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Prologue

* % * % %

The topaz sun passed through a layer of wispy amethyst clouds and hovered for afew minutesin the

diver of sky between the two cloud layers before dlipping into the bottom pocket. Like a great banner
unfurling, darkness spread across the sky. One by one, twinkling stars appeared like curious children

poking their heads through mysterious windows in the sky. A large shadow momentarily blocked out
the smaller of the two moons and vanished.

"What do you think that was, Fenrek?" Trin asked.

She was a petite, slender young woman with sapphire-blue eyes and cascading ebony hair that
concealed dightly-pointed ears. She wore a dark blue silk dress and a violet cape. Her mount was a
lovely white mare who often acted asif she were the queen of the world. For that reason, Trin had
named the horse Sela, which meant queen in her native tongue.

"How should | know?" Fenrek retorted.
With aheight of about four feet, he was short, even for a Melosean. He had a comical nose that |ooked

like alump of clay stuck on as an afterthought. His gray eyes resembled smooth pebbles. One of hisears
was dightly larger than the other. He wore a brown tunic, black riding breeches, and a buff leather
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cloak. He carried two short swords at hiswaist, but to him, they were the equivalent of long swords. He
rode a plump, dapple-gray pony with sleepy eyes named Bagley.

"It could have been adragon,” she suggested.
"Aye, and gold could grow on trees."

Trin gave Fenrek an exasperated glance. She wondered what he would say if she told him that gold did
grow on trees, at least on the trees at her father's palace. "Do you have to be so. . .so incredulous?'

"Trin, | could no more be unskeptical than you could be pessimistic. Wasit not the great Cigmus who
said that all things must abide by their specific natures?'

"Y es, but Firunathe Wise said that all things are subject to change.”
He groaned. "Y ou're impossible to argue with, Trin. Do you know that?"

She laughed. "I am not impossible to argue with, Fenrek. On the contrary, | enjoy a good argument. It
stimulates the mind and excites the heart. Y ou just concede far too easily."

He sighed. "Do all faeries argue so much?"

"We are taught to respect the mind, and thus we must exercise it often. Debating is but one of many
ways to accomplish that. We have many philosophers, artists and writers among our people as well."

The Melosean didn't have the heart to tell her that his question had been rhetorical. Instead, he said with
uncharacteristic grace, "Thank you for satisfying my curiosity."

Trin raised her eyebrows, but said nothing.

As Kiperreth's claws touched the ground, the air around him shimmered with colors of every hue
imaginable. The magnificent dragon was transformed into a human man with blond hair and emerald
green eyes, dressed in various shades of green. He carried a staff and wore a backpack. Pinned to the
collar of histunic was agold pin in the shape of a dragon with emerald eyes.

He had seen Trin and Fenrek from the air, even though they were ten leagues away. If the sun had been
out, Kiperreth could have seen them from twenty leagues away. He had recognized them. He had known
Trin since she had been awee babe, and he had met the grouchy gnome in atavern somewhere --
Daranor, probably. He visited the port city often for its world-famous ale. He also liked to keep up with
current events, unlike most dragons, who were territorial and reclusive. Looking forward to seeing his
old friends again, Kiperreth set up camp.

Trin and Fenrek camped in a cluster of trees near the road. There were just enough trees to hide them
and their horses from passers-by. While the M el osean started the campfire, Trin cast spells to ward off
harm. By the time she was finished, Fenrek had found their rations and was preparing to make soup with
beans and dried beef. He could make a delicious soup out of amost anything.

Thunder rumbled in the distance, and Fenrek sighed. "That's why | hate sleeping in the open. Half the
time you can't sleep because the ground's too hard, and the other half because it's cold and wet."
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"I'm not so sure that's thunder,” Trin remarked. "L ook to the east, Fenrek, the way we came."

He squinted. "Y ou know my eyes aren't as good as yours, Fair Lady, especially at night. | can just barely
see aglowing dot.”

"That glowing dot is moving toward us."

"You'reright, itis. Do you think it's someone carrying a torch?"
"I think it'salot of someones carrying torches," she asserted.
That got Fenrek's attention. "1 wonder what's going on?"

"I am curious aswell," Trin agreed.

It didn't take very long for their curiosity to be satisfied. Four Torgesian troops rode past. The soldiers
wore plate mail, and their horses had barding. Two soldiersin front carried a silk banner with agold
dragon on a black background. Most of the other soldiers carried torches. None of the Torgesian lords
had any standards like that, and King Ulven's standard had always been alion. Besides that, the soldiers
were heavily armed, and two supply horses carried heavy loads. In short, they looked as if they were
ready for war. Fenrek mentioned thisto Trin, who agreed that it was peculiar.

"Perhaps we should pay King Ulven avisit,” she suggested. "I am, after all, Princess of the Faeries, and
have a duty to keep myself appraised on human affairs.”

"I agree wholeheartedly," Fenrek replied. "Are we bound for Teracor, then?"
Trin nodded. "1t will not interrupt our goal for more than afew days."

"I'm not all that eager to get to Daranor, anyway." Fenrek owed alot of people money there -- in
particular, a man named Shen Mallen. Shen was a high-stakes gambler who was wealthy enough to hire
assassins if he needed to. Rumor had it that he'd already done so, on a number of occasions. That was
why Fenrek was going to Daranor, to pay off his debts. He had recently acquired some money from a
business venture. Trin was going there for other reasons, which she kept to herself. It didn't matter. They
had traveled together before, and got along fairly well.

For the next few hours, Trin kept herself entertained by reading a book, and Fenrek kept watch. The
night was uneventful. Trin and Fenrek were on the road early the next morning. They passed by a
village or two, and spoke to afew travelers along the way. No one else seemed to know anything about
the soldiers, but there were plenty of rumors about King Ulven that sounded far-fetched and ridiculous.

It was about mid-morning when they met a flaxen-haired man dressed in green and carrying a sturdy
walking stick. He bowed and spoke haltingly in the Faery language, which Fenrek did not comprehend.

Her eyes widened, but she smiled. "Kip, it's good to see you again." The two of them embraced.
"Fenrek,” she said, "thisismy old friend, Kip."

"Er, pleased to meet you." Fenrek stuck out his hand, and Kip shook it. Why did the other man's name
sound familiar? Fenrek hated it when he couldn't remember things. It was like losing afavorite pair of
socks.
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"But we have already met," Kip said. "I believeit wasin atavern in Daranor."

"I go to Daranor from time to time," Fenrek said. "In fact, I'm on my way there to visit some friends and
repay some old debts. | am traveling with this fair woman as long as our paths cross, and Teracor
happens to be along the route | am taking."

"Ah, yes. Well, | am also on my way to Teracor. | have a message for the king from the Great Circle."
"Y our company would be welcome,” Trin said.

And so they began their journey.

* % * % %

Chapter 1

Tanith frowned as she polished her scimitar. Her long coppery hair danced in the wind like flames. The
leather armor she wore was only a shade darker than her skin, which had become golden brown from
constant exposure to the sun. Her emerald-green eyes scanned the surface of the blade for scratches and
marks, but did not find any. Tanith sheathed Srocco and stood up. She walked over to her mount, a
handsome white stallion that had been a gift from Master Nishar, and patted him affectionately.

"Sorry to keep you waiting, Jyar."

The stallion tossed his head. *It isal right, Mistress. | do not mind waiting. Some preparation is
necessary for ajourney.*

Tanith climbed into the saddle. "Let's go."

She had been on the road no more than an hour, when she glimpsed aflicker of movement behind a tree.
As Tanith peered into the woods, she saw aglint of metal and a flash of color.

"Bandits," she whispered to the stallion.
*| see them, Mistress.*

Tanith's hand dropped to her scimitar's hilt. As half a dozen bandits leaped out from behind the trees,
she drew Srocco from its scabbard. One of the thugs stepped forward, wielding along sword.

"Give us your horse, woman, and we will let you live."

"Never!"

"Then prepare to die.”

The first horse-thief attempted to strike her with his sword and missed. She sliced into his throat with
Srocco and watched him crumple to the ground. Two more leaped forward. Jyar reared and kicked one

of them hard in the chest. The unfortunate miscreant stumbled back and fell. Tanith brought Srocco
down hard on the other.
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The remaining rogues hesitated. One of them hurled adagger at Tanith. It struck her shoulder, but the
wound was small. Ignoring the pain, she rode forward and slayed the attacker. While the villain who had
received a painful kick from Jyar scrambled to his feet, the sound of approaching hoof beats was heard.
Fenrek's horse stumbled but did not fall. When the Mel osean looked down, he saw a fresh corpse lying
on the ground. The former bandit was still bleeding from a deep gouge in his neck. Fenrek looked up
and saw aflame-haired woman on a beautiful white horse wielding a deadly-looking scimitar and three
bandits who looked very grim. Then he saw two more bodies strewn about. It was no wonder that the
rogues were disheartened.

"Would you like a chance to retreat?"' Tanith asked, glancing at the three remaining brigands.

One of them turned and fled into the woods. Another swung at Tanith. She blocked his attack, and then
slashed his arm. He howled in pain. The last bandit tried to lunge at her, but Jyar kicked him in the
groin. He doubled over, red-faced and spouting curses.

"My Lady, would you care for some assistance?' Fenrek shouted.

Tanith maneuvered Jyar around and saw a short, dumpy Melosean on agray pony. Behind him were
two nobles on awhite horse. She responded, " Thanks for the offer, but | have things under control,” as
the remaining bandits staggered off into the forest, cursing and groaning.

Fenrek rode up to her. "Y ou handled those scoundrels well. Where did you learn to fight like that?"

"I spent seven years in Naborea with a blademaster.”

"That would explain alittle. May | ask where you are going?"

"You may. | am on my way to Daranor."

Fenrek grinned. "Really? So am |. What a coincidence.”

Tanith sighed. "'l suppose you want another traveling companion.”

"Why not? Conversation makes the time pass by quickly."

*She's beautiful ,* Jyar gasped. He was staring at the white mare. Her nostrils flared, and she whinnied.
*What's the matter, haven't you ever seen afemale before? Stop acting like a colt!*

Tanith realized that she was hearing the other horse's voice.

*I. . .I'm sorry,* Jyar apologized.

*Whileyou're at it, tell your mistress to join us. Someone who's trained with a blademaster might come
in handy, what with all the humans playing at war.*

"War?" Tanith exclaimed.

"Excuse me?' Fenrek asked.
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"That horse said something about war!" She pointed to the white mare.

"Y ou can hear horses talk?'

Tanith nodded. "I've been able to hear animals speak since | was a child. My father used to breed horses,
so | have aspecia affinity for them. I'm not as good with other animals.”

"Interesting,” Kip noted. "I thought that talent had been lost forever, except among the Seekers."
"Who?"

"The Seekers. | believe they are aso called Wanderers. They gave up their homeland long ago in
exchange for autonomy. They seek anew placeto call home. That iswhy they call themselves the
Seekers."

"Oh. What isthiswar | hear of ?"

"We came across some soldiers wearing strange uniforms and carrying a black and gold banner with a
dragon. They looked as if they were going off to war," Trin supplied.

"Interesting,” Tanith mused. "I have been away from home for too long. Who is King now?"
"Ulven is still King, but his recent actions have not gone unremarked."”
"I think it may be agood ideato visit Teracor,” Tanith suggested.

Trin smiled. "That is where we are going. You may join us, if you wish. | am called Trin, and my
companion is Kip. Our Melosean friend is named Fenrek."

"I am Tanith Makri."

"Y ou are the daughter of General Talden Makri?" Kip asked in astonishment.
"Yes," Tanith replied.

"I am honored to be in the presence of such company."

Fenrek was beginning to grow irritated. "Can we get moving, please? I'd like to arrive in Teracor before
my hair turns white and | have a beard aslong as Bagley'stail."

Trin looked annoyed, but Kip laughed. "Of course, my friend. The exchanging of
pleasantries can wait. Teracor cannot.”

* % * * %

King Ulven Dekira, son of Rayadir Dekirathe Wise and Lady Losira Jolarid the Fair, current ruler of
the five provinces of Torgesia, groaned. His accountant had just given him afull report, and things were
looking dim. Trade routes were vanishing due to brigands and pirates. The few caravans till in
operation had to either hire their own bodyguards, or petition Ulven for the use of royal guards.
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Asif things weren't bad enough, the Tunosians were demanding tariffs for every edible product that
crossed their border including herbs, medicines, and all agricultural goods. Before, they'd insisted on
tariffs on luxury goods. It was enough to give any ruler a headache. Finally, Ulven dismissed his
accountant and called for a servant to get him some wine.

