressed in tree-colored light clothing, the same as the other two elves, and she didn’t look a bit different than when I would see her in the future.

Liem was staring at Iskandor. ‘I sense a presence about you…’

It occurred to me suddenly that Liem was being more pleasant than usual for an elf who just found some travelers a little too close to elven borders; under normal circumstances, the travelers would have been asked if they were injured, offered medical assistance, then politely asked to leave.

But Liem was staring at Iskandor, and at my face —

My scar —

‘Aren’t you supposed to be guarding the cave?’ Liem asked Iskandor.

All three of us sat there in shock.

We should have prepared for this…

Iskandor sighed. ‘It is true, Liem. Aidan has been somehow resurrected — so to speak — though you’ll find that his body still remains in that cave. It is a long, confusing story, and we do not have time to explain it all now.’

‘But listen carefully, Liem,’ Timor added, ‘Aidan’s body must remain in that cave undisturbed; if anything happens to his body, the Aidan you see in front of you will cease to exist.’

Shock doesn’t even begin to cover what I felt at Timor’s words. It took everything in my power not to glare at him and say, ‘Excuse me?’ Remembering, though, that we had to keep as much as we could from the elves in this time, I masked as much of my shock and bewilderment as I could. It wasn’t an easy task.

That seemed to be fine, because Liem, Nydel, and Taden all expressed it for me. Liem stared at me with wide eyes.

‘Are you some kind of…specter?’ he asked incredulously

I sighed again, thinking that I was probably going to be facing these kinds of questions for the rest of my life. I figured I might as well get used to it.

‘In all honesty, Liem, I wish I had answers for you, and for myself, for that matter. However, I need to ask you and the elves to keep this a secret for as long as possible.’

Liem nodded. ‘Of course, Aidan. We will also help guard your body, at least as much as we can — the dragon doesn’t let us anywhere near the cave.’

I smiled a little at that statement — the young dragon Iskandor was determined to guard the cave alone.

With that, we said farewell to the elves and departed. As soon as we were out of their elven hearing range (we had to walk for a while), I turned to Timor and spoke low and quickly.

‘What do you mean, if something happens to my body in this time, I will cease to exist as you see me now?’

Timor gave me a slightly patronizing look. ‘Again, think about it, Aidan, if something were to happen to your body in this time, it wouldn’t be available when you awoke in the future, now, would it?’

I exhaled a deep breath and shook my head. ‘I’m getting a headache.’






CHAPTER 7

We began our short journey north to Knol, just as some rain clouds started to roll across the sky. As I mentioned earlier, Knol is a town that suffers from its close proximity to the elven and dwarven lands; as a result, it was mostly overrun by thieves and other criminals. The few brave merchants that attempted to operate there never stayed long, but always carried weapons. There were no guards to speak of.

As we approached the south gate, I felt the need to warn the others. ‘Be on your guard, though I don’t think we’ll have too many problems.’

‘Why do you say that?’ Timor asked.

I shrugged. ‘Well, what with me looking the way I do, you being a mage, and the fact that Iskandor practically is a mage, the thieves are likely to avoid us.’

‘If no one really lives here other than the mages, who do the thieves steal from?’ Timor wondered.

‘Mostly each other,’ I answered, ‘though the few merchants that come through town always make great targets.’

‘Why do the merchants even bother coming here if there’s no business to speak of and they’re likely to get robbed?’ Timor asked incredulously.

‘Hope,’ Iskandor answered. ‘The merchants have always thought that Knol would be a great trade city to do business with the elves or the dwarves. They would probably be right — but the criminal element there makes it impossible. The nearby kingdoms don’t believe Knol is worth the effort to clean up and build into a trade city, so they just leave it there to rot.’ He then noticed Timor and I staring at him. ‘I heard some things every now and again while I was guarding the cave.’

‘That seems short-sighted,’ Timor said. ‘So why are we coming here?’

‘Well, you wanted to get supplies, and there’s likely to be a few merchants that will have some,’ I answered. ‘But more importantly, we’re here for information; thieves travel all over the place, lurking in shadows, getting into places most people never see — thieves see and hear more things than most people do…and odd as it may seem, their information is likely to be more accurate than the gossip we’ll hear anywhere else.’

Timor seemed dubious, but didn’t question any further. We were now about to enter the south gate of Knol; the low, crumbling wall of the town was once much higher, but was now practically worthless to those who could just climb over it.

‘All right,’ I said to the others, pulling my black hood over my head, ‘ready yourselves. Here we go.’

We stepped through the south gate, into the town of Knol — and I suddenly felt like I’d just stepped into a tavern in a strange town where no one knows who you are.

As soon as we entered the gate, everyone on the street stopped and stared at us. Some even peeked out from the windows of buildings. What they were thinking was plain on their faces; some were thinking fresh meat (for robbing), others were thinking they weren’t going to go anywhere near us (due to our peculiar look), and still others were simply shocked that we came in through the south gate (from the elven/dwarven lands).

We stopped and stared back, both at the people and at our surroundings. The inside of Knol was as rundown as the outside of it was; several buildings looked completely deserted, and there were no banners or decorations to speak of. The fact that it was starting to rain only seemed to add to the depressing ambiance.

We glared at Knol’s inhabitants a few seconds longer, and then started walking right down the middle of the street. As we did, we could hear them speaking in low voices to each other:

‘The one could be an easy target.’

‘He’s a wizard! He only needs one arm to turn you into a slug!’

‘How ‘bout the young wizard? He might not know a lot ‘bout magic yet…’

‘You willing to take that risk? Besides, I don’t think the guy in the dark getup and two swords is gonna let you get close enough.’

Just then, one of the thieves decided to bump into me. I’d seen plenty of thieves in my days as a knight, and instantly recognized the classic pickpocketing technique, but I had nothing for him to pickpocket.

I turned my head and glared at the thief, using the full force of my white eyes. The thief recoiled in horror, and just as I was about to reach out and grab him, he let out a high-pitched scream and ran for his life, yelling, ‘Demon! Demon!’

‘Dammit,’ I muttered.

‘Do not worry yourself too much, Aidan,’ Iskandor said. ‘We will have plenty more chances, I am sure.’

Timor stopped in front of a large building. ‘Why don’t we go in here? There may be a merchant inside.’

I shrugged. ‘I suppose it’s as good a place as any to check.’

The building we entered looked like it might have once been an inn, but now it was just like every other building in Knol: nameless, rundown, and without a higher purpose. The large room we entered was filthy, with pieces of destroyed furniture littering the area and, as with the streets themselves, no decorations to speak of. There were a couple of members of Knol’s ‘citizens’ at the far right end of the room, next to a set of stairs leading to the second floor, but in the left corner, directly across from where we entered, was a man, wearing brightly colored middle-class clothing, standing behind a wooden booth with some goods spread out across the front of it. The booth was guarded by two large, ferocious-looking dogs.

As we approached the booth, both dogs stood up and slunk toward us, emitting low growls. The dogs could easily have been twins; both came up to my waist in height, both had mean, dark eyes, both had long, sharp teeth, and both had brown and black fur. The only difference was in the pattern of the fur. I also noticed that neither dog was chained up — they were allowed to roam wherever they wanted, but chose to stay by their master.

The man smiled as we approached, though we halted our approach at the warning growl from the dogs. ‘Hello, strangers! My name is Edwin — what can I do for you today?’ His greeting was extremely friendly, but I noticed that he was reaching with his right hand to his belt, possibly for a weapon.

Timor took a step forward. The dogs’ growling didn’t alter. ‘Do you have some goods for sale today?’

Edwin nodded. ‘I do…but you see, this is a dangerous town, so I hope you’ll understand if I insist on seeing some coin before I show you my wares.’

Timor took a step forward. ‘Certainly —’

I grabbed a hold of his sleeve. ‘Hold it, Timor —’ I looked at Edwin, who seemed disconcerted by the nature of my eyes. ‘You are correct, sir, this is a very dangerous town — and I notice your hand a little too close to your belt for my comfort. So why don’t you pull out the weapon you’re keeping there, and my friend will show you his coin?’

Just then, the dog on my right let out a loud bark, accompanied by a deep growl.

‘Using the dogs to guard you is a great idea,’ I added, ‘but if either of them makes a move toward me, I will slice them in half.’

Edwin, eyes glued to my appearance, gave a low whistle which apparently told the dogs to back down.

‘Now, Aidan,’ Iskandor said lightly, ‘There’s no need for hostility. I can see these dogs have served him well.’

‘They have indeed,’ Edwin agreed. ‘The thieves — even a whole band of them — always think twice before trying to rob me. They have saved me many times. That one —’ he nodded toward one of them ‘— is named Copper, and the other is named Mikey.’

‘Hey!’ shouted one of the thieves who was across the room when we entered. He was speaking to the other thief in the room, and they were heading toward us. ‘Those three have the dogs out of the way — let’s roll Edwin!’

I spun around, pulling out one of my swords in the same motion, and held the tip of the blade just inches from the speaker’s throat.

The thief’s eyes were wide with surprise. ‘O-or,’ he stuttered, ‘we’ll just go back to where we come from.’

‘I would,’ I said, and when the thieves had returned to their original places, I half-turned back to Edwin (who seemed to be having a bit of trouble recovering from our interruption). ‘We’ll help guard you while you do business with my friend.’

‘Aidan?’

The voice didn’t belong to either Timor or Iskandor, but it was very familiar.

How does everyone in this time recognize me?

I turned toward the door we’d entered, and there, almost blocking the doorway, stood a mountain of a man, wearing a suit of armor, with a huge broadsword sheathed to his back. He still had long, brown hair, but the dark, brown eyes no longer seemed to dance with as much humor and life as they used to.

‘Derrick?’ I whispered.

Derrick’s eyes seemed to stare right through me. ‘It is you. By the gods…what happened to you? When I saw you standing there, I literally thought that I’d seen a ghost! Of course, I’d stood by your side for a long time, so even when you just moved, my instinct told me that it was you, even though you look nothing like you. But when you pulled your sword on that thief, I knew you were no ghost…a ghost would have just eviscerated him or something.’

I smiled; maybe there was some of the old Derrick in there after all.

Derrick took a couple of steps toward me. ‘I had heard that you were dead.’

I sighed. ‘You didn’t necessarily hear wrong, but now is not really the time and place to talk about it. I promise you, though, that you will hear the full story soon enough.’

Derrick was then standing in front of me. He continued to stare at me for a couple of seconds longer, then he shook his head slowly from side-to-side — and then his face burst into an expression of joy. ‘Aidan!’ Then he grabbed me in a crushing embrace. ‘It is so good to see you, my friend!’

I embraced him back, genuinely happy to see him as well; Derrick had remained a good and loyal friend throughout all my time serving in Delmar’s military. And it pleased me that my new, ghostly appearance didn’t intimidate him.

I released him and started talking, pleased at our good fortune. ‘It must be an act of the gods that we meet like this! Derrick…bad things are about to happen in Delmar.’

Derrick gave me a puzzled look, but didn’t answer.

His reaction distracted me for a second, but I continued, in a low voice. ‘In a few months, the castle will be infiltrated by dark clerics called the Dyn’osi —’

‘Aidan —’

‘— who will perform an ancient ritual that will turn everyone in the city into strange beings —’

‘Aidan —’

‘— and this cult will spread like a cancer over the entire world!’

‘Aidan — stop.’

I looked at Derrick, astonished at his reaction. ‘Why?’

He sighed, and his eyes were far away. ‘Everything you just said, everything you described…has already happened. It all happened six months ago.’

I felt the blood drain from my face almost immediately. My first thought was, I’m not going to get my chance to save…to save —

In one motion, I had spun and grabbed Timor by the throat. ‘You told me…’

The next thing I knew, I was down on my knees, clutching my head with both hands, while in my mind, I was back in the Dead Citadel, locked in mortal combat with a crimson-eyed, obsidian-skinned version of my mentor. In the distance, I could hear familiar voices, trying to break through my subconscious, but they were unsuccessful.

***

When I came to, I was on the far side of the room (I’d later be told that Derrick had ‘persuaded’ the other two thieves to leave), Iskandor kneeling next to me, speaking to me in low, soothing tones. His words weren’t really registering in my mind, but his voice was having a very calming effect on me.

Not far away, Timor seemed to be concluding our story to Derrick, who, despite the fantastic nature of it all, was listening very intently. That probably had a lot to do with witnessing my latest mental breakdown, though. On the other side of the room, Edwin watched everything that was going on with a look of concern, mixed with curiosity.

‘So…this Sirak forced Aidan to fight…Garridan,’ Derrick said his name in a low tone, apparently at Timor’s urging, but it made no difference at this point anyway, ‘who had been turned into one of those…things?’

‘Yes,’ Timor answered. ‘As you have seen and might expect, he hasn’t been nearly the same since.’

‘I wouldn’t expect him to be,’ Derrick said quietly. ‘The General took this farm boy, with nothing but dreams of becoming a knight, and made everything he ever dreamed for come true, beyond his wildest imagination. He was Aidan’s mentor, father, friend — everything to him, really. And then Aidan is forced to kill him, or be killed himself — the fact that he’s gone a little cuckoo doesn’t surprise me at all.’

There was a pause in conversation, and then Derrick said, ‘If I ever get my hands on this Sirak guy, I’ll make him wish he never left this Netherealm, or whatever the place is.’

‘If we could return to our key conundrum,’ Iskandor said in a stern voice, ‘what do we do now that we’ve arrived too late to save Delmar?’

Timor sighed. ‘Well, I can only think of two options. One, we try and find out if there is a way that we can reverse the effects of the ritual, or two, we find out when the cultists are going to make their move the next city and ambush them as they do.’

‘How can we find out if the effects of the ritual can be reversed?’ Iskandor asked.

Timor thought for a moment. ‘Well, I know of a great wizard who lives in the castle in the kingdom of Longchester, a couple of weeks north of here — it’s our next best bet.’

‘Then that should be our destination,’ Iskandor said. ‘Conduct whatever business you need to with Edwin and then we’ll be on our way. Derrick, will you be joining us?’

Derrick smiled. ‘Of course! That is, if you’ll have me.’

Iskandor smiled in return. ‘You’ve been Aidan’s faithful companion for many years; I would be pleased if you would accompany us.’

Derrick bowed respectfully. ‘Then consider me part of the group. Although…we may have another joining us, if that would be alright. I’m supposed to be meeting someone here.’ He turned his gaze to me. ‘That’s the reason I’m all the way out here.’

Just as I was about to ask who Derrick was waiting for, I heard a voice yell, ‘Get them!’ My mental fatigue forgotten, I jumped up and drew my swords, and saw Derrick draw his broadsword. Timor rejoined us from Edwin’s booth and started chanting in a low voice. Copper and Mikey were up and growling and a split second. From the second floor, eleven thieves flooded into the room, including the two that were in the room originally.

Just as it seemed as if all hell was going to break loose, a female voice rang out from behind us:

‘Enough!’

All eyes turned toward the door, where stood a human female with brown hair with gray streaks, wearing a dark brown buttoned shirt, matching brown trousers, a leather belt, and knee-high leather boots, as well as a leather overcoat. Her hair was done in a tight braid, and she had a bow and a quiver of arrows slung to her back. She was dripping wet from the rain.

I knew her, and I knew that all of the thieves knew her too; she was Kirra, the Queen of the Thieves — a moniker she earned with her aristocratic demeanor (for a thief). She backed up her superior status by not taking any hassle from anybody, be it thief, guard, child, ogre, or minotaur. To be sure, I wouldn’t have been surprised if she had picked up a rock and flung it at a dragon who had flown a little too close to the ground and messed up her hair. All the guards in the world knew who she was; she only robbed the richest people in whatever city she was in, so she always had wanted posters everywhere. She had many other nicknames: ‘The Duchess’, ‘The Tigress’, ‘The Dark Lady’, ‘The Countess’, just to name a few.

Kirra strolled into room. ‘What is going on here?’

‘L-lady Kirra!’ one of the thieves stammered. ‘We didn’t know you was in town.’

‘And yet, here I am,’ Kirra said, raising her hands and looking around at her surroundings. ‘Now explain to me why you are about to attack my friends.’

Friends? What in the name of the gods is she talking about?

Apparently, the thief was thinking the same thing. ‘Friends? But, we didn’t…I-I mean, there was — how could —’

Kirra put up one of her hands to silence him. ‘Allow me to help you out, Dolf. Choose one of those sentences, start from the beginning, then finish it — you’ll find yourself less confused.’

This was not the case — Dolf only seemed more confused.

‘You have no more business here at this time,’ Kirra said sternly. ‘I suggest you all disperse — I have important matters to discuss with these people.’

The thieves all lowered their heads, and slowly they started to leave. Some went back up the stairs, while others went around us and headed out the door.

When the thieves were finally gone, Kirra turned her attention to us.

‘Derrick, my friend, it is good to see you again.’

Again with the word “friend”…Derrick, who served alongside me in the knighthood, friends with a thief?

‘And you as well, Kirra,’ Derrick responded. ‘I thought you were retired,’ he added with a smile.

Kirra shrugged. She then looked around at the rest of us. ‘You didn’t tell me that you were going to be having a party when I arrived.’

Derrick chuckled. ‘I apologize, but quite frankly, I wasn’t expecting to be having one. May I present Iskandor, Timor the Wizard and Aidan of Delmar.’

At the mention of my name, Kirra’s eyes got wide and she glared at me. Then she turned back to Derrick. ‘That is not Aidan of Delmar. I would know him anywhere.’

I was somewhat taken aback by her reaction, but I remained silent. Derrick seemed to share the same reaction, but said, ‘I assure you that it is…it is a long story, but I give you my word.’

‘A thief? I said to Derrick, staring incredulously. ‘We’re joining forces with a thief?

‘Sometimes you have to dance with evil in order to get where you need to go,’ Derrick returned.

I was suddenly furious, feeling like Derrick was giving up his honor to work with a bottom feeder like Kirra.

Kirra got right in my face — she had spunk, I give her that. ‘Do you have a problem with me, Aidan?’

I stared right back. ‘I always have a problem with your kind.’

‘A woman?’

How dare she imply that! ‘No. You are a thief, a pest to society.’

Kirra smirked at me. ‘Are you really so arrogant and self-righteous?’

I didn’t blink. ‘If by that, you mean I enjoy fighting for what’s right, then yes.’

Kirra gave me an obnoxious look, then she turned back to Derrick. ‘Why don’t you tell me why you summoned me?’ Then she turned and marched out of the room.

Derrick gave me a pleading look of apology. I just smiled and shrugged in response. ‘Catch up with us,’ he said, then he, too, left the room.

Timor looked at Iskandor and I. ‘This should be interesting.’

I couldn’t help but agree.






CHAPTER 8

When Iskandor, Timor, and I rejoined Derrick and Kirra in the streets of Knol, the rain had finally stopped, and Derrick was just about finished catching Kirra up on our story. However, contrary to Derrick’s intent listening when Timor told him the story, Kirra’s reaction was one of amusement. As we approached, Kirra’s eyes met mine and her lips curved in a smile that was mocking in its nature. Evidently, she found something about the story funny — what that was, I had no idea. But I wasn’t about to let her get the best of me that easily; in response to her smile, I sarcastically smiled back.

I caught up with Derrick, who was conversing with Kirra. When Kirra caught sight of me, that smile spread across her face again. ‘So, Aidan — I see that your hair grew a little during your death.’ She made her remark quite loud enough for everyone to hear.

Derrick cast her a reproving glance. I chose to ignore her. ‘Derrick, how exactly was it that you weren’t in Delmar when the ritual took place? Not that I’m not happy about that, mind you…I think you understand where I’m coming from.’

Derrick smiled lightly. ‘After you were exiled, Garridan protested fiercely. He was thrown in the dungeons for his efforts.’

I was in shock, and my heart broke a little.

‘With you two gone,’ Derrick continued, ‘the king was relying on me more than ever. The political situation just got worse, and the strain was just too much on me. The king granted me some time away, so I traveled west and got away for a week, giving me a small chance to get myself together. It wasn’t nearly enough, but I took it anyway. When I returned, no one would open the gates, and then I noticed the black beings with red eyes on top of the wall. I knew something terrible had happened, and I spent a great deal of time trying to figure out how to fix it. After that, I had no idea what to do…I wandered from town to town for a while, until I thought about Kirra here. I thought she might be able to use her skills to help me get in the city, so I traveled to Knol, seeking her help. As my good fortune would have it, you were there too, along with Timor and Iskandor, and you were out to accomplish the same mission.’

‘Yeah, even dead men can be of great help sometimes,’ Kirra quipped.

I ignored her again. ‘Saving Delmar is their mission,’ I corrected Derrick. ‘All I wanted to do was save Garridan… and get even with Norvin.’

Derrick’s expression, which had become jovial toward the end of his story, quickly disintegrated into a look of disappointment. ‘You’re not going to save Delmar?’

I was quiet for a second. ‘My heart is still broken,’ I said in a low voice.

‘Your ego knows no bounds, does it?’ Kirra said with disgust.

That set me off—I spun around and was face-to-face with Kirra in an instant. ‘This has nothing to do with ego. Put yourself in my position — could you see yourself simply putting things aside and going back to save the very country that betrayed you with no remorse at all?’

Kirra didn’t answer.

‘But I told you why I thought Baladir —’ Derrick started, but I cut him off.

‘— why you “thought”. Regardless, it doesn’t change anything.’

Derrick sighed. ‘But the innocent people didn’t have anything to do with it.’

I sighed. ‘I promise you, Derrick, my heart is also broken for those people. They were always so good to me. But when I think about home now — all it does is make me angry.’

Derrick nodded, and I think he understood — at least to some degree. ‘I just…I just can’t help but think what would have happened if I never left Alexia, or if I had come back sooner…maybe I could have done something —’

‘More likely that you would be just another one of those lifeless, mindless creatures, just like all the rest,’ I said evenly.

Derrick looked at me, and then he smiled. ‘Yeah, you’re probably right. Only a voice of reason like you could be so blunt.’

I grinned and shrugged. ‘There was no way for you to see it coming, Derrick — that was how the whole thing was designed. The cult apparently snuck in somehow — well, Timor told you the story.’

Derrick nodded. ‘Once the cultists got in and started this ritual, it took three days to finish it — and when it was done, everyone was turned into these “Ther-lor”.’

‘So Aidan,’ Kirra piped up, ‘your eyes are paler than your skin is. I didn’t know that death caused anything like that.’

‘Come on, Kirra,’ Derrick said. ‘That’s enough.’

‘Oh, come on, Derrick,’ Kirra said in a pleading voice. ‘I was just going to ask if he woke up in a coffin, or some type of mausoleum.’

Suddenly, there was a flash of light, and a deafening roar from behind us — and when we spun around, there was an enormous blue dragon standing not ten feet away from us.

It was Iskandor, in dragon form.

Kirra screamed and stumbled backward, almost falling over, and Derrick drew his broadsword; it quickly became clear to me that Derrick had no idea what was going on, except that he thought we were about to be attacked.

He wasn’t the only one who had no clue what was going on, but I didn’t have time to ask Iskandor; I had to stop Derrick from fighting with him.

I stepped in between the two and faced Derrick, not bothering to draw my swords. ‘Derrick, put away your sword. It’s Iskandor.’

Derrick’s eyes widened in surprised, and he looked frantically around at all of us, noticing finally that the human Iskandor was missing.

‘Iskandor?!’ Derrick then looked at Timor. ‘You told me that he saved Aidan!’

‘Iskandor did save Aidan,’ Timor said. ‘Though it occurs to me that when I told you the story, I neglected to mention that Iskandor’s true form is that of a dragon.’

Derrick was still poised to attack, and I knew exactly what was going through his mind. He grew up in Delmar, a country that hated dragons, and now, here was a dragon right in front of him. All of his instincts were telling him to attack. I took a step closer to him, still weaponless.

‘Derrick, listen to me very carefully,’ I said in an even voice, attempting to make eye contact, but Derrick’s eyes were still glued to Iskandor. ‘You and I served together in the White Army for a long time — we stood side-by-side on the battlefield on many occasions. I will always have your back, no matter what. But I tell you this: he has saved my life several times, in more ways than I can express. I give you my word that he will not attack — so I ask that you put your sword away, or I will be forced to draw mine.’

Derrick’s expression was not one of anger, defiance, or even determination; it was more like shock, bewilderment, and confusion. Several seconds passed, during which time, his eyes passed from Iskandor to myself, and then back again…and then finally, he exhaled sharply and lowered his broadsword.

‘I — I know he’s not going to attack,’ Derrick breathed. He looked down at the ground for a moment, and took another breath. ‘I’m sorry, Aidan…and to you, Iskandor, I sincerely apologize. You must understand how I grew up, bred to mistrust dragons, though no one could ever give me a straight reason why, other than to make reference to an attack on Delmar that occurred centuries ago. I may not understand the full nature of what you have done for Aidan, but I do greatly appreciate it.’

Iskandor nodded his head slightly. ‘No apologies are necessary, Derrick. I’m sure much of what you were taught in Delmar about dragons is true…but like humans, there are bad seeds among us, and good seeds as well. Even among our kind, there has never been an answer as to why the three dragons attacked Alexia. I remember asking some of the elder dragons when I was young. But such cowardice has never been my personality; I am here to help, and that is exactly what I intend to do.’

‘I know that,’ Derrick agreed. ‘I’ve always known that. Just — next time, a little warning would be nice before you decided to suddenly inflate to fifty feet tall and become very scaly — there are only so many places to clean your clothes on a journey like this.’

Iskandor chuckled.

Confusion settled, I rounded on Iskandor. ‘What in the name of the gods what that all about?’

Iskandor’s eyes were fixed in one direction, and I followed his eye line — he was glaring at Kirra. But when I looked back at the dragon, he was back to looking at nothing in particular. ‘I simply needed to stretch a bit — it gets so cramped in my human form.’

With that, the dragon performed a long stretch, grunting with the effort — coincidentally showing his rows of razor-sharp teeth at the same time.

After his ‘stretch’, Iskandor was satisfied and in another flash, he was back to his human form. Derrick and Kirra walked on ahead of us, both glancing back every so often — Kirra much more often than Derrick.

‘What was the meaning of that?’ Timor whispered harshly to Iskandor.

‘Merely letting her know that I am here,’ Iskandor answered simply. ‘Her derogatory remarks toward Aidan were irritating me, especially considering my own guilt. Trading verbal barbs is one thing — your death is another thing entirely, a personal matter for me. I decided that showing her my true form might whip her into shape.’

I lowered my head and smiled a little to myself; the look on Kirra’s face was priceless.

***

The next week of travel went by rather uneventfully. Kirra kept her distance from me for a couple of days, casting me odd looks when she thought I wasn’t looking. Finally, toward the end of the second day, she seemed to figure out that it was my death that she should stay away from when assaulting me with verbal barbs; so she went back to quipping me about my personality and other such things. But even then, I noticed, the jokes were coming very occasionally.

Several nights later, a storm forced us to seek shelter while we were traveling through a wooded area. Derrick scouted ahead and found a cave not too far to the north, and Derrick and I explored it to see if it was safe. My ability to see in the dark helped a great deal, but only went so far — and the cave seemed to stretch on forever. Seeing nothing there, and hearing nothing unusual, we didn’t worry anymore about it, we only needed to stay there one night.

When we were finally settled, I thought that it was as good a time as any to ask Timor some questions.

‘Timor…why do you think we arrived too late from the time portal?’

Timor cast me a surprised look. ‘It certainly wasn’t intentional, if that’s what you’re implying, Aidan.’

‘I didn’t say that,’ I replied, although my original question did have an accusatory tone to it. I had no idea why, really — he was the one who wanted to save Delmar, not me.

Iskandor cut us off before our exchange could go any farther. ‘Timor and I have discussed this already. Timor has traveled through time on many occasions — he does not believe that he miscast the time travel spell.’

‘Perhaps he was slightly distracted by the battle that was raging right by him,’ I said with a shrug.

‘Even I admit that possibility, but I still don’t believe it to be true,’ Timor said. ‘Mages are trained to block out everything that is going on around them and concentrate entirely on their spell casting — the slightest miscalculation could result in our death.’

‘Timor and I have discussed another theory,’ Iskandor continued. ‘It is entirely possible that Sirak unintentionally disrupted the time travel spell by casting his lightning spell. The powerful spell cast by Sirak, in close proximity, most likely disrupted the time travel spell being cast.’

I knew very little about magic, but I had to admit that that made sense…sort of.

‘Is it possible that it was intentional on Sirak’s part, that he knew exactly what he was doing?’ I asked.

‘Not very likely,’ Timor answered. ‘Even if he knew that casting his spell would disrupt my spell, he would have no idea what way the time travel spell would be effected — it could have sent us back earlier in time, which would not have been propitious for him at all. It is much more likely that he simply meant to murder us.’

I thought for a moment. ‘Is it likely that my force field disrupted the spell?’ I asked quietly.

‘Very unlikely,’ Timor responded. ‘It would take a violent force to disrupt any spell, and a force field is a defensive one. I will say, truthfully, that the lightning spell crashing against the force field may have added to the disruption, but that said, if you hadn’t put up the force field, we would all be dead. The force field saved us, Aidan, so don’t think that this is your fault.’

I accepted Timor’s words and put it out of my mind.

‘Well, there he goes, messing up everyone’s plans,’ Kirra piped up — apparently, she’d been quiet for too long and could no longer contain herself. ‘When this Sirak showed up, why didn’t you bore him with arrogant remarks about your greatness? I’m sure that would have driven him away in a hurry.’

I looked at her and narrowed my eyes. ‘Kirra, I’m sure if you were there, that feat would have been accomplished a long time ago, no matter what form of verbiage you chose to use on him.’

‘Oh, ho!’ Derrick exclaimed. ‘How about that, huh?’ He clapped Kirra on the shoulder good-naturedly, but with such force that it nearly knocked her into the fire. ‘Personally, I would have preferred the lightning spell to bounce off of your force field and torch Sirak like a tree in a thunderstorm — now that would have been a sight.’

‘I have to ask you, strictly out of curiosity,’ I began, addressing Timor. ‘I remember you telling me that you had to work for years just to cast the simplest spells. You are only an apprentice, and I’m going to assume that the time-travel spell is one of the more complicated spells you can learn. How did you do it?’

Timor hesitated before he answered. ‘About a year before we were attacked by the Ther-lor, I was poking around the Tower of Wizards, and I came across a stone that I had never seen before. I inquired about it, saying only that I had read about it in a book somewhere. The wizards I spoke to confirmed that it was, indeed, a time-traveling jewel. I was fascinated, and I began to search out the spell, which took several months before I could even locate it in a book. When the Ther-lor attacked, I escaped, and ended up near one of the time traveling portals. I decided to take my chances and cast the spell. It worked — though it nearly killed me.’

‘How did you and Iskandor meet?’ I asked, fascinated.

Timor sighed. ‘During my time-traveling exploits, I decided to travel further in time to see what would become of the Ther-lor invasion. At one point, I found myself in the forest of Vidasel, I came across the dragon, and the cave where your body lay sleeping. He was quite startled to see me.’

Iskandor smiled, nodding. ‘It took a while to convince me that he had no ill intentions. From there, we became friends, and he traveled a bit further to see when you would wake up.’

‘Timor, you said that Iskandor and I would have to avoid our younger selves while in this time,’ I said thoughtfully. ‘What about you? Don’t we have to worry about running into your younger self as well?’

‘Not at all,’ Timor answered simply. ‘I will not be born for several more decades.’

My eyes nearly popped out of my head. ‘You’re not from this time?’ That explained his wistfulness when he was staring at the shattered time-traveling jewel.

Timor shook his head, and was about to answer, when Derrick suddenly held his hand up.

‘Did you hear that?’

We all fell silent and listened, but it was hard to hear anything over the thunder, the wind, and pouring rain.

Then we all heard it: a high-pitched growl, followed by several more, coming from the other end of the cave.

Suddenly, a few seconds later, it sounded like a lot more.

We all jumped to our feet, Derrick, Kirra, and I drawing our weapons.

‘Everyone stand behind me!’

We all obliged. I stood right behind Iskandor, so I could use my night-seeing ability to see what threat was hunting us. It was too dark for me to see the other end of the cave, but I could hear the creatures coming around the corner — their growls became much clearer at that point. And then…I could see them very clearly.

‘Goblins!’ I whispered harshly to everyone behind me. I heard Derrick curse. I silently cursed myself for a fool.

We should have explored further…

No time to worry about that now — I could kick myself later. The goblins were filing around the corner, and there seemed to be no end to them. Like all goblins, they were green-skinned, thin, bloodthirsty — not particularly intelligent, but smart enough to make their own crude weapons (or take them off of corpses) and know how to use them. They were creeping as silently as possible through the cave, thinking that we couldn’t see them, when, at least, I could.

‘Get ready,’ Iskandor whispered — for what, he didn’t say, but I obeyed anyway.

Several more seconds, and then —

Iskandor unleashed a fireball that exploded on the floor of the cave, sending goblins flying everywhere. The ground in front of the goblins was on fire, and the rage of the goblins was evident by their loud screeching.

‘The fire won’t last long!’ Iskandor shouted. ‘Out of the cave!’