Dracon Kaldaan, the king's financial advisor, entered carrying Ulven's wine. He set a bottle and glass on
the table, then bowed respectfully. His deep violet eyes missed nothing. The King was under stress, no
doubt from the accountant's latest report. And why shouldn't he be worried? The kingdom was headed
for afiscal catastrophe.

Unless something was done to get rid of the bandits, and the Tunosians could be talked out of their latest
demands, most Torgesians would be paupersin less than ayear. The noble men and women Dracon met
with on adaily basis could see it coming, and they wanted no part of it. If something wasn't done soon,
Ulven could very well lose histhrone. There were several contenders already, spreading the word
discreetly among those they trusted, and watching the king like a hawk. When Ulven made a mistake,
they would pounce.

"Sire."

"Dracon, have you any good news for me?' The king's eyes narrowed.

"No."

Ulven sighed and took a swallow of wine. "All right, what brings you here?'

"Asyou know, Majesty, our current financial state of affairsis not good. Something needs to be done
about these blasted brigands! They're choking off our livelihood."

"Yes. Well, I've stationed all the guards | can at major crossroads and other checkpoints, but | just can't
Spare any more men."

"Perhaps you could send an assassin after their leader, Sire."
"If I had one." The king sighed. "Unfortunately, the thieves guild is no longer hiring out their services."

"Thereis one other thing, Majesty. | fear that if this situation does not change, someone may try to take
your throne. There are already rumors of would-be contenders.”

"I'll keep your suggestions in mind, Dracon. Any other news?' King Ulven grimaced. His headache was
getting worse, not better. Blast it!

"No, Sire." Dracon frowned. "Areyou al right? You look ill. Perhaps | should send for a physician.”
"Yes, do so. Tell him | have a splitting headache."

"Asyou wish."

Suddenly, Ulven felt a sharp pain in his forehead and cried out. Then, he collapsed.

"No!" Dracon exclaimed. He ran to find the nearest physician.
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A few hours later, the king sat up in bed. Disoriented, Ulven looked around. There was atall, slender
Naborean woman with light brown skin and long black hair. She wore a physician's white robe.
Embroidered around the sleeves and neckline were small red drops, meant to represent blood. She wore
asilver ring with aruby stone that was shaped like a drop of blood, which al physicians received upon
graduating from the university. The ring was engraved with silverheart leaves, a common base for many
medicines, and which also appeared on the standard sign above most apothecaries. Her amber eyes
looked golden in the flickering candlelight.

"What is my condition?" Ulven inquired. His voice cracked with strain.

"Y ou had traces of poison in your body. They are no longer present, as| have cleansed you."

"What sort of poison?"

"Bloodroot.”

That was traditionally difficult to cure. This physician must be talented indeed, if she had flushed it from
Ulven's system. The king nodded. "What is your name?"

"JacinaMara Temuri."

"You will be rewarded for saving my life. Was the bloodroot present in the wine | drank?’

"No."

That meant Dracon was not a likely suspect, but the kitchens needed to be searched and the staff
guestioned, and more money had to be paid out to guards. Ulven sighed. At thisrate, the royal coffers
would be depleted within the year. He started to get out of bed.

"It would be best if you stayed in bed until dinner time. The antidote | used is known to make patients
light-headed. That feeling usually lasts for several hours.”

"Sire, I'm glad you're awake," Dracon said, after knocking on the door.

"Let himin,"” Ulven said. The worry-lines on his forehead gave away his concern. His face was slightly
ashen.

"How are you feeling now?' the Royal Accountant asked.

"Much better. Pay this physician well, for she has surely saved my life."

"What type of malady were you afflicted with, Sire?"

"Bloodroot poison.”

Dracon looked even paler. "It iswhat | feared would come to pass.”

"You arethe only onel daretrust,” Ulven told him. "We must root out the traitor.”
"May | make a suggestion?'
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"YS_"

"It might be easier to discover where the poison came from, rather than to interrogate everyone at first,
since bloodroot is so rare.”

"An excellent thought. Have the guards search the herbalists' shops, and thoroughly question any of the
proprietors who have it in stock.”

"Asyou wish, Sire." Dracon bowed.

* *k x k%

Aliyashivered. The sewers were cold and dark, and she had no desire to be here. Unfortunately, Zebyl
had insisted on the meeting place. She huddled in her cloak and wondered how much longer to wait.
Suddenly, one of the shadows moved forward.

A man stepped out, hidden in a shadow cloak. The pitch-black fabric concealed him until he lifted the
cloak's hood. It was Zebyl. His dark azure eyes scrutinized Aliya as though she were prey, and not a
member of the thieves guild.

"How did the mission go?"' Zebyl asked in araspy voice that came from years of smoking halil, an
addictive hallucinogen which came from bright flowers that were often dried and used in decorative
floral arrangements in upper-class homes. The drug was easy enough for a thief to come by.

"I was successful. Who was the bloodroot meant to poison?' Aliya asked. All she'd had to do was sneak
into the palace kitchen and deliver it to one of the cooks without anyone else noticing.

"It is better that you do not know."

Her eyes narrowed. "Zebyl, | am close to becoming a master thief. I'm not green anymore.”

"True," he acknowledged. "Very well. It was for King Ulven."

Aliyagasped. It was one thing to poison a greedy merchant or stuffy noble who deserved it, but quite
another to murder the king. Her world was suddenly ripped asunder. She would have to flee, or be
discovered and hanged as atraitor. Aliyafelt faint.

"Areyou al right?' Zebyl asked.

"No, | haveto go."

He clutched her shoulder. "Be careful. | would not want to see you hurt."

Y ou've already hurt me more than you know, Aliyathought but didn't say. The thief fled the cold, dark
sawers with seeds of fear growing in her chest.

* *k x k%

Chapter 2
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Trin, Fenrek, Tanith and Kip stopped at an inn for the night. Thiswas their third evening traveling
together. Tanith struck up a conversation with a merchant's bodyguard in hopes of finding out news.
Joros spoke of brigands on the road, which kept him and his fellows employed. They'd fought off a
dozen or so within the past six days. The caravan had lost two horses to the attacks, enough to slow
them considerably.

Another bodyguard had attempted to follow the surviving brigands, but lost them in the forest. Joros
supposed that if their lair could be found and destroyed, the attacks would be hindered considerably, but
no one knew where they were hiding. When asked where the rogues had run, Joros simply said, "Into
the forest." Tanith thanked him and rejoined her companions.

"We could search for them," Trin suggested.

"It'll take time from our journey," Fenrek said.

"Not as much as you think," Kip replied. "Once we find their trail, we can track them down."

Fenrek shrugged. "There's likely to be areward. If you don't think it'll take long to find them, let'stry."
Tanith went back and asked Joros exactly where the brigands had attacked the caravan. After he told
her, they went out to the edge of the forest and discovered the bandits' trail.

Kip muttered a few arcane words and the footprints began to glow with an eerie green light. "Thisway."
Fenrek's jaw dropped. "How did you do that?"

"If 1 tell you, I'll haveto eat you."

The Melosean blanched.

"Kip," Trin protested, knowing that he was kidding.

Kip sighed. "Oh, very well. It's arather ssmple spell, but one that is not widely known. If you like, | can
teach it to you sometime. Now, let's go before the trail fades.”

When the footprints were covered by dirt, leaves or grass, the objects that obscured them glowed as
well. The four adventurers followed the green trail through the forest until it stopped in the middie of a
clearing. There were no brigands to be seen.

"How can thisbe?' Fenrek asked no onein particular.

"It could have been done with atranslocation spell,” Kip replied. "The bandits must have awizard
working with them."

"Why would any self-respecting wizard have anything to do with bandits?* Trin asked.
"That is an excellent question. We may be able to find out in Teracor."

No one argued, so they continued onward.

* %k * % %
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Aliya surveyed her room at the Wayside Inn. It was dingy, despite alast minute cleaning by the maid.
Spider webs occupied most of the corners and afine layer of dust blanketed the windowsill. As dirty and
cramped as the room was, it would be fine for just afew days. After King Ulven's attempted
assassination, she had fled the city in panic. She was able to think more clearly on the road.

There was a thieves guild house in Daranor where she could stay and find work. Until then, she would
have to be as inconspicuous as possible. A woman traveling alone was very conspicuous, especially
with the brigands waylaying travelers. Aliya hoped to join a group of people heading in the same
direction. For the time being, she might earn afew coins by playing her flute in the tavern. She wasn't
adverse to honest work, aslong as it paid off.

The day passed quickly. When evening came, she found the innkeeper and asked permission to play her
flute that night. He couldn't afford to pay her, but any coins she got from the crowd were hersto keep. In
return, he would give her afree meal. There were not many patrons. However, several men showed up
in the tavern. They were probably locals who came for the ale and the chance to talk without their wives
being present. The tavern food was greasy, but at least it was hot. Her audience was also willing to
listen. They even made song requests.

Thiswasn't abad way to make aliving if you had to, Aliyathought. She even considered becoming a
full-time bard. Unfortunately, women weren't often taken seriously as bards. They could only make a
living on the street cornersin awell-populated city, or as part of atheatre troupe. Aliya played until well
after sunset, then retired to her room and counted the money. She'd gotten six copper coins, one from
each of the men. It would pay the cost of another night and perhaps a bath as well. Sliding under the
thick wool blanket a few minutes later, she fell asleep.

* *k x k%

Fenrek, Trin, Kip and Tanith had a peaceful night camping out. There was a village with an inn within a
day'sjourney. The Melosean was looking forward to slegping in awarm bed and having a hot meal,
rather than beef jerky and dried fruit. He was also looking forward to a bit of gambling. Trin frowned on
it, Tanith had never learned how to play dice, and a sane man never gambled with a dragon.

Selaand Jyar were gazing at each other asif nothing else existed in the world. Fenrek rolled his eyes
and saddled his pony. "At least you've still got your senses, Bagley."

The dapple-gray pony snorted and tossed his head in reply.

"He says, of course, he's got more sense than to mate," Tanith trandlated.

Bagley snorted again.

"Besides, he's not one to steal another horse'sfilly."

"That's my Bagley." Fenrek patted the pony's furry head.

Asthey traveled, the sky became increasingly overcast and the temperature grew colder. It was late

summer. Snow was out of the question, but rain wasn't. Fat raindrops began to sprinkle from the sky.
Luckily, the next village wasn't far. Quickening their pace, they set off at a canter and then afull gallop.

* %k * % %
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Aliyawent downstairs as new guests arrived in soaking wet clothes. The innkeeper offered seats by the
fireplace. A Melosean haggled for the two best rooms available and a hot bath as his companions sat
down. She blinked in surprise as one of them, atall man with fair hair and green eyes, shimmered
briefly. It had to have been atrick of the light. As he sat down, she noticed that his clothes had
mysteriously gotten dry. He must be awizard of some sort. Then she noticed a dark shape looming
behind him with scales and wings and atail. She felt her mouth go dry.

"Areyou al right, Miss?' Fenrek looked at her strangely.

Kip turned around and gazed at Aliya with perceptive emerald eyes. "Y ou can seeit, can't you?"
"What?' she asked.

"My true form. Don't be frightened, lass, | won't hurt you. I'm a dragon.”

It was the innkeeper's turn to gape. "A dragon? Here?'

"We travel occasionally, and prefer doing so discretely. What is your name, Miss?’

"Aliya."

"That is an unusual name. Where are you from?"

"I grew up on the streets of Teracor. | never knew my parents.”

"And now you're leaving to seek your fortune?'

"Something like that."

"Come abit closer, please.”

Shereally had no other choice. It was rare to defy a dragon and live. Many tales were told of those who
were foolish enough to do so. One wastold of a merchant who refused to give a dragon a percentage of
the gold he earned from passing through the dragon's territory. He'd been roasted on the spot, and his
ashes had been returned to the merchants' guild with a message asking for the dragon's dues. Of course,
the merchants paid. Facing the dragon in human form, Aliya gazed into his eyes. "How old are you?"
"Older than you," he replied with a chuckle. "Y ounger than some of my kind. | am called Kip among
humans. | use the name Kiperreth among dragons. Since you're just leaving Teracor, perhaps you could

tell us some news. What is the King doing about the bandits?’

"Asfar as| know, he's using his guards to ook for them. There are rumors that the King is sick, and that
the Tunosians want more gold from us. Nothing elseis new," she replied with a shrug.

"How sick isUlven?" Trin asked, concerned.
Her eyes narrowed at the use of the King's first name. "I don't know. The rumors range from him having

the flu to being on his deathbed, or maybe even being poisoned.” A bit of the truth was usually safe, as
long as you didn't embellishit.
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"Poisoned," the faerie gasped. "By whom?'