The five of us scattered out of the cave, into the unforgiving storm. We then turned to face the threat, Kirra, Derrick, and I in front with our blades, Timor and Iskandor behind ready to wield their ranged magic.

Then, finally, the goblins poured out of the cave and crashed upon us like a tidal wave.

Derrick swung his massive broadsword in a wide arc, dismantling three to four goblins with every swing, while Kirra and I used our quickness and technique to kill as many as we could. Behind us, Timor and Iskandor cast as many spells as they could think of — balls of ice rained on the goblins, tree roots grabbed goblins by their feet.

But despite our efforts, there were just too many goblins. There weren’t as many coming out of the cave anymore, but a few of them were beginning to flank us.

A goblin came at me with two mismatched daggers — I didn’t waste time with extra moves. Using the length advantage of the shortswords, I swung a wide backwards arc with my right arm, slashing the goblin across the chest, then stabbed him through the abdomen with my left hand sword.

Then I heard Kirra’s voice behind me: ‘Get — off of — me!’

I spun around, Kirra crowded by two goblins, who were attempting to overwhelm her. She was holding them off for the moment, but there was a third coming up fast from her right side. I took two quick steps and kicked the approaching goblin solidly in the side, knocking him down, and stabbed him with both swords in the chest. I then turned and swung another backwards arc with my right arm, slashing the goblin on Kirra’s right side in the thigh, following up with a left sword stab into the goblin’s ribcage. The goblin fell, and Kirra took down the remaining goblin.

Without a look at Kirra, I turned my attention back to the battle.

I took a quick look around — Iskandor and Timor were holding up quite well, but Derrick was having problems.

I rushed over to give him a hand. A goblin had jumped on his back, yet Derrick was still attempting to fight off the other advancing goblins. Derrick was trying to buck the goblin off of his back like a horse, and while doing so, he saw me coming.

‘Get it off of me, Aidan!’ He shouted. ‘Smells like a rotting cow!’

Smiling, I slashed the goblin across the back with both swords. It fell to the ground, and I stabbed it in the chest.

Derrick was trying to wipe the smell of goblin off of him.

‘What’s the matter — didn’t want to keep your pet?’ I yelled over the rain and wind, grinning.

‘That’s not a pet — it’s a garbage heap with big ears,’ Derrick retorted.

Finally, the goblins began to scurry away. All told, we survived with minor injuries — I could hear Derrick groaning in pain. Turning toward him, I could see that he was holding his right leg…there was some blood visible on his upper thigh.

‘Let’s set him down inside the cave,’ I heard Kirra say. ‘We need some light.’

I could hear Timor chanting strange words, and then I could see, through my still-foggy vision, what appeared to be a brightly glowing rock, floating in the air.

Finally, I could see well enough to notice that Kirra was stripping the greaves off of Derrick’s legs.

I heard Derrick groan, ‘We’ve never even been on a date.’

‘Shut up,’ Kirra said. Then, under her breath, I heard her mutter, ‘I’m old enough to be your aunt, you ninny.’

Finally succeeding in her task, Kirra examined Derrick’s leg, Timor kneeling next to her. ‘It’s a small stab wound, he’ll be fine. I need some cloth though. Derrick, I’m going to cut off the bottom part of your trousers.’

‘Aww,’ Derrick moaned. ‘I was fond of these trousers.’

‘I’ll steal you new ones,’ Kirra said, then pulled out her dagger. While she was doing that, Timor poured a drop of water from his flask on the wound to clean it, then poured some ointment on it from a vial he had in his pouch. Derrick hissed in pain.

‘Oh, relax, you big baby,’ Kirra smirked. ‘It’s just a boo-boo.’

‘Easy for you to say,’ Derrick said through gritted teeth. ‘Timor, the next time Kirra gets a “boo-boo”, will you let me pour that stuff on it?’

I chuckled, then brought the conversation back to topic. ‘We can’t stay here. As soon as he’s ready, we leave.’






CHAPTER 9

‘Hurry, Aidan! We have to reach Garridan before it’s too late!’

Garridan and his men were surrounded by enemy soldiers, and one by one, Garridan’s men were falling to the enemy’s overwhelming numbers. But Garridan, brave and valiant, fought on with grim determination.

But then, just as Derrick and I were about to strike the first blows against the enemy, Garridan fell to a series of sword blows.

‘NO!!’ I screamed.

Derrick and I made short work of the enemy, fighting with great vigor for our fallen friend. When the remaining enemy soldiers fled, I found Garridan’s body and fell to my knees next to the bloody, lifeless form.

‘I’m sorry,’ I whispered.

‘Aidan!’ Derrick shouted.

I jumped up, swords ready, to find another soldier suddenly right in front of me — he was wearing Delmar armor, his skin was obsidian, and his eyes were blood red.

It was Garridan…the Ther-lor.

‘What —’ I mumbled, looking down at the dead body on the ground, only to find that it wasn’t Garridan lying there — it was the body of another soldier, whom I didn’t recognize.

‘What in the name of the gods —’ I said, looking for Derrick, but he was nowhere to be found.

The Ther-lor Garridan raised his sword and swung —

I woke up with a gasp, my head darting back and forth. It took a moment to figure out where I was. Then it came to me; we were in an old, rundown fort that we had found the previous night. Kirra said it was an old watchtower in Longchester.

Then I noticed there was a dark silhouette standing right by me.

‘Ahh!’ I shouted, startled.

‘Very funny,’ Kirra said. Honestly, my alarmed reaction was not a joke, nor was it an insult about her looks (though she was ten-to-fifteen years older, Kirra had an elegant beauty about her), but rather the fact that she was staring at me when I opened my eyes.

‘How are you feeling?’ she asked.

I frowned slightly, not quite sure how to react to Kirra’s change in attitude toward me. ‘I feel fine,’ I said apprehensively.

‘I’ve heard a little bit about what you can do with your powers,’ Kirra said. She paused for a moment, seemingly not sure how to continue. ‘I’ve heard the stories from Timor, it seems to me that you don’t know what you are fully capable of just yet.’

By now, I had fully recovered from the shock of my sudden wakeup call and Kirra’s change in disposition. ‘Kirra, I don’t think this is the conversation you want to be having. Why don’t you ask me what you really want to ask?’

Kirra sighed. ‘You are smarter than you look. Alright then…during the battle with the goblins, you helped me. Why did you do that?’

I frowned, not understanding the question at all.

Kirra started over. ‘What I mean is, from the time we first met, I have treated you horribly — I have insulted you time and time again. If the situation were reversed, I can’t say I would have helped you — it’s likely that I would have let the goblins slaughter you to death.’

I nodded, taken aback slightly by her words, but appreciated her honesty at the same time.

‘Well, regardless of whether we see eye-to-eye, on the battlefield we are still comrades. If you are in trouble, I am going to do everything I can to help you. It is the code of the Knighthood and the military, but it is also who I am as a person. Yet, I understand your mindset — please don’t take this the wrong way, but thieves are, by their nature, selfish.’

I feared that Kirra would explode in anger and storm away, but to my surprise, she shrugged.

‘I can’t honestly deny that. I appreciate what you did for me.’ Her words came out hesitatingly, and I could tell Kirra wasn’t used to getting help from people or thanking people for said help.

‘There’s nothing to thank me for, Kirra. So I suppose that you have gone from hating me to being indifferent to me.’

Kirra half-smiled in response. ‘Yes…I will no longer notice you from now on.’ With that, she stood up and started to walk away.

‘Kirra,’ I said, stopping her.

‘What?’ she asked, turning around.

‘Why did you become a thief?’ I asked her.

Kirra looked down slightly, considering the question, and walked back toward me slowly. ‘Well, my mom was a thief… my dad was a thief…I really didn’t have much chance at being anything else.’

I nodded.

‘I don’t think my parents ever wanted me to become a thief like them,’ she continued, ‘but they really didn’t have any other skills to teach me. But after both of my parents had died, and it was time for me to go out on my own, I made the decision early on that I didn’t want to steal from just anybody. I had already developed a distain for the wealthy, arrogant aristocrat, the kind of person who has no appreciation for what they have, who treats everyone around them like filth, who truly believes that they own everything.’

‘Those are very risky targets,’ I observed. ‘The more wealthy the target, the more guards they have, and the more security they have.’

‘Indeed,’ she said. ‘I knew I had to very either very careful, or very quick — but usually, I had to be both. True, I got caught a few times, but I scored much more often than I was caught. Over time, my name became legend among thieves and feared among the rich.’

I thought for a moment, and then decided to ask a question that had been lingering in my mind. ‘You must have made a lot of gold by stealing from the wealthy…what did you do with all of it? Your clothes aren’t exactly upper-class, and your weapons are of fairly common design, though well-made.’

Kirra’s eyes seemed to drift far away, and for a moment, it didn’t seem like her mind was here having this conversation with me. But, just like that, her eyes snapped back to attention.

‘I’m afraid that is a personal matter, Aidan. I’m not going to discuss it now…but perhaps, someday, you’ll know the whole story.’ With that, she stood up and left.

I felt a small twinge of regret — like I had gone too far into Kirra’s past, though unintentionally. It was clear that something was haunting her, something that she really didn’t want to discuss, at least with me. But in the same instance, I was glad that Kirra and I had gotten to know each other a little better.

***

‘So does anyone know what type of situation we’re walking into in Longchester?’ I asked the group as we resumed our journey later that day.

Derrick shrugged. ‘Well, as everyone in the kingdom knows, King Holden died, and his young son took the throne —’

‘King Holden died?!’ I exclaimed, suddenly overcome with shock and a slight amount of grief. I didn’t know King Holden well, but had met him once before my death when he was a guest in Alexia. We didn’t speak more than a few words to each other, but those words were very kind and respectful, and it didn’t take much for me to consider him a good man. From everything that I had heard, his people adored him, and he loved them just as much.

‘Oh, yeah…I forgot,’ Derrick said sheepishly. ‘I’m sorry, Aidan. Anyhow, yes, the king passed away, and his son, Marion, whom the King’s Council thought too young and a bit on the immoral side, took the throne.’

‘If the Council thought he wasn’t a good fit, why did they allow him to take the throne?’ I asked.

‘I can answer that,’ Kirra said. ‘From what I heard, there’s more to the king’s death than meets the eye.’

‘What do you mean?’ Derrick questioned.

‘Well, I don’t know anything for certain,’ Kirra said, ‘but it is also fairly well known that he didn’t have much faith in his son as a king.’

I nodded. ‘Well, Marion was very vocal on his views on punishment for crimes…he wanted his country to use torture for even the slightest infraction. In my previous life, no king of Longchester had tortured anyone for many generations.’

‘Torture for pick pocketing,’ Kirra said absentmindedly. ‘I’d like to torture him for even letting that idea creep into his mind.’

‘I’m sure you would, Kirra,’ I said, with a half-smile. Kirra narrowed her eyes in response.

Derrick’s brow was frowned in thought. ‘Are you implying that Prince Marion — well, King Marion now — was involved in his father’s death?’

‘Not directly,’ Kirra answered. ‘I believe that Marion had King Holden assassinated. One thing is true: Marion showed little remorse at his father’s death. The Council put Marion on the throne out of fear. My sources told me that more than half of the eight members were opposed to making him king, but the rest convinced them that if they didn’t, all of them would meet the same demise as their king.’

Derrick shook his head with a bewildered look on his face. ‘How do you hear all of these things?’

Kirra gave him a sly smile. ‘I have eyes and ears everywhere.’

Derrick chuckled. ‘Do your “sources” have any idea on how Lady Mirabelle might feel about this, if such is the case?’

Lady Mirabelle — the Lady Knight of Longchester and leader of their armies. As beautiful as she was deadly on the battlefield, she had no reputation for boasting about her battle skills or her exceptional beauty. I had never met her personally or seen her in battle, but I was told that she was extremely easy to spot on the battlefield, no matter how large the battle. Like me, she never wore a helmet, and her long, wavy red hair was like a beacon to her position. Mirabelle became a knight three years before my death, though she wasn’t much older than me, and there was one thing I did know for sure: she was more beloved and famous than her king. But for King Holden, that was never a problem; he cared for Mirabelle deeply — some say like she was his daughter — and between the two of them, they combined for a presence that bordered on hypnotic among their people.

‘Lady Mirabelle has her suspicions, and she hasn’t been very quiet about them.’ Kirra said. ‘She has told some people around her that she believes Marion to be responsible for King Holden’s death.’

‘Does King Marion know of this?’ Timor asked.

‘He does,’ Kirra said, a bit dramatically, but with certainty.

‘I would suggest that Lady Mirabelle’s days are numbered then,’ I said. ‘If Marion did, in fact, have his father killed, and did so with little or no remorse, you can bet that he’ll do the same to Mirabelle.’

‘I’m not so sure,’ Derrick said thoughtfully. ‘Not only does he need Mirabelle, but if she were to mysteriously die like his father, Marion and his army might well be trampled to death by their own people…which would be funny, come to think of it.’

‘Well, it seems to me that we simply need to be prepared for the worst when we arrive in Longchester,’ Iskandor said.

‘Not as easy as it sounds, my friend,’ Timor said. ‘Assuming we can even get into the castle, we request to King Marion that we need to speak with Azizi, his castle wizard. Hopefully, the king won’t have a problem with that.’

‘Somehow, I don’t think that it’ll be that easy,’ Kirra said in a low voice.

***

Four days later, the five of us stood on a hilltop, looking out across the vast Valley of Yaroth, and on the other side of that valley, stood the Royal City of Longchester. The city was enormous, gray, and square, and from our vantage point, still miles away, the city looked like a beacon of peace.

‘Maybe we’ll arrive and find the city at peace,’ Derrick said.

‘Yes, perhaps they’ll all be naked, holding hands, and dancing around a giant bonfire, singing songs of unicorns and fairy dust,’ Kirra quipped sarcastically.

Derrick shrugged. ‘I’ve seen stranger things.’

Kirra put her hands on her hips and sighed.

‘Things are going to get difficult if we’re walking into a possible war zone,’ I observed. ‘We should be prepared to fight.’

‘We should be prepared to reason,’ Timor corrected me. ‘We’re not going to fight our way through hundreds of people.’

I couldn’t disagree with that — but doubted we’d have better luck reasoning.

‘Let us just get to the gates, and figure out our next move from there,’ Iskandor said. ‘It is getting dark quickly.’

The sun was indeed dipping low in the sky, and so we started down the hill into the Yaroth Valley. A light wind blew through the valley, and the atmosphere was quite peaceful. A few small clouds drifted overhead, watching us cross the valley from above. The valley itself was green and grassy, with several patches of trees, and a few large rocks lying scattered in various places.

As the sun began to approach the horizon, the city gates of Longchester finally came into view, as well as the two guards posted outside of them.

‘What are we going to tell them?’ Kirra asked.

‘What’s wrong with the truth?’ Timor asked in return.

Kirra glared at the young wizard. ‘Because the truth is that we know about a ritual that no one else knows about, we have a soldier in our midst who is supposed to be dead, —’ Kirra jerked a thumb in my direction ‘— and we are bringing a dragon into an anti-dragon country. Now you tell me — what’s wrong with the truth?’

‘There is no need for us to explain the entire story,’ Timor said. ‘All we really need to do is request an audience with King Marion. All other facts can be omitted for the purposes of our entry.’

‘Oh,’ Kirra muttered thoughtfully. ‘Yes, I suppose that could work.’

I glanced at Kirra. ‘In mentioning all the reasons why we wouldn’t get into the city, Kirra, you left out one thing — yourself. I’m sure the guards will be very thrilled to hear that the “Queen of the Thieves” is going to try to simply stroll into the city.’

Kirra gave me a sharp, penetrating look.

‘He’s not wrong,’ Derrick added. ‘Let me do the talking.’

‘Aidan, perhaps you should put up your hood,’ Iskandor suggested. ‘We may have better luck if the guards cannot see our eyes.’

I agreed.

We stopped a short distance from the gates, and I could hear the guards coming out to greet us. The top half of my vision was obscured by my black hood; all I could see directly in front of me was the back of Derrick’s steel greaves and steel boots. I could see Kirra’s leather boots next to Derrick, feel Iskandor’s presence next to me, and hear Timor’s light shuffling next to Kirra.

Next thing I heard was, ‘Woah, hey, watch out!’

And then Derrick’s body was colliding with mine and I was crashing to the ground.

Frantically, I scrambled to my feet and drew my swords. I felt a small impact, and saw the two guards flying backward, crashing to the ground.

‘They’re Ther-lor!’ Iskandor screamed at me.

Derrick and Kirra scrambled backward, still not sure exactly what they were dealing with. Timor and Iskandor readied their ranged magic, and I charged in with my swords. There were only two of them, I should have been able to handle it…

The gates to the royal city were opening.