Aliya shrugged, hoping to remain inconspicuous. If they had any inkling of what she had done, they
would surely turn her in. Though she hadn't known who the poison was meant for, she had delivered it
to the kitchen, and that would be enough to convict her of treason. The punishment for treason was
death, but not a quick one. Those who were convicted faced torture, then dying from Blackroot, the
slowest and most painful poison known to exist.

"I would imagine that the king's guards are looking for the culprit as we speak,” Kip said. "Tell me,
Aliya, are you going anyplace in particular?'

"Daranor."

"What a coincidence," Fenrek remarked. "That's where I'm going. Maybe you could come with us, as
long as you don't mind going back to Teracor for aday or two."

"I'd redlly rather not." She couldn't take the chance. On the other hand, traveling with such a group
would make her less conspicuous. But they would almost certainly guess what she was up to.

"Oh, well. If you change your mind, we're leaving at sunrise tomorrow."
"Thanks, but | won't be changing my mind." She went back upstairs.

* %k * % %

When evening came, Aliya played her flute again. Much to her surprise, she earned asilver piece and a
handful of copper coins. The silver piece had been tossed in by Kip, who grinned and lazily leaned
against the wall. Most of the local patrons had been giving him double-glances all evening long.
Evidently, the innkeeper had told them. As she sat down, he got up and joined her.

"You play well."

"Thanks. It'samodest way to earn coins, but at the moment, | have no choice.”

"Why won't you come with us? Y ou're obviously looking for another group of travelersto join," he said.

"What makes you say that?' she asked.

"Y oung women do not usually travel alone without a good reason. Whatever you're running from, we
can help."

Aliyashook her head. "I don't think so."

"It can't be that hopeless."”

Her mouth suddenly felt dry. "I can't tell you any more. Please, just leave me alone.”
"Asyou wish. If you happen to change your mind overnight, you know where well be."

She nodded.
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Later that night, aloud commotion woke everyone at the inn. Aliya glanced out her bedroom window
and saw the innkeeper arguing with brigands. Apparently, they were trying to rob him. She grabbed her
dagger and crept into the hallway. As she approached the stairs, another shadow moved close to her.
Aliyafroze. She was surprised to hear someone whisper her name.

"Kip?' she asked.

"Yes. My companions are still asleep.”

"Not anymore,” said afemale voice Aliyadidn't recognize.

"Tanith, how kind of you to join me."

"I wouldn't missit," she replied.

"I'm here, too," whispered Fenrek.

"Asam|,"” Trin said in a soft voice.

"Aliya, thisis not your fight," Kip said.

He had a point, but feeling guilty about what she had done prompted Aliyato do something about one of
the threats to King Ulven'srule. "I choose to make it my fight,” she answered.

"All right. Let'sgo."

The innkeeper was shoved against the wall by one of the brigands, alarge burly Naborean. Three of the
others were Torgesian and one was a M el osean.

"Stop," Kip commanded in avoice that would have certainly convinced anyone else to obey.

The brigand turned around, rage showing clearly on hisface. "Y ou will not order us about, little
lordling. Go back to bed and forget about this, or we will have to kill you.”

He'd assumed from Kip's clothes that the dragon was actually the son of awealthy landowner, and fully
human. That was exactly the wrong assumption.

Kip chanted in the dragon tongue and a glowing dart appeared, hovering in the air. "Let him go or I'll
strike you down. Believe me when | say that you mean nothing to me."

His eyes widened as he paled visibly. "Y ou're a mage?'

"Oh, I'm much more than that. Let the innkeeper go. Do not make the mistake of underestimating my
companionsand 1."

The Naborean glanced at one of the other brigands, atall man with silver-white hair who nevertheless
appeared in his 20's. He nodded and the other man released the innkeeper.

Kip motioned with his hand and the dart vanished. "L eave this place.”
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"No! We should fight them," said the Melosean bandit. "We can't let them tell us what to do.”

"When you've lived aslong as | have, you learn many lessons," said the white-haired man. "One of them
is never, ever, mess around with mages. Come on. There will be other targets later.”

"Curse you," hereplied and drew his dagger.
"If you want to die, be my guest. Y ou're signing your own death warrant if you stay. Let'sgo."

The white-haired man and the other thieves headed for the door, not even sparing a backward glance for
their companion. Kip chanted again and the glowing dart reappeared.

"One last chance," the dragon remarked. "1'd follow your friends, if | were you."

The Melosean glanced at the door, then looked back at Kip and the dart. "To the Great Fiery Pit with
you," he swore, then turned and ran out.

"We're not actually going to let them escape, are we?"' Aliya asked.
"No, we're going to follow their trail. Right, Kip?' Fenrek replied.

He nodded. "Everyone, go upstairs and gather your belongings as quickly as possible. Aliya, you're
welcome to join us, but you don't have to."

"I'd like to," she answered.
"All right."

She went upstairs to pack. Kip turned to the innkeeper, who was massaging his sore shoulder. "Are you
okay? | can heal that."

"No, thanks. I'm fine. He just had a grip, that's all. Thank you for what you've done."

"I'm just happy to help."

Soon, Aliya and the others returned, fully dressed and with backpacks slung over their shoulders.
"Let'shit theroad,” Fenrek suggested.

Trin gave him ablank look. "Why would you want to pound your fist into the dirt?"
"It'sacolloquialism,” Kip explained. "He means we should |eave."

"Oh." The faery shook her head. Despite all the time she had spent in the mortal realm, there were still
many things that she had to learn.

The adventurers set out on the road. It was till dark. The silver moon hung above them in adark indigo
sky filled with bright stars. As aresult, they could easily see the hoof prints of the brigands horses on
the road heading south. It was a direction that would take the adventurers away from Teracor, but only
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for ashort while. The hoof prints eventually went off the main path and into the forest.

Anowl hooted as Aliyaand Trin rode under a particularly large tree. Kip and Tanith rode together in the
lead position. Fenrek was the only one who had his horse to himself, but Bagley was too small for
another passenger. He was behind everyone else. As the sound of the brigands' voices drifted towards
them on the cool evening breeze, Kip motioned for everyone to stop.

"Curse that blasted mage." This was the voice of the Melosean brigand. "WEe'll be stuck hereif he
doesn't show up."

"Keep your britcheson," the silver-haired brigand said. "He'll come. He always has."

"Y ou know, the royal guards are probably all out looking for that girl thief who was stupid enough to
deliver the poison. They might just ignore usif we came into town and looted the place dry," someone
suggested.

Aliyaclenched her fists. Stupid, was she? She'd show him. But the dragon probably wouldn't allow it...
well, tough. Kip could go to the Great Fiery Pit, for al she cared. The thievesin Teracor respected her,
and soon, that brigand scum would, too.

Noticing her reaction, Kip raised an eyebrow but kept his suspicions to himself. If Aliyawasthe very
same thief who had delivered the poison meant for King Ulven, and she had done it knowingly, she was
guilty of treason. Something about her was different, though. She didn't seem like athief, or at least,
someone who was meant to be a thief.

He'd finally recognized her name. Aliyawas the name of a Tunosian queen who had lived five centuries
ago. That in itself didn't mean anything, of course, but there was an obscure prophecy regarding that
gueen's descendants. Kip couldn't remember the prophecy word for word, but he knew that it had to do
with powerful magic and the death of a king ushering in an age of war and darkness. He made a mental
note to look up the prophecy in the royal archives when he arrived in Teracor.

"No," the rogues' |eader replied. "It'stoo risky right now. We should wait and see what Neteilu says."

A strange humming sound suddenly pierced the air as a shimmering blue portal appeared. Out of the
portal came afigure dressed entirely in gray robes. He carried a Darkwood staff carved into the shape of
a serpent. That type of wood was extremely rare and grew only in Tunosia. Darkwood Forest was filled
with ancient trees that supposedly contained spirits.

By law, no fires could be burned in Darkwood Forest and no trees could be cut, though branches that
had fallen naturally could be gathered. Unicorns and tree dragons were said to live there, though very
few had ever been seen. It was also said that Darkwood trees had their own ways of defending
themselves against those who would cut or burn them. Nevertheless, Tunosian guards regularly
patrolled the only road that went through the forest.

The mage who had cast the portal turned to ook at the brigands. His hood was pulled back dlightly to
revea pale skin and green eyes that blazed with an uncanny light. "I told you to be careful, but you
allowed yourselves to be followed!"

"Impossible,” their leader said.
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"Blasted fools. Look over there!" He turned and threw some sort of powder. There was a bright flash,
revealing the adventurers position. "Attack them, and do not allow any of them to survive!"

"One of them isabloody mage,” the Mel osean brigand remarked.

"Then he will rue this day, along with his companions.”

Kip chanted, casting a defensive spell as the enemy mage hurled severa glowing white stones at them.
"Those are hailstones! Look out,” Trin shouted, recognizing the objects.

The air grew colder as the magical stones came closer. Suddenly afrigid wind came out of nowhere,
threatening to freeze everything solid. The ground turned white with frost and the plants around them
sparkled with ice. Kip finished casting his spell. One by one, the hail stones struck the magical shield.
They fell to the ground and became dark as the magical cold receded.

Aliyadrew her dagger and jumped off the horse. "Y ou're going to pay for insulting me,” she told the
brigand who had called her stupid.

He parried as she thrust at him. "Is that the best you can do?" he taunted. "That's why girls like you
should stay at home with their parents and get married off."

"My parents are dead, you idiot."
"Then I'd hate to be in their shoes."
"Y ou will, soon enough."

He swung his blade wide, then made a sudden downward stroke that knocked her dagger from her hand.
The sharp blade nicked her finger aswell. A single drop of red blood formed and fell to the ground.

"Guess again,”" he said.

Shefrozein fear, expecting to die. Suddenly the drop of blood that had fallen to the ground burst into a
flame as a beam of moonlight struck it. The rogue swore and stepped back. The beam of moonlight
widened, becoming a column that surrounded Aliya. Her injured hand felt very warm. Then a spark
from her wounded finger grew into aglowing ball of silver fire. She threw it as hard as she could at the
brigand, who turned and ran. But he couldn't run fast enough to avoid hisfiery fate.

"She's abloody mage too," the Melosean rogue shouted.

He was fighting Fenrek. They were evenly matched. It was only Fenrek's good dagger verses his
opponent's rusty axe that gave him an edge.

"Aliya?' Kip inquired. He turned around and saw the brigand's corpse engulfed in flames. Aliyawas
staring at her hand in shock. Some fallen leaves and twigs near her had caught on fire, but she appeared
not to have noticed.

Trin was good with a dagger, but better at magic. She defended herself against a brigand who had to be
the lousiest swordsman she'd ever seen, parrying until she finally found an opening. Then the faery
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struck and the bandit crumpled to the ground.

Tanith had killed three of the rogues and now faced the enemy mage with Srocco in her hands, ready to
strike him down.

"Y ou will die, woman," said the enemy mage, using the word ‘woman' as though it were a curse.

"Ha," Tanith replied. "I've seen no magic yet that can beat someone with a good blade who knows how
touseit."

That was true to an extent. The whole trick was getting close to mages in the first place, but once you
got close enough, they were as vulnerable as anyone el se without plate armor. Suddenly he threw some
sort of dark powder at her. Tanith cursed as she was overcome by a sneezing fit, unable to fight. The
mage chose that moment to run away. He escaped into his portal.

"Blast," Kip muttered as he saw the enemy mage's portal disappear.

But Aliyawas still in trouble. The fire around her intensified until she was surrounded by flames.
Coming out of her shock, she gaped at the blazing fire. She shook her head in astonishment and reached
into the silver flames. Kip began casting a spell to disperse the blaze. Aliyawithdrew her unharmed
hand, wondering if she could make it through the flames. She took a tentative step forward, then
another, and another. She felt incredibly hot, but free of pain, as she walked through the shimmering
ring of fire. The dragon finished his spell and gazed at her as the silver flames vanished. His stare was
not accusatory, but one of genuine curiosity and amazement.

"For a human who isn't amage, that was quite afeat,” he finally said. "How did you manage it?"'

"I'm not sure." Aliyafelt her cheeks grow red. "It happened all of a sudden.”

"Has anything like this ever happened to you before?" he asked.

"No."

Fenrek and Trin had just dispatched their opponents and approached quickly.

"That was some fire," Fenrek said, sheathing his blade.

Aliya blushed even more and stared at her feet.

"Tell usthe truth," Kip said, his tone growing even more serious. "Did you poison King Ulven?"

She shook her head. "I didn't kill him. | didn't even know the poison was meant for him! It was just
supposed to be adelivery job, that's all. Nothing more. | didn't find out until afterward.”

"Y ou delivered the poison to whoever tried to kill him?"