‘Aidan, look out!’ Timor screamed.

I skidded to a stop as I saw more Ther-lor emerging from the gates. It was far too many for even me to handle.

Someone was laughing from the top of the wall.

King Marion was standing there, his head thrown back, laughing with glee.

You pint-sized bastard.

‘Run!’ I yelled, before turning and following my own advice. But as I was running from the gate, someone was about to pass me, going in the opposite direction.

Someone with long, wavy, red hair…Lady Mirabelle. Reacting instinctively, I quickly swerved in her direction and snatched her over my shoulder.

‘Let me go!’ She screamed. ‘That is my home! Let me go!’

Then I felt a searing pain in my shoulder.

Gasping, I dropped Mirabelle and tumbled to the ground. She continued her sprint for the gates.

‘Stop her!’ I yelled, but I wasn’t sure if anyone heard.

Timor and Iskandor were attempting to keep the Ther-lor back with their magic, while Derrick and Kirra tried to intercept Mirabelle’s path. But somehow, she used a feint move to dodge both of them, and continued on her way.

She’s going to die!

I was thinking that now would be a good time for Iskandor to do a little switch-a-roo, but he had his hands full with the Ther-lor.

Damn it!

My left arm didn’t really agree with me (Mirabelle had stabbed me in the shoulder blade), but I pulled myself up and charged back into the fray. Mirabelle had reached the Ther-lor and was fighting with everything she had. She really was an amazing fighter, sparring with superb grace and ability.

Can’t let her die.

With that thought ringing in my mind, I dove for the Ther-lor around her. My enhanced leaping abilities greatly increased my acceleration, and I could feel my powers swelling up against my will. When I collided with the Ther-lor, it felt like an explosion.

My tactic, with its unintended enhancements, sent me crashing through the Ther-lor and sent them flying backwards. I had given Lady Mirabelle enough room —

But when I landed, I would be surrounded by Ther-lor.

I could still hear Marion’s high-pitched cackling from the city wall.

Jumping to my feet, ignoring the screaming pain in my shoulder, I fought, slashing, kicking, and punching with all my might. I couldn’t see through the crowd of Ther-lor, and when you can’t see through a crowd of enemies, that was never a good sign.

I heard yelling and heavy blows, saw Ther-lor bodies flying to the sides. Derrick had joined the fray, broadsword in hand, taking out enemies in a sweeping motion. Kirra was right behind him, firing her bow.

Finally, the roar of a dragon, and Iskandor, with Timor riding on his back, was snatching all of us up, Derrick and Kirra in one claw, Mirabelle and I in the other. In the matter of a few seconds, we were flying to safety.

The second Iskandor gently set us on the ground, Mirabelle shoved me so hard I fell. I groaned from the pain in my shoulder as I landed.

‘What is the matter with you?’ she yelled.

Clad in a gleaming silver chest plate, which was hand-crafted with intricate purple designs all over, no greaves, and silver boots that matched her chest plate, she walked with a deliberate stride in an atmosphere that was overflowing with turmoil. Her long, fiery, red hair, hung perfectly straight until it curled at the ends, bounced in her fury. Her porcelain-colored skin seemed far too delicate to be on a soldier, let alone a knight — but her violet eyes made it quite clear that she knew how to carry herself. She wore a ring on her left middle finger, a ring of gold with a large red jewel encrusted on it. I made a mental note of it.

I couldn’t help but notice that my heart was struck still by the sight of her — just for a split second. In the next, my mind was busy trying to figure out how to get out of this predicament I’d gotten myself into.

‘Mirabelle, he saved your life,’ Derrick said delicately.

‘And left my city to rot!’ Mirabelle returned. ‘That was my chance to get inside!’

‘You would have died,’ Iskandor stated.

‘I don’t need to hear the words of a dragon.’

My breath caught in my throat, sure that Iskandor would incinerate her on the spot. But the dragon just stared silently.

Timor was next to me, tending my shoulder. ‘We saved her life. If she doesn’t appreciate it, we should move on.’

Part of me was shocked at Timor’s bluntness, but he wasn’t wrong with his logic. Timor helped me up, and I stared at Mirabelle with narrowed eyes, holding my wounded shoulder. ‘We’re going to save Delmar. You can help us stop this evil, or you can walk away.’

As soon as we had gathered ourselves, we were going west. I had no intention of turning to see if Mirabelle was following…

But I couldn’t help myself but look at her.






CHAPTER 10

As it turned out, Mirabelle did decide to follow us, and when we set up camp that night she sat on a small rock by herself, almost in a catatonic state. After Timor tended to my shoulder, I walked back east a short way, still under the cover of the trees, and found a log suitable enough to sit, rest, think, and keep watch. I wasn’t too far away from camp, and my eyes that improved my ability to see in the night would allow me to cover a good distance in the darkness.

I had a lot on my mind: my less-than-human status, my powers, the fact that our mission to Delmar was looming on the horizon. No one thought came to the forefront, and I was trying desperately to sort things out in my mind.

‘Oh,’ came a voice behind me, easily recognizable, though it was wreathed in weariness and pain — Lady Mirabelle.

I turned and gazed at her. She stood not far away, shoulders slumped, hair disheveled, looking vulnerable.

‘I apologize, Aidan,’ she murmured, head bent toward the ground. ‘I didn’t know where you had gone to keep watch. I was just…looking to be alone.’

‘I understand, Lady Mirabelle,’ I said. ‘Are you okay?’ Even as I said it, I realized how stupid the question was. ‘I’m sorry…I know better — it’s clear that you’re not.’

‘No, no, it’s fine,’ she responded. She still hadn’t met my eyes yet, another clear sign that she was not herself. I could see that her eyes were lined with sorrow and grief.

There was a short silence, then she continued. ‘I appreciate your concern. I just…the reality of my life hasn’t hit me yet, I suppose.’

I nodded. ‘I know exactly how you feel. What happened to you in Longchester?’

Mirabelle was silent for a moment. ‘Marion exiled me. The second he got power, he knew he had to get rid of me because I wasn’t going to cooperate with anything he wanted. It was easier for him to have me out of the way. Not long after I left the city, everyone was changed — except Marion. I believe he made a deal with the Dyn’osi to save his own hide.’

I was lost in thought for a moment. ‘Do you think Norvin could have made the same deal?’

Mirabelle’s eyebrows rose. ‘It’s certainly possible.’

So he may still be alive, after all.

She smiled faintly. Then — finally — her eyes met mine. ‘I apologize, Aidan, if I seemed ungrateful for you saving my life. I really does mean a lot. I just —’

‘I know, Mirabelle,’ I said, cutting her off. ‘It’s okay. You must understand,’ I said, feeling a sudden need to explain myself, ‘I care very much for the people of Delmar…but after what happened, I can’t bring myself to be physically involved.’

Mirabelle nodded. ‘From what I heard, your exile was very bitter and humiliating. The problem I see with that is — you’re going for revenge, but not to save your country. How do you expect to do one and not the other?’

‘I haven’t figured that out yet,’ I admitted.

Mirabelle came and sat next to me on the log. ‘I’m sure there are people you remember fondly.’

There certainly were — I nodded in agreement. I thought of them all, the people of my city, who had truly made my job worth it.

Mirabelle paused before speaking. ‘Is that not enough to at least think about joining the fight?’

I didn’t know what to say.

‘My parents didn’t approve of me becoming a knight either,’ Mirabelle said. ‘We came from a high-ranking noble family. I could have lived easily off the family fortune but I wanted to accomplish things, to have my name mean something more than just someone with money.’ She was silent for a moment, reflecting. ‘My parents loved me very much, but they were more interested in political maneuvering than taking care of me; they had hired a caretaker when I was very young. What they never realized, however, was how fond the caretaker was of wine; she was constantly passed out, and it wasn’t hard for me to take advantage and sneak away.’

I smiled. ‘The majestic Lady Mirabelle — not quite the angel in her youth.’

She smiled back and shrugged. ‘I did what I had to do. That wasn’t the hard part though…the hard part was being accepted into the military. When I went to sign up, the commander just laughed at me, said they didn’t take any “prissy little poodles” there. I refused to leave, and the commander asked a couple of guards to remove me. I’d secretly had training from an old soldier in the city. I drew my sword and forced them to fight, and I defeated them soundly. Defeated, not killed, mind you — neither soldier suffered any injuries other than to their own dignity. I was sure I was going to be arrested, but when he saw me still standing, the commander cackled with laughter and said that he would take me in. ‘“Any filly with that much spunk,” he had said, “deserves a chance, at least”.’

‘It must have been hard being a woman in the military,’ I observed.

Mirabelle smiled grimly. ‘It was. I was constantly having to prove myself, to the commanders and my fellow soldiers, who were constantly heckling me. It was a struggle, but for the first time in my life, I knew what I wanted — and that only made me more determined.’

I nodded, understanding perfectly.

‘How about you, Aidan?’ she asked. ‘Did your parents disapprove of your dream?’

I told Mirabelle that my father mildly discouraged my “training methods”, but that I continued to train behind his back. ‘I always felt that he knew what was really going on, though,’ I added. Thinking of my mother, I felt a pang of longing — longing to know her, who she really was. ‘I’ll never know how my mother truly felt…she died giving birth to me.’

Mirabelle’s expression burst into one of surprise and sorrow, and then she looked away abruptly. ‘I — I’m sorry…I should never have pried —’

‘No, no,’ I said, interrupting her attempt to apologize, ‘it’s quite alright. I don’t mind.’ At this, she glanced back at me with an expression of relief. ‘My dad always told me how beautiful she was, but also how strong-minded and stubborn she could be. In that way, I believe that if my mother were alive, she would have fought tooth-and-nail about my dream to become a knight.’

‘Perhaps,’ Mirabelle said, ‘but maybe she would have realized how much it meant to you, and, though grievously, allowed you to go through with it.’

‘Perhaps,’ I said, frowning thoughtfully. I had never considered that possibility…was my mother proud of me for a accomplishing my dream, or disappointed by it?

We were quiet for a few moments, then I once again noticed the ring with the large red jewel on her finger. ‘I hope you don’t mind if I ask,’ I began, ‘but where did you get that ring?’

Mirabelle looked down at it fondly. ‘It was given to me by someone in the city,’ she answered, ‘someone who was very fond of me. In all honesty, I do not know what his name was, or even who he was. I was walking along the streets one day when he suddenly appeared in front of me, said he was an admirer of mine, and gave me this ring. I couldn’t believe how beautiful it was, or that someone wanted to bestow such an extravagant gift upon me. I didn’t want to keep it, thinking that he should give it to someone else, but by the time I looked up from examining the ring, the man was gone.’

I nodded, admiring the ring. Mirabelle took a breath and continued.

‘So what are your plans to save Delmar?’

‘Somewhere in the city,’ I began, ‘the Dyn’osi leader, Sirak, had trapped all the souls of the people in a magical barrier. We must destroy the barrier, and we must do it before he takes another city.’

‘He cannot perform the ritual anymore,’ Mirabelle said, flashing a beautiful smile.

‘Why not,’ I asked.

Mirabelle pulled something off her belt. ‘Because I have the Rod of Therl.’

I was in a state of disbelief. ‘Oh, by the — that’s great! That buys us more time! How did you do it?’

‘I snuck in and out of the city a few times,’ Mirabelle said, and that statement impressed me. ‘I once got inside the castle, and down to the chapel in the basement, and I saw it. I knew it didn’t belong there, and that the cultists must have had something to do with it, so I took it.’

‘Good call,’ I said, amazed at her bravery.

Just then, there was a flash of light in the distance, not too far away; a flash I recognized instantly.

‘I think your dragon friend is upset,’ Mirabelle said. ‘I don’t believe he’s very fond of me as well; he seems to go out of his way to avoid looking at me.’

‘I’m sure he is avoiding you, to some extent, but I can guarantee you that’s not the reason,’ I replied. I stood up from my log seat, and turned to Mirabelle. ‘I enjoyed our conversation, Mirabelle.’

She smiled lightly. ‘I did as well, Aidan. I’ll take up watch.’ She hesitated, then continued. ‘I regret that our first meeting included me stabbing you in the shoulder.’

I shrugged, forgetting that was a bad idea as pain pierced my shoulder. ‘Not the strangest first meeting I’ve ever had.’ Mirabelle smiled in response.

‘Thank you.’

I really did enjoy my talk with Mirabelle — I saw a side of her that, I would guess, she’d shown to very few people. I was loathe to leave her, but something was wrong with my “dragon friend”, as she had said, and I had a pretty good idea what.

***

Iskandor, in his dragon form, was lying in a clearing a short distance west from where I was. I approached him from behind; there was no movement from the dragon, no flick of the tail, no restless shifting. He was brooding, just as Mirabelle and I were.

‘What’s the matter, my friend?’ I asked him.

‘Just have a great deal on my mind,’ Iskandor answered simply.

‘I know how you feel,’ I responded. ‘You’re not upset that Mirabelle came with us, are you? I know she was pretty harsh to you.’

‘Of course not,’ Iskandor answered. ‘It is because of me that you have no idea what you are, that you are only partially human.’

‘It is not because of you,’ I answered quickly. ‘If those bastards had not killed me, you would have never had to try to save my life — which is exactly what you tried to do — and succeeded in doing, by the way.’

‘But at a terrible cost.’ Iskandor replied.

I was unrelenting. ‘But I’m alive. I’ll be honest…I’m not particularly fond of my powers, especially since I can’t seem to control them. My appearance? It’s difficult to deal with, makes it hard to blend in and be taken seriously. But I’m alive, and inside, I’m the same person I always was…well, perhaps not, but the reasons for that are no fault of your own, either. I’ve been through a lot, and it’s been hard to deal with.’

‘I know it has,’ Iskandor muttered.

I stepped up to him, began to lightly stroke his neck. ‘Stop beating yourself over the head with these things, my friend. They cannot be changed.’

Iskandor sighed again. ‘If I had never been to Delmar, you would have lived your dream of being a knight.’

I shrugged with my good shoulder. ‘If things didn’t happen the way they did, then I wouldn’t have you for a friend — and I wouldn’t trade that for anything.’

The dragon lifted his head suddenly, looking over at me in astonishment. ‘You mean that, don’t you?’

‘Absolutely,’ I said without hesitation.

One of Iskandor’s eyebrows lifted quizzically. ‘You wouldn’t trade our friendship for your dream of being a knight — provided Delmar was in its normal state?’

‘Not a chance,’ I said honestly. ‘With you, there’s no politics, no backstabbing, no judgment. With you, I don’t have to ask any questions; you give me your honest opinion, no matter what. With you, I always know where you are coming from…and that’s very rare to have, even in a friend.’

The dragon smiled. ‘Thank you, Aidan.’

I smiled back. ‘Thank you, Iskandor.’

There was a comfortable silence between us. I like to imagine that Iskandor was doing the exact same as I; reflecting and appreciating the fact that every word I had said had been absolutely true.

Finally, Iskandor broke the silence. ‘If I may ask, what did you and Lady Mirabelle talk about?’

I gave Iskandor a basic recap of my talk with Mirabelle.

Iskandor nodded and responded, ‘You’re quite fond of Lady Mirabelle, aren’t you?’

I was quite taken aback by the unexpected question. ‘I don’t know…I suppose so.’

The dragon smiled and tilted his head slightly.

‘Yes, I am,’ I amended, smiling. ‘She is beautiful, courageous —’

‘Respectful, and strong,’ Iskandor finished. ‘I agree with you; she is quite an amazing person.’

I looked away slightly. ‘How could you tell?’

‘It is plainly written on your face, Aidan,’ the dragon answered. ‘Your face brightens at the mention of her name, and you went into far more detail about her story than you did about yours — which indicates to me that you listened very intently.’

I hadn’t realized any of that but, looking back on it, one could say that I was mesmerized while she was telling her story. I felt as if I was by her side throughout all of her experiences, like I had lived them right along with her.

There was a pause, then Iskandor said, ‘You are aware of the legends surrounding Lady Mirabelle?’

I nodded. It was said that any man who came into Lady Mirabelle’s presence fell in love with her instantly, at first sight. It was rumored to be some type of magic or enchantment, perhaps on her armor — no one knew for sure. Truthfully, the legend had been another thing in the back of my mind since I had met her; it made me wonder if my feelings for Mirabelle were real or imagined.

But it’s just a ridiculous legend.

‘King Marion wasn’t in love with her…’ I murmured.

‘Perhaps he acted out of jealousy,’ Iskandor countered.

I sighed. ‘That’s possible,’ I conceded.

Iskandor smiled sympathetically. ‘I am not trying to hurt your feelings, Aidan — nor am I trying to tell you your feelings for Lady Mirabelle aren’t in your heart. I just believe that it is important that you are aware of all of the possibilities.’