She nodded. "I took it to the kitchen. Someone there must have done it." Tears sprung to her eyes. "I
didn't know the poison was for the King, | swear! | figured it was for one of the politiciansin the royal
court. They plot against each other all the time. The Thieves Guild does alot of jobs for them, you
know. Please don't bring me back to Teracor. If you do, I'll be executed!"
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Kip and Trin exchanged glances.

"She needsto tell her side of the story," the Faery said.

"Yes, but will the King believe her? And even if he does, will he allow her to live?"

"I do not know," Trin admitted. "The last time | spoke with Ulven, he was a much younger man. He
may have changed over the years, but he did not seem hotheaded or temperamental then. | think he will
listen to reason.”

"No," Aliyaexclaimed. "Please don't bring me back there!"

"Listen to me," Kip said. "Y ou're much safer with us than you would be on your own. We will make
certain that the King understands the magnitude of your testimony. He cannot afford to kill you because
he will need you as aliving witness against the person or people who tried to murder him. Do you
understand?’

Slowly, she nodded. "Y ou're sure | won't be killed?"

"Of course.”

"Then you'll come with us?' Trin inquired.

Aliyanodded again.

"Good," Kip remarked.

They set off towards Teracor. Kip wondered if they would ever see the enemy mage again.

Chapter 3

In his obsidian tower the mage, Netellu, cursed as he saw what had happened in his scrying glass. He
was very tall with pale skin, black hair with streaks of gray, and green eyes. Around him, golden candle
flames flickered, casting eerie reflections in the black stone that made up the tower'swalls. Alriod was
supposed to have led the brigands away, not gotten into a fight.

"Blast it," he muttered. " Stupid young hothead. | should have gone myself."

A glowing portal appeared in the room and Alriod stepped through. He pushed back the hood of his
cloak, revealing ice-blue eyes and shoulder-length silver hair despite his age of 20. Alriod was half-
Faery, which showed in his unusually thin build and slightly-pointed ears.

"If you had gone, you'd have risked revealing your identity. Our plans would have come undone. That
was no ordinary mage, you know. He was adragon in human guise. | realized it myself only too late.”

"I know that," Neteilu snapped. "Are our surviving associates in hiding?’

"YS_"
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"Good. We have to lead the dragon and his companions away from our trail. We must make sure they
believe it was another noble plotting against the king, and no one else,” Neteilu said. "We need a

scapegoat.”

"I have the perfect scapegoat in mind," Alriod replied with agrin.

* % * % %

Lord Brogan grumbled. He always grumbled, particularly when things annoyed him. It was just that
most things tended to irritate him. His wife's perfume, the servant girl's mindless chatter as she helped
him dress for the evening banquet, and the coldness of the castle floor seeping into his satin slippers
annoyed him greatly. He didn't wear boots unless he went outside because most boots didn't fit him
right. He'd had one pair custom made severa years ago, but they had gotten chewed up by one of the
king's hounds last year. Nobody could explain how the hound had gotten into his bedroom.

Most of the servants called him ill-tempered behind his back. That annoyed him too, but nothing that
could be done about it because no one had said it to hisface. He'd only heard it from hiswife, Lady
Alenda, who actually spoke to her maidservant on occasion. Lord Brogan realized he was hard to please.
His wife was probably the only person who had ever been able to please him.

After the servant girl finished dressing him, he dismissed her. Standing up in the stiff tunic and
breeches, Lord Brogan realized that his tunic was itchy and would probably annoy him for the rest of the
evening. There was no way he could get it off himself because the buttons were too tiny for hislarge
fingers. Lord Brogan was a stocky man in his late 60's. His fingers could no longer be forced to do what
they had done long ago. He opened the door, but it was too late to call the servant girl back. She was out
of sight. Cursing, he closed the door.

No doubt, the food at the banquet would be either too hot or too cold, the wine would be watered down

too much, and the musicians would play off-key. Oh, well, at least it was something to do. Lord Brogan
grabbed his cane and headed for his wife's chamber. He rapped on the door several times.

"Alenda, are you ready?"

"Just amoment,” she responded. "Marai is still helping me with my gown."

"Well, tell her to hurry up.”

He heard Alenda say, "I'm afraid my husband is a bit impatient, dear. Don't worry."

A few moments later, Maral said, "There! Y ou look truly resplendent.”

Tired of waiting, Lord Brogan opened the door. He stopped in mid-stride when he saw hiswifein a
lovely emerald-hued gown that matched her eyes. Around her neck was a silver chain with an emerald
pendant. Her long white hair had been done in an elaborate knot. Green ribbons trailed down her neck.
Alenda grinned impishly. "Was the wait worth it?"

"Y ou look stunning, my love," Brogan managed to say.

"Why, thank you."
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"Shall we go?'
"Of course. Thank you, Marai. Y ou may go now."

The girl curtsied and left without aword. Brogan offered his arm to his wife, and together they headed
to the banquet hall.

* *k x k%

Asthe adventurers traveled, they passed many soldiers on the road. The troops wore the black and gold
of Torgesiaand carried a dragon banner. The soldiers barely glanced at Trin, Fenrek, Kiperreth, Tanith,
and Aliya asthey rode past at afull canter.

"They're heading south towards Melosea,” Fenrek observed. "1 hope King Ulven hasn't done something
rash."

"Perhaps they are only guarding the roads from brigands,” Aliya suggested.

"If they were, they'd have stopped and asked us questions about where we were going,” the Melosean
replied. "No, they look like they're heading off to war."

"That would be stupid. Melosea hasn't done anything to deserve awar.”

"Asfar aswe know," Trin replied. "Perhaps there is more to this than meets the eye. In any case, we
should make haste.”

"We have another day of travel, assuming the weather holds up,” Fenrek replied, then looked at the
dragon. "Unless you have atrick up your sleeve.”

"Thereisaspell | could use to hasten our progress,” he admitted, "but it has side effects on anyone who
isn't adragon.”

"Like what?
"When it wears off, you'll feel like you have the mother of al hangoversfor aday or two."
"Ugh," the Melosean replied. "I hate hangovers.”

"However, timeis of the essence," Trin said. "If Torgesiareally ison the brink of war, we need to reach
King Ulven with al possible speed. What do you need to cast this spell?’

Kip replied, "l need adrop of griffon's blood, a hair from a unicorn's mane, and a rabbit's foot."

"I don't think we have any of that," she answered.

"We don't," he confirmed.

They continued until they reached a village with an inn. The village was called Haldor and the inn bore

the strange name of "Red Pocket's Inn," areference to afamous merchant who lived several hundred
years ago, known for wearing red and being quite wealthy.
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* %k * % %

While Aliya ate supper at the inn's tavern, she felt the eyes of a mysterious traveler dressed in agray
cloak watching her from across the room. She knew that acknowledging him would not be wise. It was a
gut feeling; something that every thief had learned to listen to. She continued to eat her meal but
remained nervous.

Kip followed Aliya's gaze as her eyes darted to the corner where the man was sitting. "Do you know
him?"

She shook her head. "There's something odd about him. He keeps staring at me. | can fedl it."

"All right. Stay here. I'll ask him a question or two." He stood and casually approached the gray-clad
man, who was seated at a small table near the fireplace. "Good evening, friend."

"That itis," he answered. "Care for a game of dice?'

"I don't normally gamble, but perhaps | will this once." He sat down. "Y ou may call me Kip."

"I am called Cigmus the Gray."

"Named for the philosopher, en?"

"Yes. | suppose my parents had high expectations. However, my own aspirations are to wander until |
find a beautiful woman to marry and settle down. I'm not averse to earning afew coins along they way. |
do alittle of everything--scribing, translating, and storytelling. I've even been known to sing for my
supper on occasion.”

"And gambling," Kip remarked.

"That, too." Cigmus tossed the dice onto the table. "A six and afour. Not bad. Where do you hail from?
Y our accent is not one I've heard around these parts.”

"I'd be surprised if you had. My home is avery long way from here." The dragon tossed the dice. "A
three and aone," he observed.

"Not very lucky, my foreign friend. Four coppers say | can beat that."
"Let'smakeit five."

"Agreed." The wanderer flicked hiswrist and the dice tumbled onto the table. "A five and a six. That'll
be difficult to beat."

"Difficult, but not impossible. Terrible, isn't it, what happened to your king?"
"Y es, but that's the nature of politics. | hear the guards don't have any ideawho did it."
"Really?’

"Yes. However, word hasit that a young woman, probably athief, was seen sneaking away from the
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kitchen on the same day the king was poisoned. The girl over there matches her description. Y our young
friend would do well to dye her hair, or perhaps cut it shorter, if she wishes to avoid confusion. An
illusion would be even better."

"What do you know of illusions?"

"Not much. | once translated a scroll for amage. Ever hear of Neteilu the Black?"

"Once or twice," Kip replied. "Never in connection with anything good.”

Cigmus nodded. "The scrall | translated for him contained arather interesting prophecy, among other
things. It was the only copy known to exist. However, one day when Neteilu was not watching me like a
hawk, | quickly made a copy. | sold it to the king for afew gold pieces, but | have part of the prophecy
memorized. It'll make your blood curdle. Even the king blanched when he heard it."

"Well, let's hear it."

He cleared his voice and recited: "Five lands bound by royal blood. Five lands shattered by aroot,
followed by eternal night. One who commands the stars shall come out of the East, yet seemingly from
the West. Starlight counters the darkness. The wanderers will find their home, but not without betrayal
and strife. If the betrayer is strong enough, the five lands will be overtaken. But if the one who
commands the stars travels to the sun, away to defeat the darkness may still be found.”

"Travel to the sun?' Kip mused. "How is that possible?"

"I do not know," Cigmus admitted. "But it was a bloodroot that poisoned King Ulven, and word has it
that if heisn't careful, Torgesiawill slip through hisfingers. | hear the other nobles are watching him
carefully and waiting to pounce on the throne. But then again, those are rumors.”

The dragon picked up the dice and tossed them. The first one landed on a six. The other landed on its
corner and wobbled for a second before flipping over.

"Two sixes!" Cigmus exclaimed. "I'll be abloody mage!”

"Asl said,” Kip remarked, "difficult but not impossible. Much like traveling to the sun, I'll wager."
"Areyou serious?’

"Of course, I'm serious.”

"How much do you want to wager?' the Torgesian asked.

"If someone does find away to travel to the sun, I'll find you awife. How's that?"

"Heh. With my luck, you'd need to be a mage. What woman would want to marry the likes of me?"
"I'm not amage...at least, not a human mage."

Cigmus's eyes widened in realization. "Y ou're adragon?’
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"In the flesh--er, so to speak. | couldn't use my real formin here. I'd be too large to fit inside this room."
"And you still think it'simpossible to travel to the sun?"

Kip nodded. "Asfar as| know. Perhaps there might be away. Or maybe whoever wrote that prophecy
was afool."

"You never know," Cigmus agreed. "Enjoy your evening, friend. I'll not waste your time any longer."

*kkk*

After an uneventful night at Red Pocket's Inn, they rode another seven hours and reached the gates of
Teracor. Aliyafelt the nervousness inside her rising like smoke from a fireplace up through a chimney,
except in this case, the chimney was blocked. There was no place for the nervousness to go. With Trin's
help, she had dyed her hair black the previous night and cut her formerly long tresses to shoulder-length.
It would avoid her being caught and interrogated until they could reach the palace.

"Relax,” Fenrek said. "Let usdo the talking.”

She nodded.

"Greetings," said the guard. "Why are you here?"

"We hope to find work," Fenrek said. "Prospects are bad el sewhere because of the drought and the
brigands taking everything they can carry. Farmers have no crops left in their fields, and the merchants
have got nothing left to sell."

"Y ou won't have better luck here, but | guess you can try," the guard replied and held out a scroll.
"Make your marks, or sign your names if you know how. I'll give you all temporary passes. They're
good for three months. Y ou can apply for permanent passes later.”

"Thank you."

A few minutes later, Aliya stood inside Teracor. She had hoped to leave this place behind, but here she

was again. She shook off the feeling of anxiety, then followed Kip and the others down the road that led
to Teracor and only the Gods knew where else.

* % * % %
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Emily M. Hanson 2003

The Shattering

By Emily M. Hanson

* %k * % %

Chapter 1

It was all that Aliyacould do to refrain from constantly glancing over her shoulder. After having left the
city of Teracor to avoid being arrested for her unwitting role in an assassination attempt, she felt quite
anxious about returning. Her traveling companions had convinced her that the king needed her asa
witness to convict the real assassin when he was found. Despite her misgivings, she had returned with
her companions.