I thought about all of the possibilities, and suddenly I found myself confused. ‘What do I do, Iskandor?’

The dragon lowered his head a little, his yellow eyes staring straight into my white. ‘You are at a crossroads, lost and unsure of what to do. Several paths stand before you, and you do not know which one to take. Any of them could lead to either a right choice or a wrong choice. My advice to you is this: choose a path, and follow it to its conclusion, no matter where it takes you. It could be right, and it could be wrong — but you’ve made a choice, which is far better than being indecisive.’

I looked down toward the ground, nodded to myself. Iskandor was right, and his advice didn’t just apply to Mirabelle — it applied to everything. I needed to make some choices — and move forward.

‘You are very wise, my friend,’ I said, meeting the dragon’s gaze with a slight smile. I bowed to him. ‘Thank you.’

Iskandor lowered his head in response.

I turned and started to walk away to find a place to reflect on my thoughts, as well as Iskandor’s advice, perhaps get a few hours’ sleep. And then, stricken with a new appreciation for my friend, I turned back to him, smiling a half-smile.

‘Yeah…I wouldn’t trade it for anything.’

Iskandor’s smile was the last image in my mind before I fell asleep.






CHAPTER 11

The next day, we knew we needed to get ourselves together for the infiltration of Delmar. Mirabelle and Iskandor talked the next morning, and the conversation seemed to go well. The group had been informed that we were in possession of the Rod of Therl, and the mood was good. Mirabelle handed it to Timor, who seemed to be eager to hold it. At first glance, it looked to be nothing more than a foot-long rod of wood (amazing how something so small could be so incredibly dangerous), but upon closer inspection, you could see the finely detailed designs etched into the wood; they appeared to be some type of ancient tribal design, though I couldn’t tell for sure. It would have been quite beautiful, if I didn’t know what the Rod had been designed for.

Timor was still admiring the Rod of Therl, running his fingers — almost lovingly, it seemed — over the intricate carvings. Derrick, sitting diagonally from him, leaned away from him.

‘Hey, hey there, don’t go taking any souls with that thing — especially anyone in this clearing, alright?’

Timor, almost in a dreamlike state for a moment, seemed to come back to reality. He glanced at all of us sheepishly. ‘Oh, no, no — I wouldn’t do that. Even if I knew any necromancy, I wouldn’t even begin to know how to use it. It’s just — this is a very powerful magical artifact. Most mages never even get to see anything like this in their lifetimes. In my world, this is almost an honor.’

‘You consider it an honor to hold a stick of wood that helped to steal the souls of everyone in an entire city?’ Kirra snapped.

‘You are a thief, Kirra — do not talk to us about honor,’ I retorted, then, for a split second, I analyzed what I’d just said in my mind; I’d just stuck up for Timor.

‘Bastard —’ Kirra snarled, taking a step toward me. Derrick, not even attempting to get up out of his chair, reached out and grabbed Kirra lightly by the arm. With a glance back at him, she stopped, then glared back at me menacingly.

‘Enough of this,’ Iskandor said, softly but with authority. ‘We cannot have any internal struggles, especially now of all times. When this is all settled, and Sirak and the Ther-lor threat is dealt with, there will be plenty of time to return to your petty issues.’

Though Kirra and I still glared at each other, I knew we had just been admonished, chastised for our human tendency to fixate on what could be considered trivial. Iskandor was right: we needed to put our issues aside and deal with our biggest threat.

‘So what’s our next move?’

We were all silent for a few moments, and then Kirra piped up.

‘Well, of course, you want to head to Delmar, but we’re not about to simply stroll in there.’

‘Since we are now in possession of the Rod of Therl, time is no longer against us,’ Timor commented.

‘Why can’t Iskandor simply fly us to the city?’ Kirra asked.

‘I cannot carry everyone,’ Iskandor said, somewhat complacently. ‘It is not the weight, mind you, but the problem of keeping everyone on my back while in flight; without saddles, it will be quite treacherous. Also, it would be best to continue to avoid attention until we arrive in Delmar.’

‘I know several different ways to get into the city — unconventionally,’ Kirra said. ‘Still, I’ve been thinking for a long time, some type of diversion would be nice.’

‘I can act as the diversion,’ Iskandor said evenly. ‘I’m sure a dragon would get their attention.’

‘I’ll go with him,’ Mirabelle chimed in. ‘Another set of eyes up there wouldn’t be a bad thing.’

‘Have you ever flown on the back of a dragon?’ Iskandor asked.

‘No, but I can learn,’ Mirabelle responded with that charming smile.

‘Not a bad idea,’ Derrick responded, ‘but for that to be truly effective, Iskandor would have to do some type of damage, either to the Ther-lor or to the city itself — and since we know the ritual can be reversed, I think it would be best if we took a few lives as possible. None, if we can.’

‘None?’ Kirra responded incredulously. ‘How do you expect to pull this off if we can’t defend ourselves?’

‘I did not say we shouldn’t defend ourselves,’ Derrick stated. ‘If we are attacked by the Ther-lor, we do everything necessary to keep ourselves alive so that we can reverse the ritual, including killing them, if we have to. But after we reverse the ritual, they will no longer be the Ther-lor — they will be human beings again, with families.’

Everyone nodded in understanding, and I nodded along with them.

***

It would be two more days until we finally reached Delmar. We took frequent breaks in our traveling during those two days because, although time was a factor, it wouldn’t do us any good to show up at Delmar exhausted. When we finally did arrive, the sun was steadily dipping toward the horizon, and we stood on top of a large hill, looking down on what was once the city of Delmar. Lake Apera sat to the southeastern side of the city, a silent spectator.

We all began to ease our way downhill, down a slope that was almost too steep to be referred to as a hill. At the bottom of the hill sat a grove of trees, and from there, I looked out across the field, at the city of Delmar, my former home. Despite myself, I felt a warm rush of pleasant feelings at the sight of the magnificent city. Angrily, I brushed them away.

Iskandor, in dragon form, sat beside us as we all took in the scene. ‘Well, it’s time.’

I stepped forward and put my hand to the side of his scaly face. ‘Be careful, my friend.’

The dragon smiled. ‘All of you, as well.’ I stepped back then, and he crouched down so Mirabelle could climb on his back. I exchanged a glance with her — she nodded and smiled brightly. Iskandor took off. For a few seconds, I couldn’t help but think that I wouldn’t see him or Mirabelle again. The thought scared me — but I had to put it aside, and move forward.

We snuck as close to the city as we could, which was made easier due to the fact that there were no Ther-lor present outside of it. Iskandor had already been flying over the city, spewing random fireballs here and there. It took a while for the Ther-lor to respond (waiting for Sirak’s command), and then they began to fire the dragonslaying weapons from the walls. Iskandor dodged them easily.

Kirra took us through a secret break in the wall on the east side (Iskandor was flying along the west side), and we found the streets mostly empty. Another break in the inner wall took us to the hill where the castle was, which was completely devoid of Ther-lor. The main gate was standing wide open, and we entered.

The main floor of the castle consisted of a hallway stretching along the interior of walls, surrounding the royal court room. As we cautiously entered, we found the hallway completely deserted. A quick check inside one of the doors leading to the court room by Kirra revealed that that room was empty, too.

‘We have to find our way downstairs,’ I whispered (I’m not sure why I whispered if there was nobody around — perhaps just maintaining the spirit of secrecy). ‘Mirabelle said that the Dyn’osi’s base of operations was in the bowels of the castle in Longchester.’

The others nodded, and we crept down the hallway (still maintaining that spirit) to the eastern side of the building, where the stairs leading down resided. When we reached the end of the hall and the base of the stone stairs, we stopped, and Kirra spoke. ‘Measured footsteps. Watch where you are going, and walk on the balls of your feet.’

Nods all around, and we slowly began our descent down the stairs. They were carpeted, which made sneaking down much easier. It might not have made a difference though, because no matter how quietly he crept, Derrick could not keep his steel armor from creaking. It seemed much louder than usual in the still air.

As soon as we reached the bottom, Derrick whispered harshly for us to split up, and yell loudly if we found anything. I drew my right-hand sword, keeping my left hand free for opening doors. I slowly moved down to the end of one of the hallways, to the door to a room which was much too small for the Dyn’osi to have performed the ritual — but every room needed to be checked.

The room revealed nothing, as did the next, much larger room, and the room after that. Finally, I reached the end of the hallway, and found nothing — not even a sign that the Ther-lor had even been there.

We all met again at the base of the stairs, all wearing expressions of confusion and discouragement — not one of us had found anything.

‘What is going on?’ Derrick asked no one in particular, with a look of desperation. He turned his gaze to me. ‘I thought you said that the Dyn’osi were performing the ritual in the bowels of the castle in Longchester.’

‘That’s what Mirabelle told me,’ I said, exasperated. ‘I don’t know —’

And then it hit me — the truth, slapping me in the face with a cold feeling of realization.

‘The chapel,’ I whispered, not really aware that anyone was around me at that moment. ‘In the downstairs room where they had performed the ritual, there was also a chapel. I don’t know how I know or why I know, but I know now that we will find them at a chapel.’

‘There is no chapel in this city,’ Derrick said. ‘But there is —’

‘A cathedral,’ I finished for him. ‘Let’s go.’

‘Wait!’ Kirra called out. ‘Let’s check the royal court first — it’s possible I missed something, and we should do it while we’re here.’

‘Okay,’ I agreed. ‘We’ll make a quick pass through there — if you missed something, which I highly doubt, we’ll notice in about two seconds.’

We went back up the stairs, not worrying as much about being quiet for the moment. When we reached the doors to the royal court, Derrick gave the sign to be silent, and we got ready.

‘Ready,’ Derrick whispered. ‘Now.’

For some reason, I was less than quiet, bursting through the door instead of moving silently through it. That didn’t make a difference, because there was only a solitary figure, slumped on the floor behind the throne…

‘Your Majesty!’ Derrick burst out, and rushed to the king’s side.

The king’s skin wasn’t black like the Ther-lor, his eyes weren’t blood red — he was still perfectly human, stirring lightly on the floor, a small pool of blood forming underneath him from a wound on his stomach. His head turned when Derrick crouched by his side.

‘Sir Derrick,’ he breathed.

‘King Baladir,’ Derrick said. ‘Are you alright? How is it possible you are still human?’

‘I…am in possession…of a family heirloom that, unbeknownst to me…is magical in nature.’ King Baladir answered. ‘It protects…me from…all forms…of magic. Lord Sirak…was…quite shocked when he…found out.’ He smiled a grim smile.

‘He didn’t kill you?’ Timor asked. ‘Not that I’m not glad he didn’t, it’s just…surprising, that’s all…’

‘I understand, young man,’ Baladir said with a smile. ‘No, Sirak did not kill me…instead, he delivered a far worse fate. He forced me to stay alive, and watch as my kingdom crumbled into ruin.’

Derrick sighed, and his expression lingered between pain and anger. ‘What happened to you?’ He asked, glancing down at the king’s stomach.

‘When the…dragon started flying around outside,’ Baladir began, ‘he knew that you were out there somewhere, and he stabbed me out of spite.’

Derrick’s head bowed for a moment, and I knew he was mentally kicking himself for not being around when the ritual had taken its effect. I knew he would have rather suffered the effects himself than live with the possibility that he could have done something about it. I knew better, and deep down, I knew he did too — there was nothing he, or I, or anyone else could have done about it.

‘Your Highness,’ Derrick said quietly, ‘I have brought someone to you.’

I looked up in alarm, knowing exactly what Derrick intended to do, and not wanting him to do it at all. But I stood there, helpless, as Derrick uttered the following words:

‘Your Majesty, I give you, once again, Aidan of Delmar.’

King Baladir’s eyes shifted slowly to me as Derrick gestured. Knowing there was no escape, I stepped forward and looked into his eyes, and saw not the eyes of someone who had betrayed me and hurt me very deeply, but the eyes of one of my biggest supporters, an older friend dying before my eyes.

In that moment, my history came full circle.

‘Aidan.’ King Baladir looked at me in realization. ‘So the rumors are true…you…have changed. But I would know you anywhere, no matter how your appearance changed.’

In an act I never thought that I would do again, I bowed before the fallen king. ‘Your Majesty.’

‘Aidan,’ Baladir mumbled. ‘I made a terrible mistake. Please forgive a fool of a king.’

I immediately broke out into tears; I had never expected to hear those words. And whether I deserved them or not, I really didn’t feel that I was worthy of them.

‘There is nothing to forgive, Your Highness,’ I whispered.

‘I really hate to interrupt,’ Timor said in a low voice, ‘but we have no time for this right now.’

I knew deep down that he was right. ‘Timor, I need you to stay and do what you can to heal him.’

‘You need me to destroy the barrier, Aidan —’ Timor began.

I cut him off. ‘I need you to do this for me. You’re the only one who can. I’ll send someone back if we need you.’

Timor looked as if he was about to protest further, but seemed to see in my eyes that there was no convincing me differently. ‘Alright, Aidan. I don’t know if I’ll be able to save him.’

‘Do what you can,’ I said softly. ‘That will mean a lot to me.’ I turned back to Baladir. ‘Where is Norvin, Your Highness?’ I asked him.

‘Norvin,’ King Baladir whispered. ‘He mocked me every day. I would like nothing better than to see him pay for his crimes. But I don’t know where he is…he, Sirak, and some Ther-lor were here not that long ago, but left when the armies began to appear outside the walls.’

‘We’ll find him somewhere,’ I muttered. ‘Let’s go, everybody.’

***

The cathedral in Alexia was located in the northern part of the round city. In order to get there normally, we would have had to pass through the gate to the west, but that led straight into the mouth of the Ther-lor — and that was far too risky.

‘Follow me,’ Kirra said. ‘I have an idea.’

We followed Kirra across the lush, green grass to the northern wall. Once there, she stopped and looked slowly to her right, then to her left. Then she looked right again and started to walk along the wall.

‘The wall being round, the night being cloudy…it’s hard to tell where I am,’ she said.

We followed her for a while, until she came to a drain in the wall, set in the ground. The hole in the wall had been reinforced with metal bars — I remembered when they had been put in place.

‘There didn’t used to be metal bars here, once,’ Kirra said longingly. ‘You have no idea how much frustration has been caused by these little bars.’

I rolled my eyes but didn’t answer. Derrick snickered. We watched as Kirra took a good look at the drain, then turned to me.

‘Aidan, see if you can rip these bars out.’

I gave her an incredulous look. But Kirra’s expression was thoughtful, then she looked at me and spoke confidently. ‘You might be able to do it, Aidan; with your enhanced powers, it’s possible.’

‘No way,’ Derrick said, scoffing. ‘If he can do that, I will go somewhere and cry.’

Smiling inwardly to myself at the image, I stepped down into the muddy drain water. I wasn’t as sure in my abilities as the others seemed to be, but that would be all right; after I tried, we could figure something else out.

I knelt down and grabbed a tight hold on the metal bars, slowly leaning back, using the strength in my legs, beginning to gently pull with my arms —

Pulling, harder and harder…and harder…

It felt like my arms were about to be ripped from their sockets…

Next thing I knew, I was lying on my back in the mud, the metal drain ripped from the wall and lying behind me.

Kirra had her eyebrows raised in fascination. Derrick was wearing a look of shock. Kirra looked over at the bewildered Derrick.

‘Well, when do we get to see you cry like a little baby?’ she asked him, smiling.

‘I’m not going to do it in front of all of you,’ Derrick said, half-whining. ‘That wasn’t part of the deal.’

‘Oh, come on,’ Kirra said, mock pleading. ‘Just a little?’

‘No,’ Derrick said, moping.

I just smiled. ‘What are you whining about? I’m the one covered in mud.’

‘Oh, yeah,’ Derrick said, rolling his eyes, ‘like that couldn’t happen any day of the week.’

‘All right,’ I said, a half-grin on my lips. ‘Let’s go.’

I crawled through the drain, and the others silently followed. We came out on the street, which was completely empty — until I glanced to my right, and saw all of the Ther-lor in the city gathered toward the western wall nearby, about fifty feet away, their backs to us.

The cathedral was diagonally across the street, the door right behind the gathered Ther-lor.

‘Well, that’s a crappy deal,’ Derrick cracked. ‘What do we do now?’

I shrugged and sighed. ‘Try and cross behind them. Hope that Sirak either hasn’t given them orders to be on the lookout for us, or that their only order is to be ready at the wall.’

‘Are you insane?’ Kirra asked, shocked. ‘They’re all right there — they’ll hear us.’

‘It’s our only hope,’ I reasoned. ‘Let’s go,’ Our destination is in front of us, yet we linger.’

But although I had given the order, I couldn’t move; not because I was refusing to, it was because I feared what was behind those doors, feared what I would find.

Suddenly, some of the Ther-lor turned around, and fixed their crimson eyes on us.

Sirak knew we were here.

The Ther-lor, upon receiving their orders, charged at us, and Derrick drew his broadsword while shouting at me. ‘Go, Aidan! Find the barrier, and destroy it!’

‘How?!’ I asked incredulously.

‘Find a way!’ Derrick screamed. ‘We’ll hold them off!’

I wanted to argue further, but that would have just been a waste of time. Taking one last look at my friends who were holding off the Ther-lor, I pushed open the double doors of the cathedral.

The cathedral, like most of the buildings in Alexia, was a white stone building; enormous, elegant, and beautiful. There was a beautiful stained glass picture on the front of the building, depicting a scene of the gods meeting to create the world; a very popular picture among the people. Inside, on a normal day, the cathedral was also very beautiful, but now it just seemed dark and sinister. I knew what lay in here, and expected to be attacked and mauled to death as soon as I walked in the door, by whatever might be guarding the barrier containing the souls of the people of Delmar. But the immediate inside (a small lobby) was empty, and there were no signs that anyone was around. Still, I proceeded cautiously. I drew my shortswords, trying to be ready for anything, not liking how still the place was.

There were doors ahead of me, to my right, and to my left in this warmly decorated room. Ahead of me was where the main part of the cathedral was, where the ritual had most likely taken place. I should have headed there first, but for some reason, I felt that a thorough check to make sure there was no one around was more important. I had no idea what I was going to do about the barrier, anyway; it was going to be very difficult to get a message back to Timor now, especially with the battle taking place right outside the cathedral.

I decided to try the door to my right first. I was starting to push it open with my shoulder, when something slammed against it from the other side, closing the door tightly and shoving me backward.

Startled, I took a second to regain my bearings, and waited for whatever had collided with the door to open it and stumble through. For some reason, I expected one of the Ther-lor. But the air remained still, and nothing happened, so I went up to the door and kicked it open.

Expecting no less than a mob of Ther-lor on the other side, I went in with my swords at the ready…but what I found was another man slumped on the floor, bleeding from a wound on his side. He was dressed in the armor of a Delmar knight, and he was a knight that I knew well.

Norvin!

This was certainly not how I expected to find him. After the deal he had made with Sirak, I expected to find Norvin at his side, arrogant in his power. Instead, I found him near death, attacked by someone, or something.

The moment of revenge I had been dreaming about now left a sour taste in my mouth.

Sheathing my swords, I grabbed him by his shoulder and rolled him over on his back, staring at him with the full force of my white eyes.

‘Norvin,’ I growled.

Norvin opened his eyes, and grinned up at me. ‘Aidan…it seems you are not going to get what you want…the revenge I know you so desperately wanted has been stolen from you, by Lord Sirak.’

I narrowed my eyes at him. ‘Sirak did this?’

Norvin chuckled. ‘Yes…when he knew you were coming… and he does know, Aidan…he figured I might have had something to do with it.’ He chuckled again, then broke into coughing. Blood began to slowly dribble from his mouth. ‘Imagine that…me, in collusion with you. I cannot think of an idea more ludicrous.’

‘Nor I,’ I said in a low voice. ‘Where is he?’

Norvin smiled again. ‘He’s waiting for you, Aidan.’

I knew exactly where Sirak was waiting, though Norvin never mentioned the place.

I grabbed him by his shoulders and pulled him toward me. ‘You will survive, Norvin. You will live so that everyone can see you pay for your crimes.’

Norvin’s smile disappeared. ‘We’ll see,’ he whispered.

Gently lowering him down to the floor, I left the room back through the door I had entered from, ready to head through the door that led to the main part of the cathedral.






CHAPTER 12

As I passed through the main lobby, I could still hear the sounds of battle outside. I could also hear the voices of my friends, which sounded clear enough. I longed to check on them, but there was no time; the sooner I could take care of Sirak, the sooner I could save my friends.

I also thought of Lady Mirabelle, the courageous warrior. It was clear in my mind that I was in love with her, and the thought of possibly never seeing her again broke my heart.

I also thought of Iskandor, circling around the city, using his dragon form to distract everyone as much as he could. This was also dangerous — all it would take is a single, well-placed arrow through his wing, and the dragon would be in deep trouble. Granted, it would take a lot for an arrow to go through a dragon wing, but it wasn’t outside the realm of possibility; I feared for my friend.

But I had to put all of that aside now, because on the other side of the double doors in front of me were not only the magical barrier that was holding all of the souls in Delmar in thrall, but the personification of evil that was behind it all.

The wooden, double doors creaked as I pushed them opened. Inside, I saw it immediately (it was hard to miss). A light blue, clear cylindrical tower of magic near the alter of the cathedral, and inside, balls of white floated around (hundreds of them, if not thousands), occupying the entire cylindrical barrier that stretched all the way to the high ceiling.

I slowly walked down the main aisle, swords drawn, creeping ever closer to the magical cylinder, when a whispering voice sounded from overhead, jovial in its sinister greeting.

‘Welcome, Aidan of Delmar.’

My head darted upward, to a stone platform that jutted out from another stain glass picture of the gods. The hooded figure strolled out from behind a curtain on the left side of the platform, not yet facing me.

‘I have been waiting for you, Aidan,’ Sirak said, his voice quiet.

‘So I was told,’ I responded.

‘You look different than what I remember of you,’ Sirak said, facing me for the first time.

I chuckled to myself. ‘I remember you saying those exact same words once before.’

The hooded figure stopped, as it had been pacing toward me on the outstretched platform above. ‘How can that be?’

‘I came from a future time,’ I replied matter-of-factly. ‘You said those exact same words then too.’

‘You came from the future…and you saw me?’ Sirak replied in wonder. ‘How far into the future, may I ask?’

‘Three thousand years,’ I answered.

The quiet voice became filled with wonder. ‘What was the state of the world then?’

‘Very nearly taken over by you,’ I replied evenly. ‘Only the mountain elves had remained unconquered.’

Even though I could barely see Sirak’s face for the shadows from his hood, I could tell his was breathless with the ecstasy of his accomplishment. He looked away slightly, and was quiet for a while. I let this sit in his mind for a very simple reason: he was letting down his guard, on the verge of being overconfident, and in battle, that was never a bad thing.

Finally, the shadowed face turned its gaze back to me. ‘So I will be victorious then.’ I could hear the smile in his voice.

‘You would be,’ I corrected him. ‘Remember, there’s one big difference between that time and this one — I wasn’t present.’

The decrepit face that I knew was there was seething from the shadows of the hood. ‘That will make no difference, Aidan of Delmar.’

‘It won’t?’ I asked, slightly amused. ‘Then tell me — when you were planning your infiltration of this city, why did you single me out as one of your biggest threats? Because I could have stopped you, that’s why.’

I wasn’t sure if this was true or not — but Sirak was enraged, so I considered that a check in my favor.

Sirak was still seething, apparently insulted into silence, so I continued my verbal assault.

‘So…I would ask what you are doing here —’ I gestured to the magic cylinder containing the souls of the people of Delmar ‘— but it looks to be just another run-of-the-mill, garden-variety, take-over-the-world scheme to me.’

Sirak was shaking with anger. ‘If you have seen the future, then you, of all people, know that that’s not the case,’ Sirak hissed. ‘These people have been purified, created into the perfect race. There are no flaws, no blemishes, not one type of imperfection. They are the Ther-lor — the greatest race ever created!’

‘People must not have listened to you much when you were a child,’ I observed casually. ‘Is that why the Ther-lor have no minds of their own and must obey your every command?’

The face behind the black hood just stared at me for a moment, and then two white hands reached up and removed the hood. The face of Sirak was every bit as grotesque as I remembered, the bald head normal on its top half aside from the black eyes and the runes carved into the flesh on the head; the lower half rotted, decayed, displaying only the white bone of his jaw.

‘Enough of the banter, Aidan of Delmar. I am going to stop you — but before we engage in needless combat, I’m going to give you one last chance to join the Dyn’osi, the Infinite Curtain. You look like you would fit right in with us.’ Sirak cackled quietly.

‘I don’t recall you giving me a “first” chance, but whatever,’ I shrugged. Then I feigned thought. ‘Mmm…I don’t think so. I saw your other associate by the doors — he didn’t seem to be well rewarded for his loyalty.’

‘Norvin was a useless fool,’ Sirak growled. ‘I had no more need of him. Now someone of your caliber would be quite useful.’

‘I appreciate the compliment, but still — I decline,’ I said calmly.

Sirak shrugged. ‘So be it.’

He turned a walked back down the platform a little, seemingly speaking to himself. I remembered seeing this before, and began to feel the first tingling needles of dread down my spine.

I knew that it was likely to be useless, but I had to try because I knew who Sirak was going to summon. If my tactic worked, I wouldn’t be forced to fight him again. I had to try — before it was too late.

I took of couple of leaping steps to my right and swung a backhand swing with my right-hand sword, and the second my sword connected with the magical barrier, a surge of lightning ran down my arm and jolted my whole body. I painfully writhed in the grasp of the barrier’s magic, moaning and trying desperately to release myself. But the magic held me fast, and before I reached the edge of death, it released me, and I collapsed to the floor, my swords clattering next to me.

Above me, Sirak cackled with glee. ‘Very entertaining, Sir Aidan!’

Lying face-down on the ground, I was defenseless. I could barely move, couldn’t even open my mouth to reply. With an effort, I dragged my head off the ground, and looked ahead of me — and saw…him.

He looked exactly the same as when I had seen him in the future — except for the armor, which wasn’t nearly as rotted. The other thing that was different was that the lock of hair that flowed down from the helmet — with the eagle etched on the front of it — was still white, rather than dark gray. The Ther-lor was also wielding a sword and shield, the same weapons as it had when we had fought before.

‘Garridan,’ I whispered. I tried to pull myself up, but my limbs felt as if they had heavy steel chains wrapped around them. Slowly, I dragged myself to my knees, reaching for my swords. Slowly, the Ther-lor Garridan closed in.

‘Ah, so you recognize him!’ Sirak bellowed, unconsciously uttering almost the same words as in our last confrontation. ‘Let there be no doubt! Garridan, remove your —’

But time had passed, and the nightmares of this moment that tortured me daily had finally gotten to me. I was tired of the fear that those horrible dreams had generated — and here I was, in that very same situation again.

No more. No more.

In a very un-knight-like move on my part, before the Ther-lor Garridan could remove his helmet, I jumped up to my feet and kicked him straight in the chest, knocking him backward. While he wallowed on the ground, I stepped back, picked up my swords, and I was ready for battle.

Sirak was staring down at me in a state of shock. ‘You appall me with your act of cowardice, Aidan. Get up, Garridan! Finish him!’

As Garridan pulled himself to his feet, I looked around desperately — where were Timor and the others? How was I going to destroy this barricade? It was the only way to save him…

Even though I was ready to fight as I was going to be, I couldn’t stop the tears from flowing down my face, as I began to accept reality. I was going to have to fight him, just like I had before.

Garridan was approaching me, raising his sword over his head, just like I had seen so many times in my nightmares.

I blocked his swing by crossing both of my swords in front of me, and kicked Garridan away again. Twirling my swords, I prepared for his next attack. I had to buy time somehow, block his attacks, keep him safe…

As the Ther-lor Garridan prepared to swing a horizontal slash with his sword, I could hear chanting from overhead, and then the sizzling crackle of lightning as Sirak tried to blindside me with his magic. I ducked low, somehow managing to dodge both the lightning attack and the sword slash from Garridan. Immediately following his swing, Garridan followed up with a backhand slash, which I blocked with my sword, and I kicked him away again. Sirak’s plan was clear — use Garridan as a distraction, and dispatch me with his magic.

My irritation began to grow — Sirak had no intention of fighting me on his own, and I had no idea how long I could dodge everything that was being thrown at me.

After a minute of dodging Garridan’s attacks, as well as Sirak’s magical projectiles, and trying to create space from Garridan until I came up with a plan, I finally became desperate.

Sirak, at his point, was now positioned behind me, as I had ducked when Garridan made a lunging attack at me, causing him to stumble right past me. Garridan attacked again — I dodged, kicked him away again, then turned and made a desperate running and jumping lunge for the high platform, where Sirak was preparing another magic spell.

Sirak’s eyes grew wide in alarm as he saw what I was trying to do, but he stayed focused on his magic, showing a supreme concentration that I had not yet mastered. He tried to surprise me as I regained my feet, hurling a fireball before he thought I was ready, but I dropped straight back down to my stomach on the platform, and the fireball flew past me. I jumped back up, and quickly lunged forward to slash with my sword —

But Sirak had disappeared.

Confused, I turned around —

Sirak was there, and he delivered a hard kick that knocked me off the platform, and into the magical barrier.

The pain of the magic lightning charging through my body was intense, searing. I was stuck in the barrier for several seconds while the lightning continued to electrocute me, and those few seconds felt like an eternity. Finally, the magical barrier released me, and I fell hard to the ground. Above, I could hear chanting, and not far away, I could heard Garridan’s booted footsteps coming closer, the Ther-lor coming to finish Sirak’s dirty work. For a moment, I wasn’t sure if I could dodge again — the barrier’s magic had drained me of my strength — but I had to try.

I heard Sirak unleash his magic, and I lunged with all of my might, colliding with Garridan and knocking him backward once again. It was a good thing I had, because if I hadn’t, Sirak’s spell would have hit Garridan.

I had more strength in my lunge than I thought — I had ended up twenty feet away from the barrier. Sirak was chanting again, and the Ther-lor Garridan was turning to come after me again. This wasn’t going to end, I realized — not until Sirak made a mistake, or I made one. I couldn’t keep dodging forever; attacking Sirak had already proven pointless (at least as long as he was on that platform), and I was no closer to stopping him or destroying the barrier. I had to take a chance…

I had my powers, but they were unrefined, erratic, and my concentration was still a work in progress. But I had no choice; it was my only hope — his only hope.

I dropped my swords, and dropped down to one knee. My body was wracked with pain, concentrating was an effort as it was — but I thought of my friends, fighting for their lives; Iskandor, risking his life to save us all; Mirabelle, risking her life for my country; Garridan, a mindless Ther-lor, blindly following a leader he didn’t even know existed previously.

Before I knew it, my powers were surging through my veins, flowing through my body, somehow burning and freezing my blood at the same time. I had never felt the presence of my powers that strongly before; the feeling was not unpleasant. As a matter of fact, the feeling was pure ecstasy; it was a strength and a power that I had never felt before, and it felt amazing.

Sirak had ceased his chanting when he saw me gathering my powers. Despite all of the rumors, I think he was completely unaware of the power I now possessed — or perhaps he had underestimated its strength, or didn’t think that I could control it. Either way, he began chanting again, but the chanting was hurried, frantic, and I thought that he must have figured out what I was going to try to do —

I don’t have a choice. If I have to risk my life, so be it — Sirak may kill me with his next spell, but at least I will have destroyed the barrier.

I had no doubts: I knew my powers were strong enough.

I could no longer contain my powers. It felt as if I was about to explode. I looked up, and flung my hands, palms outward, toward the magical barrier. At the same time, Sirak’s magic took effect, and I noticed that it wasn’t a magical projectile this time.

Sirak’s magic had moved Garridan about ten feet from where he was standing…

Right into the path of my magic.

It was too late; I had already unleashed my power — I couldn’t stop it.

My projectile of magical energy went toward Garridan, through Garridan, and I elatedly thought for a moment that my powers had had no effect on him. But the joy of that thought disintegrated into terror as I saw that my powers had torn right through his armor, ripped flesh from muscle, muscle from bone. The impact spun my former mentor around, and knocked him to the ground.

The magical projectile continued its course, and collided with the magical barrier containing the souls of everyone in Delmar.

There was a brilliant flash of light, and a gentle whooshing sound that slowly got louder and louder, until there was a bright explosion of light…

The force of the explosion sent me flying, knocking me to the ground, and I collided with the walls of the cathedral, doing visible damage to the structure, which was beginning to collapse.

I looked up the platform, but Sirak was gone.

Thousands of glowing white orbs, the souls of the people of Delmar, floated all over, and then flew through the crumbling walls of the cathedral, seeking their true homes.

One of them found the body of Garridan.

Regaining my bearings quickly, I rushed over to my former mentor, the man who had become my father after my real father had died. His torso was a shredded, bloody mess, but I could only stare at Garridan’s face, undamaged by my powers.

The skin changed from obsidian to pale white, the eyes from crimson red to piercing blue once again.

Garridan was human again. I had saved him…and killed him.

I knew it as certain as I had ever known anything in my entire life. There was no way he could recover from those wounds — wounds that I had inflicted upon him.