Kip was a golden dragon. He preferred to be in human form around humans. Fenrek was a Melosean. As
arace, Meloseans were much shorter than humans, averaging four feet, one inch to four feet, five

inches. Five feet would be extraordinarily tall for a Melosean. Despite his sometimes irritable demeanor,
Fenrek was not that hard to get along with, and he was talented with a dagger. Trin, the faery princess,
was her father's youngest daughter. The faery's magic had served her companions well. Tanith, the
flame-haired blade mistress, fought bravely in battle. Her sword was as sharp as her wit.

The familiar smells of fresh herbs, meats, and vegetables mingled with the scents of exotic spices,
perfume, and farm animals such as chickens and pigs. Everything imaginable was sold in Teracor's
marketplace. Rare jewels and flowers from the East, brightly colored birds that squawked "hello,” and
even amulets that some merchants claimed had been enchanted by wizards from faraway places could
be found among various and sundry goods. The palace's spiraling towers cast long shadows in the
afternoon sun, looming over the marketplace and darkening the streets of Teracor.
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"Halt," said one of the guards. "What is your business here?’

"I am here on the urgent business of my father, Halbeyon Caronez I1, the rightful ruler of the faeries,”
Trin said. She revealed a sapphire and moonstone ring on her left hand, which had been previously
concealed by her violet cape. Thering briefly glowed blue, a sure sign of faery magic. "King Ulven
must hear my message.”

"Very well," the guard replied. "Follow me."

They were led to a chamber to freshen up, then to the throne room, where King Ulven Dekira waited for
them.

"Your Majesty," the guard said, "Princess Trin and her companions are here."
"Excellent.” Ulven stood to greet them. "Y ou look more beautiful than ever, Highness."

Trin blushed. "Thank you, Sire. You're also looking quite well. | must admit, | was not sure what to
expect."

"I've recovered despite the wishes of those who would have it otherwise. What message do you bring?"

"My father is concerned about the growing instability in this region. A war would be quite devastating.
He urges you to prevent it. | must admit, Y our Majesty, that | had another motive for coming.”

"Oh?'
"What do you know of a prophecy regarding the fall of Torgesia?'
His eyes narrowed. "Not enough, apparently.”

The faery princess nodded. "That iswhy we are here. Y our Highness, thisis Aliya, who was tricked by
her guild into delivering the bloodroot."

The king looked at the thief. "Y ou're awfully brave. Have you come to confess?’

"Y es, your Mgjesty, and to apologize. | would not have delivered the bloodroot if | had known what it
was for," Aliyasaid.

"Well then, perhaps | won't behead you after all.”
She paled.

"Be merciful, Sire. You will need her alive in the future, and not just as a witness. We have reason to
believe that sheis part of the prophecy," Trin advised.

"Oh?' King Ulven asked. "And what reason is that, pray tell?'

"She can command the stars."
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Silence fell over the room like a shroud. After what seemed like an eternity, the king said, "How is that
possible? Tell me, thief."

Haltingly, Aliya explained what had happened the night they'd attacked the brigands. She didn't know
how, but adrop of her blood had burst into flames when moonlight hit it, and she'd discovered her new
ability. She hadn't known about the prophecy before.

"That ismost intriguing,” King Ulven responded. "Aliya, | will need you to stay here in the palace until
my would-be assassin is found."

She nodded. "As my king commands.”
"I a'so bring a message from my people,” Kip said.
"Which land are you from? | do not recognize your strange accent,” the king replied.

"We dwell in the mountainsin the Masparan wilderness. The harsh lands shunned by men are home to
us."

No one lived in that region except for dragons. The king realized then that the golden-haired stranger
had come along way. "What is your message?"

"The draconic race wishes to establish better relations with humans. My people will send an ambassador
when the time is right. We acknowledge that the struggle for peace is not easy, but there must be
stability within our respective regions.”

King Ulven nodded. "Tell your people that | am open to the idea and will welcome the ambassador
when he or she arrives.”

"l shall."

"Isthat all?" the king asked. "l am glad to see you again, Trin. It has been so long since your beauty has
healed my sore eyes. Please know that you are always welcome here.”

"I am grateful for your hospitality, Sire,” she replied.
"Excellent.”

The king ordered his guards to escort Aliyato a chamber and keep her under watch. The others were
free to go as they wished.

* *k x k%

Several hours later, Fenrek sat in the gloomy shadows of atavern with a glass of ae before him. He
never liked goodbyes, but it couldn't be helped. He was headed towards Daranor to pay off the gambling
debts he owed. Trin was on her way back to the faery realm. Kip would stay in the palace here for a
while. Tanith would probably go back to her people. Their paths had split. It was likely that he wouldn't
see any of them again, at least, not for avery long time.

A stranger wearing agray cloak, sitting at the far end of the table, glanced at him. "Copper for your
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thoughts.”

"Eh?" Fenrek turned. The stranger's face was well hidden. All the Melosean could see were his eyes,
which were as gray as the cloak. "Just thinking about my journey ahead.”

"That is most fortunate. | hope you are considering going to Daranor. It is said that Shen Mallenisan
understanding man when it comes to debts that are owed to him, but his mercy only goes so far.”

Fenrek sighed. "Y ou can tell him that | am heading to Daranor, and that | plan on paying my debt."

The hooded man nodded. "I will, believe me. But you did not hear me clearly, Melosean. Shen's mercy
only goes so far. Heistired of waiting for you to pay him."

The stranger pushed back his hood, revealing a half-Faery visage. He began to chant under his breath.
The few other patrons in the tavern stood up and backed away, unwilling to be part of any brawl
involving magic. At that moment, Fenrek drew his dagger. A black coil wound from the sorcerer's finger
like a serpent's tail, snuffing out al the light in its path. It was blacker than araven's wings and colder
than an ice dragon's breath. Fenrek shivered and charged forward, wielding his dagger. But he got no
further than a single step as the black coil quickly wrapped itself around his ankles.

Then the sorcerer summoned a shimmering blue portal. Fenrek had no choice but to walk towardsiit.
Realizing that he could move, the Melosean tried to run in the opposite direction, but the magical coil

that bound his ankles allowed him to walk only as long as he headed towards the strange doorway. The
sorcerer followed him into the portal which vanished, leaving behind the astonished tavern patrons.

* *k x k%

Tanith glanced at the castle guards as she left. Her white stallion, Jyar, was no doubt eager to get onto
the open road. She knew him to be more comfortable in open spaces where he could run freely. As she
passed atavern along the way to the city gates, she heard all sorts of commotion. Frightened patrons
darted into the streets.

"Gods, what is the world coming to?" one of them remarked. "First the King is poisoned, and now there
are sorcerers running amok. Someone needs to do something about this mess.”

"Excuse me," Tanith said. "Did you say sorcerers?’

"Aye, Madam. There was a short fellow having an ale. He was most likely aMelosean. A strange man
in agray cloak, who turned out to be a sorcerer, abducted him. No doubt, it was for some foul purpose.”

Could it have been Fenrek, Tanith wondered? "Did either of them say anything?"

"Aye. The sorcerer mentioned something about a man named Shen Mallen. It seems as though the
Mel osean owed him something.”

Tanith reached into her purse and gave him a copper. "Thanks for the information.”
"Someone should tell the King."

"| agree completely,” Tanith said. "If you'll excuse me, I must be on my way." She leaned down and
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whispered to Jyar, "Go back. We should make haste. The others need to know what has happened.”
*Yes, Mistress,* hereplied telepathically.

Tanith could pick up on the thoughts of horses and communicate with them. It was arare talent. They
retraced their route past the street vendors and towards the palace.

* *k x k%

Meanwhile, Aliyawas enjoying a hot bath for the first time in weeks. The faint scent of rose oil in bath
water wafted through the air. The bath was a luxury after spending so much time traveling. Though the
King was holding her as awitness, the rogue knew that she was very lucky to have her head intact. Her
accommodations were worthy of a noble guest, but guards stood outside her door, preventing her from
going anywhere.

Not long after she was led to her room, a servant had delivered a plate of fruit, cheese, and a steaming
cup of hot apple cider. It was obviously standard breakfast fare, but it was already mid-morning and too
late for breakfast. Still, the food was delicious.

Aliya had seen opulence in the houses of nobility from which she'd stolen a trinket or two. Never had
she been able to enjoy such luxuries herself. She aso feared that she would get bored sitting in the same
room al day. However, King Ulven had made it clear that she was allowed to have visitors, aslong as
they didn't cause trouble. If she asked, she might also be allowed to read a book or two from the library.
Aliyawas considering asking for The Adventures of Red Pockets, a popular book of tales based on the
famous merchant's journals, which had been discovered by his wife after he'd passed on.

There was a knock unexpectedly on her door. "I'm in the bath," she shouted.

The stranger knocked again, but didn't say anything.

"Oh al right, just wait until | get dressed.”

She climbed out of the tub, threw a clean towel around herself, and was about to put some clothes on
when the door burst open. She couldn't tell whether the stranger was a man or a woman, because he or
she wore athick brown cloak with a hood that covered most of the face.

"By the Gods, can't you see | have no clothes on?"

The stranger made no sound, but made several strange motions with pale hands. Aliya suddenly found
herself growing sleepy. "What ...what do you want? Gods, I'm tired."

Sleep quickly covered her like athick wool blanket, wrapping her in its dark warmth. As she fell, the
stranger caught her, then summoned a shimmering blue portal and stepped through it.

* %k * % %

"Excellent," said afeminine voice that reminded Fenrek of water ripples. He didn't think she was talking
to him, though. "Y ou have done exceedingly well. My master will be pleased.”

"The Melosean awakens," said a voice Fenrek recognized as that of the sorcerer who had abducted him.


file://C:Documents

Teracor Series Page 30 of 142

"So he does. Look at me, land-walker. Or is your head too heavy?"

Fenrek lifted his head. He saw a creature unlike any he'd ever seen before. His captor was obviously
feminine, though she was completely made of water. Strangely, her body remained intact. She had long
green hair and wore a shimmering gown made of fish scales that sparkled in the flickering candlelight.
Upon acloser ook, her hair appeared to be seaweed. Her figure was enticingly beautiful. He wondered
how such a creature could survive out of the water, and how any man could have convinced her to work
for him.

Her laughter resembled the sound of a mountain stream gurgling. "It pleases me to see that you
recognize my beauty. Perhaps | shall let you live for awhile, so that you might amuse me. In any case,
my master wishes to speak with you."

"Y our master?' Fenrek croaked. Histhroat felt as dry as sand. How long had it been since he'd had
anything to drink?

She nodded. "Shen Mallen is my master."

That was interesting. Shen was a gambler and athief, not a sorcerer, and he wasn't known to dabblein
magic. However, he had hired a sorcerer to do hisdirty work for him. Fenrek assumed that the sorcerer
had probably summoned the water elemental, but why would she refer to Shen as her master, and not
the sorcerer?

The door behind her opened and a man stepped through. Shen was tall and wiry-thin with coppery hair
and light brown eyes. His nose was slightly beak-like and made him resemble a hawk. He wore black
leather armor and a cape made of pitch-black material that was obviously meant to be worn for
conceal ment.

Those types of capes were known as shadow cloaks. The wool used to make them was colored with dye
made from black dragon scales boiled in water. Like all dragons, black dragons shed their skins once a
year. It was therefore possible to find their scales, but quite difficult, since black dragons lived in remote
regions.

Shadow cloaks cost more than what average folks earned in their lifetimes. Therefore, they were usually
seen among the nobility and thieves. Because dragon scales were used in the dye, shadow cloaks were
somewhat fire-resistant. It was difficult to burn them with ordinary fire, but a sorcerer's fireball could
incinerate them as easily as anything else.

At the thief's side was an obsidian dagger with three rubies in the hilt, spaced evenly apart. They flashed
with inner fire, reflecting the candlelight. Several runes could be seen etched between the rubies. Fenrek
recognized one of them as the ancient rune for fire. He hazarded a guess at another rune's meaning. It
had to be either blood or life, and possibly had something to do with healing. The third he couldn't
figure out, but it resembled a man with his arms outstretched.

"Welcome," Shen said. "I hope you aren't too uncomfortable. | apologize for Dorian's rudeness, but he
was simply following my orders.” The flame-haired rogue stepped forward and knelt down, peering into
Fenrek's eyes as he lay sprawled on the carpet. "As you know, | am amerciful man, but even | have my
limits. Do you have the money you owe me?'

Fenrek replied, "Aye. | have agold ring with an emerald stone. 'Tis worth my debt to you."”
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"Good. Show it to me."

The Melosean clambered to his feet and opened his belt pouch. The ring was still among his coppers and
silver. "Here, you can haveit. | was on my way to see you."

"I do not wish to listen to your excuses, but thank you for repaying your debt. Now, since you were late
in repaying me, | will ask you for an additional boon. Tell me all you know about King Ulven's
attempted assassination. Don't make things difficult, or | will allow Belarato amuse herself with you.
Sheisingeniousin her methods of extracting information."

The water elemental smirked. "I am very creative, yes."

Fenrek gulped. Dare hereveal Aliyas strange gift? If he did, harm might come to her. He had no desire
to cause harm, but he did want to live. He decided to try to lie.

"Thereisathief,” he began. "I don't know her name, but word has it that she's involved somehow."

"That'sastart,” Shen said. "But you're not being honest, are you? | had people watching you in Teracor
from the moment of your arrival. Y ou know more than you're telling. Belara, dear, he's all yours."

"Wonderful," she replied. "It's been so long since I've had someone to play with."
The red-haired thief laughed as he left the room. "Have fun, my dear.”

Despite himself, Fenrek shivered.

Chapter 2

Tanith returned to the castle, where she found Kip and Trin searching for Aliya. "Fenrek has been
kidnapped," shetold him.

"I feared this might happen,” the dragon replied. "Hopefully heis still alive. Have you seen Aliya?"
The flame-haired fighter shook her head. "No. Their disappearances may be linked."

Suddenly, a breathless guard darted down the hallway. "There you are. I've been looking all over for
you. Forgive my rudeness.”

"It isof no concern,” Kip replied. "What has happened?’

The guard told him of seeing a strange, hooded person walk into Aliya's room. By the time he'd gotten
there to stop the stranger, it was too late. They had disappeared into some sort of magic portal.

"Can you describeit?' the dragon asked.

"Aye. It was blue."
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"I know that spell," Trin said. "It is faery magic. There are only afew who are accomplished enough to
cast it. | should return home. I'll be able to find afew clues there."

Kip nodded. "We should look for Fenrek," he said. "We should inform the king of thisill news as well."

Tanith and Trin agreed. After meeting with the king, they decided that Trin would return home to search
for Aliya. The others would look for Fenrek. Their group had been shattered like a crystal on the cold,
hard floor. Would they be repaired?

* % * * %

Aliyaawoke to discover shadowy tendrils binding her to a cold slab of stone. She appeared to be in an
empty cave. Stalactites and stalagmites jutted like dragons teeth, giving it the appearance of agaping
mouth leading into darkness. Dripping water echoed in the distance.

Something moved in the shadows. She hadn't seen it before. It dlithered towards her in the darkness that
concealed its true form. As the serpent approached, Aliya could see small, crescent-shaped crimson
marks among its black scales. Its eyes were pools of liquid fire. She screamed, a sound which echoed
throughout the caverns.

Before she could blink, the air around the serpent rippled. A hazy light surrounded the creature. Then a
man stood where the snake had been. Only very powerful sorcerers could master the art of
transformation. That was common knowledge. Her captor smiled, but it was a smile of ice, not warmth.
This sorcerer was Naborean. He was tall and muscular with dusky skin, amber eyes, and long dark hair
that flowed around his shoulders. If not for the smirk on his face and the uncanny gleam in his eyes,
Aliyamight have considered him handsome.

"I am glad to see that you are awake," he remarked.
"Who are you? What do you want with me?"

"My true name is not something | give to strangers. Y ou may call me Zoran, which means serpent in the
ancient tongue. Zoru himself has given that name to me. What | want is your cooperation.”

"Who is Zoru? For what purpose?"

"Ah, you are inquisitive. Zoru is the serpent God who has called me to follow his divine plan. My
purpose is not something you are ready to know yet, but which shall be revealed in due time. For now, it
will suffice to say that my purpose has to do with making sure that the Shattering happens as planned.”
"The Shattering?”

"Aye. 'Five lands bound by royal blood will be shattered by a single root.' The prophecy speaks of it."
Aliyastruggled, but her bonds would not allow her to sit up. "Why do you need me here?"

"Because if you are not there to give testimony, the king cannot prosecute those responsible for his
attempted assassination. Without evidence, there can be no trial, according to the law. There must either

be direct evidence proving guilt beyond a reasonable doubt, an eyewitness, or a confession. Without a
trial, the king will grow more paranoid, wondering if those responsible will try to kill him again. With
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his mind occupied, his opponents will be free to wrestle the kingdom from him. When that happens, that
stage of the prophecy will have been fulfilled.”

"But why go to all thistrouble? | don't understand. What do you get out of it?"

Zoran gave her another icy smile. "That is something | am not prepared to disclose just yet. In the
meantime, enjoy your stay."

He left, choosing this time to vanish into the shadows. Frustrated, all Aliya could do was hope that
someone found her eventually.

* %k * % %

Golden candle flames danced on obsidian stone as the sorcerer Neteilu paced in his bedchamber. The
girl-thief, Aliya, had vanished from his Sight. None of his scrying glasses or spells could find her. He
knew that Fenrek, the Melosean, was being held captive in Daranor. Whoever had Aliya must have used
some powerful enchantments indeed. It was important that he find her, or al his plans would go awry.

Finally, he gazed into a scrying glass. He glimpsed Tanith, Trin, and Kiperreth leaving Teracor. They
were heading south toward Daranor, presumably to find their Melosean acquaintance. Neteilu frowned.
He couldn't let that happen. No, it was imperative that the group remained separated, at least for now.

His thoughts turned to Alriod. The young apprentice was supposed to make sure that a letter indicating
Lord Brogan's deal with the Thieves Guild was found by guards in the arrogant man's chambers.
Responding to the sorcerer's thoughts, the scrying glass became murky for just a moment. When the fog
cleared, Neteilu saw Alriod in Lord Brogan's bedroom.

Alriod was a half-Faery, which was obvious by his pointed ears and pale blue eyes. That particular
shade of blue did not occur in Faery eyes, and was even rarer among humans. Alriod's hair was such a
pale shade of blond that it appeared as white as the silk handkerchief on the dresser. It obviously
belonged to Alenda, Brogan's wife. Handkerchiefs for men were usually made of darker and plainer
materials.

The apprentice placed the false evidence onto the bed, where it would be seen. Before leaving, he
purposely stepped on the sleeping dog'stail. As expected, Brogan's dog began to bark and growl. Alriod
cast a spell to create a magic portal. He stepped through it.

A moment later, the guard arrived to check things out. As expected, he discovered the letter. The guard
blanched upon reading it and exclaimed, "The king must know of this treachery!"

The shimmering blue portal appeared on the other side of the sorcerer's bedroom. As the apprentice
stepped through, Neteilu praised him. "Y ou've done exceedingly well, Alriod. Y ou are nearly ready to
master the Challenges to become a full-fledged sorcerer.”

Alriod bowed. "Thank you, Master Neteilu."

"We must discern the location of the girl. Aliyais central to our plan. If something has happened to her,
the prophecy will not be fulfilled.”

"Yes, Master Neteilu. Perhaps the scrying glass can be of use."
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"Fool! Do you not think | have already tried that? Wherever sheis, it cannot find her."

"Of course. | am sorry. Forgive my impertinence."

"It does not matter now. Y ou must find her. Do whatever it takes, but do not aert anyone to us.”
"Asyou wish." Alriod bowed again.

"Go." Neteilu pointed in the direction of the door. Alriod would find her. He was certain of that. His
apprentice could be resourceful when the situation required it.

* % * % %

Fenrek awoke in adark chamber as pain seared through his body. He tried to remember what he'd told
the water elemental, but couldn't. What if he had told her everything? The Melosean knew that he had to
escape and warn the others.

Ashetried to sit up, his strength failed him. Fenrek attempted to curse, but his throat was too parched
for speech. Desperation overwhelmed him. Not only was he apparently helpless, but neither could he
escape. Belara had probably gotten what she wanted. Teracor was doomed because of him.

From somewhere within the room, he heard chuckling. It was distinctly feminine and, from the sound of
it, probably the water elemental. Fenrek glanced around and finally saw her. Belarawas nearly
impossible to see in the darkness. Without light, her watery form was nearly invisible.

"You are astubborn one," she said. "Mark my words, | will get what | want from you, one way or
another. Hmm...I see Isirak's bonding spell has taken itstoll. The side effects from it can be rather
painful."

Belara picked up aglass and held her finger over it. Water streamed forth, filling the entire vessel. When
it was full, she approached the bed. "Drink this." Fenrek hesitated. Belara added, "It is only water. It will
not harm you."

The Melosean took the glass and drank greedily. The water was more pure and sweet than any he'd ever
tasted. When he'd finished, Fenrek gave the glass back to her. "Thanks."

"In your previous condition, you would not have been able to tell me anything,” the elemental reasoned.
She set the glass down. "What do you know about the prophecy?"

"I don't know any more than you do. Really."

"Oh, | doubt that, land-walker. The prophecy will affect my people just as much as it will affect yours, if
not more so. When the battle begins, we will have no choice but to fight for the sorcerers who call on us.
Many of uswill die. At least you have a choice in the matter."

"Tell me something. Why do you serve Shen Mallen if he's not your true master?”

"How do you know he isn't?"

"Because," Fenrek replied, "I know Shen well enough to know that he hasn't studied magic. He hired
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that sorcerer to do hisdirty work for him. Isirak summoned you, did he not?’

"Yes," Belaraadmitted. "lsirak summoned me, then released the bond, and cast a new one at the same
time. | was bonded to Shen. He commands me as a sorcerer would, and | must obey him."

Fenrek wondered if Kip would know how to break the elemental’s bond. If he escaped, he could find the
dragon and ask him. "What if you didn't have to obey him?"

"I would be in your debt. Shen Mallen is detestable. | cannot stand his arrogance, his rudeness, and the
stench that follows him. Honestly, | don't think he's taken a bath since I've known him."

The Melosean chuckled. "If you let me escape, | know a gold dragon who might be willing to help you."
"Really?" Shelooked hopeful.
"Yes."

"I wish | could,” Belarareplied. "However, Shen would not be pleased with me. That wouldn't be a
good idea. Why don't you just tell me what you know? I'm sure he'd let you go.”
Fenrek sighed. "No, | can't, and he probably won't do that."

"Very well." Sherefilled the water glass and placed it on the nightstand near the bed. "I'll have to think
of some creative way to get that information. Until then, you'll have to stay here."

He heard the water elemental |eave the room and lock the door. He was alone again in the darkness.
Fenrek wondered if hisfriends had any idea where he was, or even if they were trying to find him.

* % * * %

The road was a thin ribbon of dust that stretched far into the distance. Kip, Trin, and Tanith had been
riding on horseback for several hours now. It was nearly mid-day. They were less than a hundred miles
from the ocean, so the air was fairly moist and warm. They'd stayed overnight in two villages along the
way. Last night was the final resting stop. There would be no more towns or villages until the
adventurers reached their destination.

Trin hummed a childhood song as her white mare, Sela, trotted along the path. She didn't mind being
outside, but she missed her home. It would be wonderful to walk along the paths in her father's gardens.
Trin remembered the lilacs, roses, violets, and tulips that grew alongside more exotic species like the
brilliant dragonsbreath, bright yellow and white starflowers, and shimmering moonroses. She would
eventually return, but her memories would have to do for now.

Tanith grinned. Her long, flame-red hair was braided so it wouldn't fly into her face, which was
sometimes an annoyance. She loved being out in the open. Jyar enjoyed it aswell. She could tell by his
buoyant disposition and his mental humming in tune with Trin's song. Tanith could hear horses
telepathicaly. It was arare talent.

It was possible, as her parents and others had speculated, that there might be Seeker blood flowing in
her veins. The Seekers were a nomadic race known for horse breeding. They traversed the continent
when the seasons changed, always looking for amild climate. The true name of their race had been lost
for centuries, along with their homeland.
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Kip longed to be flying among the cloudsin his dragon form, but he knew that his companions needed
him. His mount was a black stallion called Onyx. The horse had been understandably nervous at first,
sensing Kip's true nature. The stallion bore him willingly enough now.

Ominous thunderclouds formed overhead, shrouding the sky. Storms were unusual during the summer,
when it was often dry. Kip scanned the area around them. There was no place for them to take cover.

"Welll haveto ride out the storm," he said. "I can cast a spell to keep usdry, but it won't last very long."
Tanith nodded. "Hopefully, it will be just a quick downpour.”

Trin glanced up. She had an odd feeling that the storm was more than it seemed. "Do you noticeit, Kip?
| don't think that's an ordinary storm."

He looked up again, thistime, stretching with his innate senses toward the gathering clouds. Kip
couldn't sense anything strange. "Looks like a normal storm to me. I'm sure welll be fine."