Garridan turned his eyes toward me. ‘Aidan…’ His voice was weak.

My vision was suddenly dimmed with tears. ‘How did you know?’

‘Who else would try to save me?’ he smiled lightly.

I was overcome with sorrow. ‘I haven’t saved you, Garridan…I’ve killed you.’

Garridan weakly put his hand on mine. ‘No, Aidan…you saved me from that horrible existence. Thanks to you, I will die a human, with my soul, and not one of those…things.’

I began to cry, wracking sobs shaking my body. I held his hand in both of mine, my forehead resting on my hands.

I’m losing another father…

‘Forgive me…’ my voice cracked.

‘There is nothing to forgive, Aidan,’ I heard Garridan whisper. ‘You have saved Delmar…be proud.’

Garridan suddenly fell silent. I lifted my head to look at him. His head had slightly tilted to the side, his eyes staring sightlessly toward the ceiling.

Garridan was dead.

As I stared hopelessly at the corpse of my former mentor in deep sorrow, the ceiling of the cathedral began to collapse. There was no way for me to escape in time, and even if I could, I wouldn’t leave Garridan’s body behind…

Roaring in pain and defiance, I planted both of my hands on the ground, summoning my strength once again, forming a shield around me that protected both myself and Garridan. As pieces of the cathedral’s ceiling crashed into the shield, I felt the impact on my body, more in my mind than anything else, an increasing, torturous burden. I had to maintain the shield, protect his body for as long as I could…

I could feel my strength fading, my powers collapsing.

At least, I thought, I’ll die right alongside him.

The last thing I heard, before my powers gave out, and the shield disappeared, was…

The roar of a dragon.






CHAPTER 13

‘Aidan… Aidan, wake up.’

I slowly opened my eyes…and found nothing around me but white light. I thought I would be lying down, but I was already standing somehow.

Garridan was standing in front of me, a proud look in his eyes.

I looked around, at the blank, white environment. ‘Are we…dead?’

Garridan smiled. ‘I am, Aidan…you are not.’

I closed my eyes, my spirits sinking. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘You have already apologized, Aidan, and still, there’s nothing to be sorry for. I am at peace.’

‘It should have been my life that was taken,’ I said meekly, lowering my head.

Garridan shook his head. ‘No. There’s more for you left to accomplish, Aidan. The threat of Sirak still remains.’

I raised my head, looking at Garridan intently. ‘Is Delmar saved?’

Garridan smiled again, proudly. ‘Yes, Aidan. You succeeded…but Sirak escaped. There is King Marion as well; he will remain a threat for as long as he lives.’

I was silent for a moment, thinking. ‘Is everyone else okay?’

Garridan’s face was solemn. ‘All will be revealed to you, when you wake up. Someone is waiting for you.’

I looked away for a moment. ‘Mirabelle…’

Garridan smiled again. ‘You have good people around you, Aidan. If you ask, they will follow you — help you to eradicate the evil in this world.’

Something suddenly occurred to me, and fear gripped my heart. ‘Is this a dream?’

‘In a way, yes,’ Garridan answered. ‘The gods have allowed me to speak to you — they knew that what happened in Delmar would haunt you, torture you mentally. They felt that you deserved to be at peace with yourself…they are very proud of us both.’ I was quiet again, so Garridan continued. ‘Even the gods do not know why or how you were given the powers that you have. No one knows the origins of dragons — they are outside the creation of the gods, as is Sirak’s treachery and the creation of the Ther-lor. To that end, the gods want you to stop him, and his evil.’

I looked into Garridan’s eyes, still absorbing his words — and I felt this new determination, a driving force to do everything I could to give the gods what they wanted.

‘I will do my best.’

Garridan nodded. ‘I know you will. And now, Aidan, it is time to go back.’

I was instantly overcome with a sense of sadness — I was leaving my mentor behind, whose life I had failed to save, perhaps never to see him again.

‘Thank you, Garridan,’I said, my voice breaking. ‘Thank you for everything.’

Garridan smiled one last time. ‘You always had the talent, Aidan. I merely gave you the opportunity, and helped you shape that talent. Go back, be at peace, and move forward with your life.’

With that, the white light began to dim, becoming darker and darker. The image of Garridan began to fade. I don’t know why, but I was overcome with a sense of anxiety, and I suddenly felt like I had more questions, more things to say.

But it was too late…Garridan disappeared, and I sank into darkness.

***

I have no idea how long I lay in darkness, but suddenly, I felt very cold. I opened my eyes, and my heart suddenly stopped — I would have sworn, with my life, that an angel was standing over me.

But it wasn’t an angel; I was staring into the violet eyes of Lady Mirabelle.

I was wrong…it was an angel.

‘Welcome back,’ she whispered.

I smiled at her. ‘I’m glad I’m still alive and all, but are they trying to freeze me to death in here?’

She smiled back, and disappeared for a few moments. While she was gone, I glanced up at the ceiling, and I knew immediately where I was — in one of the healing rooms in the White Castle.

Mirabelle returned a moment later, pulling a blanket over me. ‘Here, that should help.’

‘Thanks,’ I said appreciatively. I knew then that there was no point in meaningless conversation. It was time for answers. ‘Did we succeed?’

‘You succeeded, Aidan,’ Mirabelle said simply. ‘The people of Delmar are safe…most of them, anyway.’

I glanced at her apprehensively. ‘“Most of them?”’

Mirabelle took a breath before she answered. ‘We were forced to kill some of them, in self-defense.’ She took another breath, suddenly looking very depressed.

I reached for her hand, grasped it firmly. ‘There was nothing you could do, Mirabelle.’ I thought for a moment about how to phrase the next question, scared of the answer. ‘The children…’

Mirabelle nodded reassuringly. ‘They’re fine. Sirak kept them in the holding cells in the dungeons. There was no damage done to them.’

I was very happy to hear that — it was the first time it actually felt like I succeeded at anything in this whole mess. I then looked away from a moment, memories of what had happened, and my conversation with Garridan flooding my mind. ‘I failed as well. I may have saved the people of Delmar, but I failed to save Garridan.’

She looked down at me, her eyes clouded with sorrow. ‘We know. Everyone knows what you did, using your powers to protect his body from the collapsing cathedral. That was very heroic, Aidan.’

I didn’t really agree, but I didn’t respond to the compliment, one way or the other. Another thought sprang up in my mind. ‘How did I survive?’

Mirabelle smiled, and glanced behind her, to a blue-robed figure sitting at the foot of my bed. ‘Iskandor saved you.’

I was still confused. ‘How?’ I asked, glancing at both of them.

Iskandor stood up, and came to stand next to me, on my left side. ‘When you destroyed the barrier, containing the souls, the impact fractured the structure of the cathedral. It was hard to miss it, from my vantage point. I knew immediately that that was where you were. I kept waiting for you to escape, but you never came out, and I knew that something else was going on — whether you were dead, injured, I didn’t know. Scared, I flew straight for the cathedral as it began to collapse, and I could see you using your shield to protect yourself, as well as the body of Sir Garridan. I flew in, and threw all of the debris off of you, and covered you with my body as your shield disappeared, and you fell unconscious.’

I was suddenly alarmed. ‘Are you hurt?’

Iskandor shrugged. ‘The building was puny compared to me. I fear I did more damage to the building than it did to me.’

‘All for a good cause,’ Mirabelle added. ‘Iskandor saved you, and recovered the body of Sir Garridan as well.’

Tears flooded my eyes. ‘Thank you, my friend,’ I whispered, and meant it. Once again, Iskandor had sacrificed himself for me. Though I was very grateful for him to have saved my life, it meant much more to me that he had recovered Garridan’s body, spared from further desecration. I knew Iskandor did it because he knew that was what I wanted. Then I noticed something else — that Iskandor was still here.

‘Um…does everyone in Delmar know that you’re actually the dragon?’ I asked apprehensively.

Iskandor smiled and nodded once. ‘Yes…it seems the attitude about dragons has changed since everything has transpired.’

I was filled with pride, happy for Iskandor, and for all dragons.

I recovered myself, knowing there was more to learn about what had transpired. ‘Are the rest of us okay? Are we all still alive?’

Mirabelle smile faded, and her eyes narrowed in sorrow. She looked over her shoulder, at the bed next to mine, and the body that lay there.

Timor lay there, unconscious.

I struggled to try to sit up, alarmed, but pain shot through my leg. I groaned.

‘Lie easy, Aidan,’ Iskandor said soothingly. ‘You didn’t escape unscathed. Your leg is broken, but with your healing ability, I would think that you will just fine in no time.’

A little shocked that my leg was broken (though I didn’t need to know how — when a building collapses on you, you should be happy if you escape with only a broken leg), I lay gently back down. Mirabelle put another pillow under my head so I could sit up a little better. Then I turned my attention back to Timor.

‘What happened?’

‘No one knows the full story,’ Mirabelle explained. ‘Only Timor could tell us, but Derrick said that he had stayed behind because you asked him to heal the king. And,’ she stopped, hesitant to continue, ‘the Rod of Therl is missing.’

I closed my eyes in disappointment, no further explanation necessary — I had no doubt in my mind that Sirak had retaken the Rod of Therl. I sighed deeply. ‘Is he alive?’ I asked, nodding toward Timor.

‘Yes,’ Mirabelle answered. ‘He wasn’t doing too well in the beginning, but his heartbeat has been getting stronger the last day or so. I believe that he’ll be fine.’

I frowned. ‘How long have I been out?’

‘Five days,’ Mirabelle answered.

I breathed heavily at that. Mirabelle frowned down at me. ‘You’re beginning to look pale, Aidan. You need to rest. As soon as you’re able, the king wants to hold a ceremony praising all of us.’

I groaned a little at that; I didn’t want or need any more attention than what I was already getting. But I only nodded meekly, and Iskandor and Mirabelle left. It wasn’t long before I was fast asleep.

***

The next couple of days went by in a daze for me. The first day I spent in bed, continuing to get as much rest as possible. Not only was this necessary, but I was also loathe to leave the room; I knew that people would be waiting to get a look at me, and I mostly wanted to be left alone. My companions all came to see me during that time, which I welcomed; it was good to see that they were alive and mostly okay, although, like me, most of them hadn’t escaped unscathed. Derrick, in particular, had had a very close call — he had suffered a stab wound to his ribs, but had continued fighting. After it had been examined, it was revealed that the wound, thankfully, wasn’t serious and that the big jokester would be just fine. In typical Derrick fashion, he was (mockingly) jealous because of all the attention I was getting. But after finishing that particular bit, he gave me a proud smack to the chest (so hard it left a large hand print) and told me he was proud of me.

The day after I had initially woken from unconsciousness, I woke from a night of sleep to find Timor’s bed empty. Startled, I asked the healer what had happened to him, and she told me that he had awoken and, against the healer’s orders, had risen from his bed abruptly and left without another word. I was distressed this news, but my inquiries as to his whereabouts to my companions had yielded no results.

On the third day, the healer declared that I could get up and move around, as long as I used crutches. She told me that under no circumstances was I to put any pressure on my fractured right leg, and then helped me get dressed (including my black cloak and hood, of course). She gave me a potion for me to sip in case I was in pain. The crutches were very awkward to use at first, but it didn’t take very long for me to get the hang of using them. Then, as soon as I was ready (or thought I was), I left the recovery room.

My prediction that I was going to be swamped with attention by the citizens of Delmar was well-founded; I had barely stepped outside of the room before people (who had crowded inside the infirmary) gasped, cheered, and began to crowd around me. I kept moving, said a few polite things here and there, thanked them for their concern, and made my way outside.

Lo and behold, the crowd wasn’t only limited to inside the infirmary; the amount of people outside the infirmary was enormous. I sighed very deeply, exasperated. It took me a half-hour (constantly moving) just to get through all of those people, and eventually, I ceased my polite lines here and there and just kept moving forward, until finally the crowd was behind me. It pleased me that the people were so appreciative, but I just wanted to be left alone.

Eventually, the people who were following me realized that there wasn’t going to be a response to their thanks, so they finally filtered away. I was glad to have saved their lives, glad that they were free from Sirak’s horrible existence, but honestly, I would have liked nothing more than to leave the city right afterward.

Only one thing stopped me: Iskandor.

The fact that Delmar, a dragon-hating country, was finally seeing the light, in my eyes, and giving dragons the credit they so richly deserved was enough for me to stick around, at least for a little while longer.

In my past life in Delmar, I had one place that I used to get away from everything when I sought solitude. The walls of Delmar were built so soldiers could stand on them and defend the city if needed, and on the southern end, the walls of the city butted up against Lake Apera. Beyond the lake was a forest, set in the hills. On that spot on the wall, I had spent many hours thinking and contemplating my life. That was my destination now.

I made my way up the stairs of one of the wall towers (it took a very long time, with the crutches) and began to make my way east, along the wall. But it wasn’t long before I realized that someone had already found my private sanctuary — someone in forest green robes.

I hesitated before I approached Timor; no one had seen or heard from him in a couple of days, and I was certain that he didn’t want to be bothered. But, at the same time, he clearly needed someone to talk to.

Perhaps I did too.

Timor didn’t turn his head as I approached, didn’t even acknowledge my existence. I decided not to bother with any words either, I just hobbled up next to him and leaned against the stone railing.

We were both quiet for a while, so I looked out across Lake Apera, across Delmar — as I had even a year ago (from this time — for me, it was an eternity). It was a bright, beautiful day; the sun shone brightly overhead, the water blue and calm. It was one of those beautiful days that you dream about…a perfect day.

Perfect, except I was currently in my home city (where I didn’t want to be), and except for the disconsolate young wizard standing next to me.

Finally, Timor broke the silence. ‘I lost the Rod of Therl.’

I nodded, folded my hands together over the railing. ‘I figured.’

‘You figured I’d fail?’ Timor’s voice held a note of bitter sarcasm that I had never heard before — quite frankly, it scared me.

‘No, no,’ I hastened to reassure him. ‘There were failures all over, Timor.’ I sighed very deeply. ‘I failed to save Garridan — in fact, it could be said that I killed him trying to save him. They may toot me as being the hero, but I hardly feel like one.’

‘You saved your people,’ Timor said quietly.

‘But I failed to save who I wanted to save more than anyone,’ I responded. ‘I’m happy for the people, but still, all I feel is loss.’

Timor looked at me, as if he couldn’t understand (which he probably couldn’t), but then his face cleared. ‘You did the right thing, Aidan,’

‘I know,’ I answered. I hesitated, but then decided that it needed to be asked. ‘What happened?’

Timor looked out over the water, quiet for a long time. Then he answered. ‘I tended to the king as best as I could, but it took longer than I wanted, because he wasn’t in very good shape. Just as I healed him as best as I could, I was hit from behind by some type of magical projectile. I was still conscious — Sirak turned me over, kicked me in the stomach once, then took the Rod of Therl from my robes. Then he disappeared.’

Nothing I could have said would have made him feel better about losing the Rod of Therl. All I could say was, ‘You saved the king — I will always be grateful for that.’

‘I did my best,’ Timor said simply.

‘I mean it, Timor,’ I said sincerely. ‘Before we came here, there was no doubt in my mind that I didn’t want to see King Baladir alive again. But after seeing him on the edge of death…I knew that that wasn’t what I truly felt. I asked you to save him because I knew you could — and you did. You and I don’t always see eye-to-eye, but I will always be grateful for what you did.’

‘I’m glad I could do that for you — and for the king.’ Timor’s expression didn’t change, but the note of bitterness had dropped out of his voice, replaced by a note of sincerity.

I stretched out my hand, and Timor shook it — and then he looked past me. ‘You have a visitor,’ he said softly.

I heaved a sigh of exasperation, thinking that one of the townspeople had followed me up to the walls. But when I turned around, my heart dropped to my stomach.

It was Lady Mirabelle.

‘Don’t look so happy to see her,’ Timor said, and I was too shocked to notice that he had actually made a sarcastic remark. He stayed long enough to bow to Lady Mirabelle, then he walked away silently.

‘Is he alright?’ Mirabelle asked softly, when he was out of hearing range.

‘He will be,’ I answered, watching as he disappeared into another of the towers built into the city walls.

‘I see you’ve been released,’ Mirabelle commented, glancing down at my injured leg.

I nodded. ‘Yeah…I already can’t wait to be rid of these damn crutches.’

Mirabelle stepped a little closer to me, and we both leaned against the stone railing and looked out across the water. ‘Derrick told me about your hiding place,’ she said lightly.

‘I’ve spent many hours here,’ I replied. ‘It’s very peaceful, and gives me a chance to reflect on things.’

Mirabelle smiled. ‘It’s very beautiful.’

I nodded in agreement. It was silent for a few moments, then Mirabelle cleared her throat.