Despite the dragon's words, Trin shivered.

* % * % %

Lord Brogan squinted at his piece of roast boar, from which he'd just taken a bite. He thought it tasted
funny for some reason. He was just about to complain to a nearby servant when two royal guards
strutted into the room and announced they were placing him under arrest for attempted assassination.

"What," Brogan spluttered, spewing meat everywhere.

Lady Alendawinced as some of the meat bits landed on her gown. "I'm sure there's been a mistake,
dear. Do calm down."

"Calm down? I'm being arrested,” he exclaimed.
"Good riddance," Lord Colfax remarked. He was atall man with straw-colored hair, blue eyes, and a
scraggly beard. He'd been one of Brogan's chief opponents for...well, for aslong as the other could

remember. "At least, well finally have some peace without your constant whining."

"There now," the guard said, clamping chains around the prisoner's wrists. "Off we go. The King will
see you in the morning, Brogan. Sorry about the interruption,” he told the gathering.

"Try not to annoy the guards, dear. I'll seewhat | can do,” Alendareplied as her husband was led out of
the dining hall.

The dungeon's stench assaulted Brogan's nose as he was securely chained to a stone wall. The Gods only

knew what else was down there. Then the guard locked his prison cell and left him alone in the
darkness.

* *k x k%

Chapter 3
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King Ulven glanced up as his advisor, Dracon Kaldaan, set a document on his desk. It was the notice of
Lord Brogan's arrest. Normally, it would be good news, but he had been counting on Aliyas testimony
aswell. With only the evidence against Brogan, the trial's outcome might be to his disadvantage. His
opponents could use it to claim that his few supporters were either weak or had turned against him. If
that happened, Torgesiawould be shattered like a glass, just as the prophecy proclaimed.

"Interesting,” Ulven mused. "Have the guards been able to find the thief girl?"

"No, your Majesty. However, they could use the help of asorcerer. It ispossible that Aliyais being
concealed by magical means."

"I see. Do you know of a sorcerer who is trustworthy enough?”

"Other than the adventurers who have left to find their missing companions, | can only think of one such
man: Cigmusthe Grey."

"That name doesn't sound familiar,” Ulven admitted. "What do you know of him?"

"He usually works as a scribe, but he has received training in the art of magic and passed the tests of
mastery. He's kept alow profile in recent years. Cigmus was once an adventurer himself.”

"Indeed,” the king remarked. "I would like to meet this sorcerer before | hire him."

"Of course, your Majesty. I'll seeto it that heisfound.” Dracon bowed courteously and left the king to
his work.

* %k * % %

Just then, Cigmus the Grey was gulping down atankard of ale. This particular inn was called the Silver
Cup for no reason that he could fathom. But the drinks tasted good and the serving girls looked pretty,
which was al he really cared about. A crash of thunder stifled the atmosphere momentarily, as tavern
patrons glanced out the windows and saw the dark, brooding sky.

"It's been raining half the day," a bar maid complained. "When's it going to stop?’

"The sooner you wash the far left table, missy," replied the barkeep.

She grabbed a bucket and arag from behind the bar. "Hopefully it won't flood. My Grandmadiedin a
flood. So did my Pa."

"Don't you worry," said the barkeep. "Just do your job."

Cigmus sighed. The gloomy weather was making everyone feel miserable, himself included. Well, there
was only one way to deal with misery -- having fun. From his pocket, he took out a set of dice. "Anyone
up for agame?’

"Count mein," said one of the tavern patrons. "Name's Colm, by the way."

"Good. Anyone else?’

Apparently, no one else cared to join in. For nearly an hour the two men chatted about daily life as they
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tossed the dice and kept score on aworn scrap of parchment that Cigmus just happened to have. Then a
local farmer came in with a distraught expression. He carried a flickering oil lamp. Everyone looked at
him.

"What isit, Ysiof?' The barkeep asked.

"I need help," he said in avoice that cracked with worry. "The wind has destroyed part of the roof and
knocked over alamp. Corraand the baby are still inside. Eliusistrying to get the fire under control, but
he's losing the battle. We need help.”

Cigmus stood up. He dropped the dice he'd been about to throw. They clattered onto the table and
displayed a pair of ones. But no one noticed. "Where?"

"Come with me," Ysiof replied.

About a dozen locals followed him. The farmer's house was on the edge of the village. Golden flames
licked the walls as smoke billowed into the air. The rain had stopped but it was windy and the wind was
feeding the fire. "There," said the farmer, pointing to his house.

Cigmus reached into one of the many pockets in his robe and took out an old, slightly charred
Darkwood wand. He chanted in the ancient tongue, commanding the fire to stop. The wind grew calm
until the flames vanished. The fire had gutted out the walls and left a gaping hole. Y siof ran inside,
followed by afew peasants. They came out afew minutes later. The farmer assisted his wife, who
carried a crying baby in her arms.

Elius, their older son, placed a hand on the sorcerer's shoulder. "I cannot thank you enough for stopping
the flames. If they had burned for much longer, | doubt that my mother and sister would have survived.”

"It was no problem," he answered.
"Perhaps not. But you saved their lives, and | am grateful .”

While the villagers prepared to celebrate the rescue, Cigmus glanced up at the sky. The thick gray
clouds were drifting southwest towards Daranor. One of them resembled a serpent ready to strike. He
didn't know what that meant, but it was surely not a good sign.

* %k * % %

Aliyamust have drifted off to sleep, for she awoke to hear the sound of chanting nearby. Therewas a
harshness to the language. She couldn't understand any of the words, but they didn't sound good. She
had learned quickly not to struggle against her bonds or they would tighten even more. So Aliyalaid in
the darkness, waiting for whatever fate had in store.

Zoran entered the cavern carrying atray of food. He pointed at the bonds and they loosened just enough
for the prisoner to sit up. "Eat. | don't intend for you to starve to death.”

"Why not?'

"Because,” the sorcerer said as though he were explaining thingsto a small child, "you are an integral
part of my plan."
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"Your plan?’

"Yes, girl. Now eat."

Aliyashrugged as she picked up a piece of bread and chewed it. The bland taste almost made her choke,
but she continued to eat. Zoran glared at her until she had finished the bread, a chunk of cheese, and half
an apple. The wine he'd given her to wash it all down with was very bitter. He took the tray away and
pointed at her bonds. They grew tighter, forcing her to lay down again.

"I will be back later. Right now, | have things to destroy, placesto conquer, and peopleto kill." Zoran's
icy laughter echoed as he | eft the cave.

* *k x k%

Meanwhile, the adventurers were thoroughly soaked from the downpour. Fat raindrops fell around them
and caused the ground to become muddy. There was no sign that the rain would end. Suddenly a silver
lightning bolt arched across the sky and struck the ground only afew feet from them. Startled, Trin's
white mare reared and nearly spilled her to the ground. Fenrek's stallion had obviously had enough. 1t
ran several dozen feet before he could calm it down. The training that Tanith had given Jyar alowed
him to keep his wits, but the horse was clearly nervous.

*| don't like this one bit,* Jyar remarked telepathically.

"It'sjust astorm,” Tanith reasoned. "Don't worry."

As she spoke, there was a hissing all around them.

"What isthat,” Trin wondered.

"Snakes, and lots of them."

Tanith was correct. A half-dozen unusually large serpents surrounded the adventurers. The creatures
eyes burned with hatred.

"Where did they come from?" the faery asked.

"That isavalid question,” Kip pointed out. "These snakes are not ordinary. They had to have been
summoned by someone."

"But who? There's no one around for miles."

"That is something we'll have to find out later.”

Kip and Trin began to cast spells. Tanith drew her sword. The giant snakes slithered through the mud,
hissing as they moved closer. The flame-haired fighter struck one of the snakesin its soft abdomen. Jyar

leaped back as green poison squirted out of its body.

"Watch out for their poison,” Tanith called out.
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A glowing arrow sprang from the dragon's hand and pierced its intended target. The snake hissed but
remained upright. One of the other snakes opened its jaws and squirted venom, aiming at Trin. Selatried
to move out of the way, but the poison struck the mare'sleg. Seeing that her horse was in pain, the faery
leapt off. The wound festered as the fast-acting poison took its toll. Quickly, the faery cast a spell to heal
it, but she was interrupted by a swipe from a serpent'stail. It hit her with enough force to knock her
down in the mud.

Tanith skillfully slashed the serpent that had just attacked Trin. Her sword cleaved through the snake's
soft skin, and it crumpled to the ground. Green poison seeped out of its veins. Tanith sheathed her sword
and helped Trin to her feet before the venom could reach her.

Kip leapt off his mount. "Stay back," he told the women. "I'll be more useful in my natural form."

The air around him shimmered as the dragon shape-shifted. Flesh became gold dragon scales and arms
became great wings. He towered over them, casting a large shadow over the hissing snakes. As lightning
flashed, Kiperreth's gold scales glittered like athousand stars.

"Wow," Tanith said. "l am impressed.”

She thought at first that the rumbling reply was thunder, but it was actually the dragon’s chuckle. A
mighty swipe of his claws took out the nearest serpent. In this form, Kip was impervious to snake
venom. Trin attempted to heal her mare, chanting in the musical faery language. Sela's wound glowed
purple as the spell ran its course and purified the poison.

Three giant snakes remained now. Tanith sliced through one of them with her sword as Kiperreth's
razor-sharp claws tore apart the others. When there were clearly no more opponents to fight, the dragon
changed back into his human form. "Everyone all right?' he asked.

"I am fing," Trin answered. "And Selawill live."
Tanith checked herself over for any bruises. "Everything'sin one piece here."

"Good. Our opponent has revealed himself. When we get to Daranor, we should talk to the local priests.
The serpent is asymbol of Zoru, the snake God. He was thought to have been destroyed by the other
Gods over amillennium ago, but perhaps he has found away to return. If that istrue, it would be most
unfortunate.”

"I remember hearing stories about his destruction when | was much younger,” Trin volunteered. "The
other Gods imprisoned him in the Sun for his crimes, where he would burn for all eternity. He must
have found away to escape. That coincides with the Prophecy. Zoru must be the darkness.”

"Indeed,” Kip agreed. "We should make haste."

They continued on their way to Daranor as the feeling of boding evil grew.

* % * * %

In Teracor, the trial went about as well as King Ulven had expected. Lord Brogan had been proven
guilty with the evidence of the letter about arranging a meeting with the Thieves' guild. It was too bad
that Aliya hadn't been there to testify. When the king retired to his chambers, he found several people
waiting for him.
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Lord Darek was a stout fellow with a bad temper. Lady Torana, his wife, was a beautiful brunette with a
taste for plotting. Lord Garaveb was the king's military advisor. He was atall well-built man with a
sharp wit.

A mysterious blue portal appeared suddenly, and the sorcerer Neteilu walked through. "I see I'm justin
time," hereplied.

"What are you doing here?' Ulven said. "Who is that sorcerer?"

"Y our supporters have grown weak," Lord Garaveb replied. "Even your closest followers are plotting
against you."

The king mentally noted the lack of any royal titles whatsoever. "What do you want me to do?"

"Rot," wasthe reply as Lord Darek stabbed Ulven with a previously concealed dagger that dripped with
poison.

"No..." The king crumpled to the ground in pain. "Why?"

"Because you are weak," the military advisor responded. "Fortunately, there is someone else who will
gladly take your place. But you needn't worry about that. Where you're going, you won't have anything
to worry about."

"Well done,” Neteilu replied as Ulven's spirit passed through the vell of the physical world. "Now, I'm
afraid | must kill you. I can't allow traitorsin my new government.”

"You'll do no such thing!" Garaveb drew his own concealed sword. "Y ou may be a sorcerer, but even
men like you can die from awell-placed blade.”

As he lunged forward, the sorcerer revealed his palm. A glowing red blast of energy hit the military
advisor squarely in the chest. He collapsed from the searing pain. Darek attacked with his blade and
suffered the same fate. Then Torana glanced around asif looking for an escape route.

"My dear, don't even think about it," Neteilu advised her. "These doors are locked. The guards have
been drugged. Thereis no place to go."

"What shall | do?'

"Obey me, for | am your king now. If you grovel well enough, | may decide not to kill you."

Seeing no choice, Lady Torana knelt before the sorcerer. "Y ou are my king. | swear allegiance to you."
"Excellent.” Neteilu was clearly enjoying this. "Get up.”

She stood. "What will you have of me, your Majesty?'

"I think you will make avery lovely queen.”