‘Iskandor’s been helping to clear the wreckage from the cathedral. The King’s already planning to have it rebuilt.’

I smiled at the thought of Iskandor, the dragon, helping the people of Delmar — strange irony. Then a sudden thought occurred to me.

‘Did they find the body of Norvin?’

Mirabelle frowned, puzzled. ‘No. There were no other bodies.’

A million thoughts flooded my mind, crashed on the shores of my brain. He was near death when I saw him in the cathedral…did he get out? If he did, why wasn’t he captured? He couldn’t have gone far, the condition he was in…

‘Aidan?’ Mirabelle was looking me over, concerned. ‘Are you alright? You went pale all of the sudden.’

I snapped out of my clouded thoughts. ‘Yes, I’m fine, thank you…just a bit confused, that’s all.’

Mirabelle nodded, then went back to looking out over the water again. Then she sighed very deeply. ‘I had another reason for following you up here, Aidan.’

I looked at her, not liking the tone of her voice. ‘Is anything the matter?’

She shrugged lightly. ‘There may be. I need to ask you,’ she hesitated, seemingly not sure what words to use. Then she apparently decided to just go on with it. ‘How do you feel about me?’

I froze. That was about the last thing I expected to hear come out of her mouth. I faltered, not sure how to answer, then I stammered, ‘I…love you, Mirabelle.’

Her beautiful purple eyes closed in pain. ‘That’s what I was afraid of.’

Stricken by her expression, I looked away, cursing myself for a fool. How could I allow myself to believe, that someone as gorgeous as Mirabelle would ever care about a decrepit freak like me?

Mirabelle saw me and seemed to read what was on my mind. ‘No, Aidan…don’t be like that. I…care very deeply about you, too.’

‘Then what’s the matter?’ I asked, sensing that she was still apprehensive.

Mirabelle held up her left hand, showing me the gold ring with the red jewel encrusted on it that she wore on her middle finger. ‘I was walking down the street, and I passed by a man that asked me to stop. He is the proprietor of the biggest wizard shop in the city.’

‘The Mage’s Emporium,’ I commented, knowing the place.

Mirabelle nodded, then continued. ‘He asked, very politely, if he could see my ring. A bit wary, I approached him and showed it to him. “That’s quite amazing,” he said. When I asked what was amazing about it, he asked me to accompany him inside his store. I was a bit hesitant, but the man didn’t seem to be threatening. Once inside the store, he pulled out a large book, and plopped it down on the counter. He turned to a certain page, which showed the exact same ring I was carrying. He told me that the ring is enchanted.’

I glanced down at the ring. ‘Enchanted? With what power?’

Mirabelle paused, and it seemed for a moment that she wasn’t going to answer. Then she said, very tentatively, ‘The ring makes one single man fall in love with me.’

I felt like I had just been punched in the chest; all of the air had been driven from my lungs. On one hand, the magic of the ring wants me to fall in love with her. On the other, my love for her wasn’t real. It’s just magic.

I was quiet for a moment, my mind desperately trying to process what I’d just been told. I didn’t know what to say, so I said nothing.

Mirabelle seemed distraught. ‘I didn’t know the ring had any power. If I had, I would have wanted nothing to do with it.’

I silently conceded this to be true. My eyes were drawn to the ground, then I looked back out over the railing, out across the beautiful day that suddenly didn’t seem so beautiful anymore. It felt like all of the life had been sucked out of the world; to me, it seemed that the birds had stopped chirping, that the sun was not giving off warmth, but a chill that threatened to freeze my heart still. I ignored Mirabelle’s attempts to draw my attention.

Finally, Mirabelle said, ‘I want to try an experiment.’ I didn’t answer, but I could see what she was doing out of the corner of my eye.

She pulled the ring off of her finger, the beautiful red jewel-encrusted gold ring, held it out over the railing, and let the ring slip from her fingers. It seemed like an eternity before I heard the light splash into the water.

‘Why did you do that?’ I asked her, shocked and confused. ‘You didn’t have to…it didn’t matter —’

‘Now kiss me,’ Mirabelle said simply.

Now my whole body was frozen — my heart, my blood, my mind. I wasn’t entirely sure what she had just said.

Mirabelle leaned in slowly, and I could do nothing but watch. But as her tender lips inched closer to mine, my eyes closed, and I felt our lips touch delicately.

My senses were suddenly stampeded as life flowed back into the world. The birds sang loudly, the sun’s warmth was refreshing, and the sound of the water below was soothing. But I only noticed these things numbly — I could almost feel nothing else except for the surge of lighting that crackled through my entire body. I remembered when she had kissed me on the cheek before I left with the others to enter Delmar — the feeling that was so much stronger and more potent than my magic. Now, this feeling I was currently experiencing ran over the previous feeling and stomped it out of existence. If my powers were as strong as this feeling, as Mirabelle and I kissed, I could have blown all of the walls off of the city, and then casually eaten a sandwich afterward.

It seemed like we kissed for an eternity, and truth be told, we could have and I wouldn’t have missed a thing. I didn’t want this feeling to ever end…I wanted this forever.

Finally, our lips parted, and couldn’t help but feel a little disappointed as that amazing, electric feeling receded just a little.

‘How do you feel?’ Mirabelle asked lightly.

I opened my eyes, and saw Mirabelle staring back, a bright smile on her face, her wavy red hair moving lightly in the breeze. I felt a feeling of warmth that came not from the sun, but deep inside, from my soul — and at the same time, I felt a fluttery feeling in my stomach that wasn’t unpleasant at all.

‘I feel like I’ve been flying freely among the clouds, and nothing in the world could bring me down. I feel like I just climbed the highest mountain, and looked out across the all of the beauty in the world. It feels right…I feel whole.’

At that, Mirabelle’s smile grew larger, if possible, her violet eyes shining brightly like the stars on a clear, beautiful night. Mirabelle leaned in, and I held her as we both gazed out across the calm, blue water, out to the horizon.






CHAPTER 14

The next day was a long one. It was to be the day of a mass funeral of all the men and women lost, as well as the funeral of Sir Garridan. After that was the ceremony that was planned by King Baladir to praise myself and all of my companions as the ‘saviors of Delmar.’ I appreciated the gesture, but the whole thought of the ceremony made me sick to my stomach. An eternity ago (actually, in this time, it was only a year, but it was an eternity to me), I had been declared a traitor to Delmar and forbidden from ever seeing my homeland again. Now that my friends and I had saved the city from their horrible existence, suddenly the king wanted to declare us heroes; and while I was happy for the others, namely Iskandor, it irritated me beyond measure. I decided that I didn’t care what anyone thought — I was going to do everything in my power to be absent from the ceremony.

I am happy for my friends and the people, but all I want is to be out of here.

The funerals, however, were a different story entirely. It was declared that a large portion of the field outside the White Castle would be made into a Garden of Remembrance commemorating the spirits of those lost in the Battle of Delmar. I have to admit, I liked the idea — besides the fact that there was no way the cemetery that existed in the city would have ever held all of the bodies that were to be buried, having them placed to rest in such sacred ground seemed appropriate, given the unnatural nature of the tragedy that had befallen them.

I was proud at how the people of Delmar were handling the disastrous loss of lives. They came together and worked as one on the cemetery, many of them digging the plots where the corpses were to be laid to rest, enabling the creation of the majority of the cemetery in a very short time. Wooden crosses were created with the names of those lost, in lieu of actual gravestones that would be developed at a later time, when there was more time (and stone) available. However, there was one gravestone made, an enormous memorial that was specially created from the rubble of the ruined cathedral, and it was created to immortalize one person only — Sir Garridan. Iskandor, in dragon form, sat respectfully nearby.

The High Priest (still visibly shaken by the fact that the ritual had occurred on sacred ground) led all of the people in a long prayer, asking the gods to take all of the souls of the lives taken into their service and care. There was, as expected, a great deal of crying from children, widows, parents of young men and women, and I grieved along with them. I promised myself privately that the lives of those lost would be avenged.

When it came time to commemorate Sir Garridan’s spirit, King Baladir, very unexpectedly (it was my fault that it was unexpected — I had been doing everything in my power to avoid the king) asked me to come to the front to say some words about Garridan. As I hobbled forward on my crutches, I heard the people whispering, remarks that weren’t exactly malicious, but weren’t exactly pleasant, either.

When I finally reached Garridan’s memorial, I turned and faced the people…and I couldn’t help the disdain that crept up in my heart. But I violently shoved it out of my mind and soul — it wasn’t about me at that point, it was about Garridan. When the anger was — temporarily — gone from my heart, the words came to me, as well as an overwhelming feeling of sorrow.

‘Sir Garridan was many things to me…mentor, father, friend. He may have been many things to all of you too, but primarily, he was the man who defended and fought for this country, through thick and thin. I was little more than a skinny kid who worked on a farm, with a dream of becoming a knight one day. Through a chance encounter, I met Garridan, and he saw something in me — something I didn’t even know I had. He made everything I ever wanted come true, far beyond anything I ever dreamed. He didn’t even have any family to speak of — leading this army was his heart and soul, and in that way, he gave his heart and soul to you people.’

I took a breath, collecting my thoughts, and continued. ‘Everyone, by now, knows several versions of what happened to me. After I was exiled, Sir Garridan stood up for me, and he paid a price for it. That was what Sir Garridan was about: standing up for what he believed in. Whatever story you believe, whether you are angry with me, or forgive me, or believe my side doesn’t matter. I ask all of you now to forgive him. Take him into your hearts, absolve him of any animosity you might have, because you all were in his heart. Allow his spirit to roam the mists with no regrets, with the love for him that he had for all of you.’

Tears had dimmed my vision, and I could think of little else to say — I just looked out amongst the people. Suddenly, one person in the front got down on one knee and bowed — and then another, then another. It didn’t take long before all of the people of Delmar were on one knee, heads bowed. All of my companions bowed respectfully, including Iskandor, who lowered his head. Overcome, I followed suit, which was very difficult with my injured leg. Even King Baladir bowed.

I rose painfully from my bowing position. ‘Thank you,’ I said to everybody, and I was sincere, because I hadn’t expected that show of respect for Garridan.

My speech done, I began to stumble away on my crutches, making my way back through the crowd. No one said much, but I wouldn’t have stopped if they had anyway. I could hear King Baladir making an announcement, asking everyone to move to the center of the hill for the ceremony. People began to follow his instructions, but I intended to pass through those gates, and keep right on going.

I succeeded, entering the desolate streets of Delmar. There wasn’t a soul in sight, and it was very strange, like walking through a ghost town. I don’t know how long I stumbled down the streets, but it was quite some time.

‘And where do you think you’re going?’ said a voice from behind me.

My breath stopped short. I fully expected someone to follow me — I wasn’t about to outrun anybody on those crutches — but I suspected that I would hear them coming. I was wrong; I wouldn’t hear them if my pursuer was a thief who was an expert in silence.

I turned to face Kirra. ‘I’m not attending the ceremony.’

‘And you’re leaving, is that it?’

‘I intend to,’ I answered shortly.

Kirra strolled up to me. ‘You may not feel like you owe these people anything — and perhaps you don’t — but you should stand up there and accept their adulation, because you deserve it…we all do. Whatever contempt you’re feeling, you can save it for later. Put it aside and accept their thanks, if only for a few moments.’

‘I don’t want to face them anymore,’ I said with a groan. I could feel myself caving in — Kirra could be very persuasive.

‘Do it anyway,’ Kirra said simply, ‘because if you refuse, you will look funny with the Queen of Thieves carrying you in there.’

I should have been mad, but I smiled. ‘All right, Kirra — no need to hold me hostage.’

She nodded. ‘Good to hear that. I’ll lead the way, they’re waiting for you.’

And so I began my journey back to the ceremony. It was a long way, and I was starting to get tired, but all of my fatigue vanished when I passed back through those gates.

Everyone was staring at me, awaiting my arrival. And then, the people began to cheer.

It started with a few, then it was many, and then it was all. They were cheering, hollering, whistling — and the sound was deafening.

I just stood there, just past the gates, looking out amongst the screaming people of Delmar, who were cheering for me, and felt proud. Everything I had done for the people — no matter what I had been through — had been worth it.

Finally, I made it to the front, where everybody was waiting. The enormous figure of Iskandor loomed in the background. King Baladir stood to the left, and everyone else was on the right — Kirra, Lady Mirabelle, Timor. I made it to the king, and turned to face him.

The people quieted down, and King Baladir began to speak. ‘Aidan, you have done a great service for this country, which cannot be described in words. You were wronged by me, and I cannot apologize enough for that. You saved my life, and the lives of all of the people here. To that end, the kingdom of Delmar should be yours for the taking.’

‘I don’t want the country,’ I said in a low voice.

‘Of course,’ King Baladir said hastily, slightly alarmed by my stoic nature. ‘I want to offer you the chance to return to your country. I absolve you of any alleged crimes that were charged against you, and I want you to be the Knight-General of our military.’

I was in a state of shock, and I admit that I felt justified, as well as a sense of pride — it felt good to be offered to chance to return to my home, and to be absolved of my so-called “crimes”. I felt a small weight leave my soul.

I looked out among the people, all wearing expectant looks, waiting for me to accept and continue their deafening cheer. My dream was right in front of me — and suddenly, I didn’t want it anymore.

I looked back at the king and answered simply, ‘No.’

King Baladir’s brows lowered in dismay. He seemed at a loss for words. I, however, was not.

‘I hope all of you can forgive me,’ I said, looking out at the people. ‘But after what happened, trust is a bit of an issue for me. As of right now, I don’t belong to any country. However,’ I continued with a smile, ‘from time to time, I will pop in when you least expect it. I’ll be keeping an eye on this city, this country, my home.’

The people smiled and clapped. The king’s blood drained from his face, resulting in a very pale complexion. But he recovered himself quickly.

‘Fair enough, Aidan. I understand completely. However, know this: the entire kingdom of Delmar stands in your debt, and you will always have a home here.’

Against my wishes, I felt warmth spread through my body at those words. In spite of what I felt, the king’s words meant a lot to me.

‘Thank you, King Baladir,’ I said respectfully, and I bowed to him. I glanced at all of my friends once, then I stood off to the side, as King Baladir declared that the ceremony was over, and that the people should get back to their lives.






EPILOGUE

I began to hobble down the hill, without a word. I could hear the others talking but I wasn’t paying attention to what they were saying. As I approached the gates, there were a myriad of emotions warring through me — pain, disdain, and contempt battling with contentment and satisfaction. In contrast to what I was feeling, the weather was steady in its presence; still clear, beautiful, and full of life.

There were still people walking through the gates, but I didn’t wait for them; I went right into the crowd with the same intent that I had had, to ignore everyone in my path. This time, it wasn’t all that difficult — after my words at the ceremony, the people were much more reluctant to attempt to converse with me. But I didn’t get too far down the street before I heard familiar voices.

‘Hey, Grumpy, hold up!’

I smiled, knowing that Derrick was probably the only who could accomplish that feat at that point. I stopped and turned, seeing that he was joined by all of the others. Iskandor was in human form.

‘So…’ Derrick began, ‘you’ve had a building fall on you, gotten back the respect of the people and the king — what’s next?’

‘Actually,’ I said, thinking about an idea that I had been throwing around in my mind, ‘I’ve been thinking of starting my own mercenary outfit…travel the world, help out people that need help, that kind of thing.’

Derrick’s eyebrows rose, his expression one of interest. ‘I would join you, but I agreed to rejoin the White Army. I’m sure we’ll cross paths in the future.’

‘I can guarantee it,’ I said, smiling, and I shook his hand. ‘Also, there remains the mystery of what I am, and there’s Sirak and the Dyn’osi. There’s plenty I have left to do.’

‘You can count on our help,’ Timor said, his head slightly inclined.

I nodded. ‘Derrick, Kirra…thank you all for coming along, for your help. I will always appreciate it.’

‘It was a pleasure to fight alongside you…I guess.’ Kirra muttered.

Timor stepped forward. ‘You are a good man, Aidan. No matter how you feel about any of this, at least be proud of the fact that the people no longer have to suffer with that terrible existence.’

I nodded in agreement, and turned my attention to Iskandor. ‘My friend,’ I began, ‘you stood by me through everything, respected me no matter what decision I made. You did what very few humans could have even thought about doing. I am proud to call you a true friend.’

‘And you, as well, Aidan,’ Iskandor answered with a bow, which I returned. ‘But if you think we’re going our separate ways, you are mistaken. I intend to accompany you, wherever you go.’

‘Oh, I figured you were,’ I said with a smile. ‘Those things just needed to be said, that’s all.’

Iskandor smiled.

Mirabelle stepped forward, and we clasped each other’s hands. As content as I was with all we had accomplished, one troubling thought lingered in my mind.

What happened to Norvin’s body?
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