Neteilu's evil smirk pierced Toranas heart. It was as if something had shattered inside her, scattering the
pieces across the room. These were very dark timesindeed.
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* %k * % %

The entire palace bustled with activity. All the servants were busy with wedding preparations, cleaning,
decorating, and planning. It seemed to Lady Toranaasif it would never end. In her heart, she knew that
it was not right. Barely aweek had passed since her husband, Lord Darek, was murdered by the sorcerer
Neteilu. She could not believe that the Council of Lords had declared him king, even though he had no
royal blood in his veins. Perhaps he had cast a spell on them. Indeed, the past few days seemed like a
nightmare. But Lady Torana knew that she would not wake up, no matter how much she wanted to.

"Please do not move, my Lady," said one of the two servant women who were assisting with the fitting
of the wedding gown.

It was an ugly thing, Toranathought. Made of silk dyed black as night with blood red rubies sewn into
the fabric, the dress looked garish. It made her skin appear as white as clean linens. Neteilu demanded
that his colors had to be red and black. Every servant in the palace was forced to wear them. The
sorcerer was somewhat paranoid about loyalty, and for good reason. He had murdered King Ulven in
cold blood. Everyone was afraid of Neteilu and no one trusted him, but they were too frightened of his
magic to arrest him.
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He was too powerful, the servants often whispered. Torana heard them when they thought she wasn't
listening. No one dared to go against Neteilu's wishes. If only there was another sorcerer, someone
strong enough to take him on, but the practice of magic had been banned. Anyone practicing magic,
even for the purpose of healing, could be executed. The other night, she had dreamt of putting a steel
dagger into Neteilu's back while he slept, but she feared his magic was strong enough to protect him. If
only there was someone she could trust.

The thieves guild had been officially disbanded, but rumor had it that former thieves guild members
were hiding out in the sewers. Perhaps they might be willing to kill him for afee. It was an option,
though the thought of hiring an assassin was distasteful. However, Torana wanted revenge for her
husband's murder. There must have been something in her face just then, for the servant girl looked up
with concern.

"Areyou al right, my Lady?'
"Yes," shereplied. "I'm sureit's probably just wedding jitters.”

"Of course. It'sonly natural. There," the servant said triumphantly, having pushed the final pininto the
fabric.

Torana saw her reflection in the full-length mirror nearby. She barely recognized herself. The ugly
wedding gown made her ook pale and the neckline was much too low.

"You look lovely," the girl gushed. "It'sjust the right length. I'm sure the king won't be able to take his
eyes off you."

The other servant, who was middle-aged, clucked her tongue. "Hush, girl. It's not the color it should be.
Honestly, have you ever heard of a black wedding gown, my Lady?"

"No,"” Toranareplied. "But | have no choice in the matter, and neither do you."

"Of course," she answered. "Forgive my rudeness, Lady." The servant's cheeks flushed red in
embarrassment. " Please do not mention my outburst. It was impertinent and childish.”

"What outburst?'

The servant smiled, knowing then that the soon-to-be queen was more trustworthy than the new king.

* *k x k%

Meanwhile, Fenrek awoke in the bed chamber after his last session with Belara. The water elemental
had been summoned to serve Shen Mallen, a master thief and gambler whom Fenrek owed money to.
He'd tried to pay Shen, but it was not soon enough for the thief'sliking. A sorcerer in his employment
was able to summon Belara and use her to torture the Melosean, against both of their wishes.

The water elemental would much rather be back in her own realm. It was a condition of her summoning
that she had to obey her master, and she had no choice but to follow his orders. She disliked being
forced to do anything. After their sessions, she often gave Fenrek a glass of water. The small kindness
made him realize she didn't want to be there either. Later, she'd confessed as much.
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One day, he heard the sounds of fighting in the hallway. Then the sound of familiar voicesfilled the air.
Kiperreth chanted a spell, and soon after that, an explosion could be heard. Tanith's sharp scimitar,
Sirocco, broke through his door and it was open.

"Fenrek!" Tanith exclaimed. Her flame-red hair flew behind her as she darted into the room. "Hold on."

She sheathed her sword and helped him out of bed, then noticed his scars and wounds. "Y ou'll have to
let Trin heal those."

He nodded. "Can we get out of here?"

"I thought you'd never ask.”

In the hallway, the stench of smoke and firefilled the air. Kip's spell had set the corridor ablaze. The
uncanny crimson flames flickered brightly in the darkness. There was a sorcerer trapped behind them
who Fenrek didn't recognize. But he wore black and blue robes and was chanting hastily. A cold wind
sprang out of nowhere. However, Kip countered the spell and the magical fire continued to burn.

One of the walls which had been weakened collapsed, burying the enemy sorcerer in a heap of
smoldering rubble which ignited upon contact with the flames. At the opposite end of the hallway,
Fenrek glimpsed the water elemental. The expression in her features was one of pure joy.

"l am free," she exclamed. "To whom do | owe thanks?"

The golden-haired, dragon-in-human-form turned around. "I am Kiperreth. | cast the spell which started
the blaze, but you do not owe me anything."

Belara shook her head. "That poor excuse for a man was the one who summoned me and used me for his
own ends. Now that | am free, | owe you aid, at the very least." She squinted, seeing Kip'strue formin
the shadows. "Y ou are adragon? Ah....perhaps | can give you some assistance. | overheard a
conversation which you may beinterested in. | believe it isregarding a mutual enemy of ours.”

"All right,” Kip agreed. "But we can't stay here any longer. What's the quickest way out?"

"Follow me."

Tanith assisted Fenrek, who was limping. The water elemental led them down aflight of stairs, around
several corners, and through another hallway that led to a short tunnel, which in turn led them outside.
In the daylight, the others were shocked at how serious the Melosean’'s wounds were.

"Who did thisto you?" Trin wondered aloud.

"I am ashamed to say that it was me," Belara admitted. "But the choice was not mine to make."

"It isno wonder you wished to be free," the faery responded.

"Y es. Because one of your group has given me freedom, | will help you. This morning, | overheard my
master using some form of magical communication. | don't know what spell he used, but he was

speaking into amirror. In any case, it was not his reflection in the glass, rather that of a sorcerer whois
known as Neteilu the Black. | heard my master say that he had not gotten all the information Neteilu
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wanted, but that he would get it soon enough. | surmised that he was speaking about Fenrek. The other
sorcerer replied that it wasn't soon enough for him, and that my master was afool. However, | heard my
master call Neteilu Y our Mgjesty several times. Heis not aking asfar as| know, but perhaps things
have changed recently."

"Thisisn't agood sign," Tanith remarked.

"No," Trin agreed. "l hope King Ulven is al right. We should go back."

"What about Aliya? We still need to find her."

"Indeed," the faery agreed. She described the young thief and added, "Y ou haven't seen her here, have
you?'

"I'm afraid not,” Belarareplied. "l can give you something that may help you find her, though. Do you
have a bottle or awater skin?"

Tanith took her water skin from her backpack and gave it to the elemental, who emptied the contents.
"Hey," the warrior protested.

"Itisall right. I will refill it. The water must be completely pure.” The elemental held her finger over the
pouch and filled it with sparkling water. "Use this with a scrying spell. Y ou will have success.”

"Thank you," Trin said. "Well try that."
"Fenrek, | know that my words cannot undo the harm I've caused you. But | do regret my actions."”
The Melosean nodded stiffly.

"I must go now," Belarasaid. "The magic is caling me to my ream. Farewell!" There was a puddle of
standing water nearby. The water elemental stepped into it and dissolved with a splash.

"I cannot scry for Aliyauntil tonight,” Trin said. "I need the light of the full moon."
"Very well,” Kip answered. "Let's travel until we find a place to make camp."

The adventurers walked down the long dusty road, continuing until they came to the forest, and set up
camp in asmall clearing. It was twilight. Purple and blue shadows cascaded over them and flooded the
land with darkness. An occasional firefly flitted by, glowing like a spark. Trin attended Fenrek's
wounds, then prepared her spell.

As twilight became night, silvery moonlight lit up the sky. Carefully, the faery poured the pure water
into a clay bowl with carvings of runes around it. When moonlight touched the bowl, the liquid was
transformed into a perfectly smooth reflective surface. She closed her eyes and imagined Aliyas face. A
few moments later, the water showed a mountainous region to the south. After the faery concentrated
for awhile longer, the bowl showed a cave. But there was no more. She opened her eyes with asigh.

"Thisisthe best answer we're going to get.”
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"I've flown over that area,” Kip said. "l do not recognize the cave, but that is aregion in Naborea, which
borders on the Masparan wilderness.”

"It'll take us nearly a month to get there, even on horseback,” Tanith exclaimed. "By then, anything
could have happened to Aliya. Isthere a spell you can cast?"

The dragon nodded. "1 don't have the necessary components. We'll have to go back to Teracor. | should
be able to purchase what | need from the local merchants, but it won't be cheap. Hopefully, we can
convince King Ulven to aid us, if heisall right."

"Then it's settled," she replied. "WEe'l return to the city tomorrow, after we get agood night's sleep.”

The muffled snores coming from Fenrek's direction punctuated her statement. Trin agreed, seeing that
they all needed to rest. Thankfully, the night was quiet and uneventful.

* *k x k%

Lady Torana could barely see through the darkness. Her candle was not bright enough to illuminate the
murky shadows. She'd gone to the sewers after the fitting of her wedding gown, hoping to find the
thieves. It was over an hour later and she had no idea where she was going, much less how to get back.
Not for the first time, Toranawondered if she was making a huge mistake. If she got caught wandering
around in the sewers, Neteilu would probably have her executed. But the price was worth the risk. She
would rather risk being sent to the afterlife than spend the rest of her life married to the sorcerer who
had killed her husband.

The fact that her husband had wanted to overthrow the king made no difference. Ulven was weak, but
she hadn't expected his assassination. Torana's husband, Lord Darek, had told her that the former king
would be sent to the dungeons, where at least, he would have likely survived. She hadn't expected her
husband to nate Ulven. Torana supposed that she had been naive in that regard. She'd learned
from that mistake, and now, Neteilu would pay for his crime.

Suddenly she heard footsteps behind her. Toranawhirled around, but all she could see was a shadowy
figure standing there. She could see nothing, save for a pair of uncanny dark blue eyes gazing
inquisitively at her. Then the thief spokein araspy voice.

"Y ou shouldn't be down here, Milady. Allow me to escort you to the surface.”

"Please wait,” she said nervously, her voice trembling more than she wanted it to. "Are you a member of
the thieves guild?"

His eyes narrowed. "Why do you wish to know?"

"I need someone for ajob."

Zebyl nodded. He could see that she was being honest, which wasn't necessarily a good thing when
dealing with thieves. But he recognized Lady Torana as the sorcerer king's bride-to-be. This could be a

very lucrative opportunity. "Come with me, then."

She followed him through the dark tunnels until they came to awell-lit area. It was aroom off the main
sewers that apparently wasn't being used officialy. Rather, there were eight men and women in the
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room, most of whom wore shadow cloaks. One thief wore a black cloak lined with sapphire blue. He
was a dark-skinned Naborean and quite handsome, except for a lightning-shaped scar on hisleft cheek.
He had atall, thin build that belied his strength. A silver dagger with a sapphire gem gleamed in the hilt
at hiswaist. The master thief had a slight trace of a Naborean accent, but spoke the common language
fluently.

"May | introduce Jamir, the master thief of Teracor,” Zebyl said. "Thisis Lady Torana, who isto be
gqueen in afew daystime."

"My Lady," Jamir said, rising from his seat. He bowed gracefully. "To what do | owe this great honor?"

"I have a particular problem with which | need your professional assistance,” Torana began. "Asyou
probably know, Neteilu did not rise to his position lawfully. He a'so murdered my dear husband, the
former Lord Darek. | wish to avenge my husband's death and the murder of the rightful king."

There were afew gasps. "Impossible," a golden-haired woman blurted out. "Neteilu is a powerful
sorcerer. Heisunparalled in magical strength except for the dragons, and they won't have anything to do
with us, now that their ambassador has |eft the city. The king would strike us all dead if he knew that we
were plotting his assassination.”

"Falisa speaks wisely," Jamir agreed. " Such actions do not come without inherent risk. Are you willing
to risk your life, Lady Torana?'

"I have aready done so by coming here," she responded.

There was a murmur of assent among the thieves. Finally the master thief said, "Lady Torana speaks
truly. | must agree that King Neteilu is a despicable man from al that | have heard of him. Thoughiitis
true that magic can be used for honorable means, Neteilu is the least honorable of all sorcerers. If
anyone deserved a poisoned blade in the back, it would be him. But we must do this deed carefully, for
it will be our heads in the guillotine if we are caught. Zebyl, you are the most experienced assassin
among us. Are you willing to take the risk?"

He stepped forward and removed the hood of his cloak, revealing a scraggly mop of dark brown hair
and a face much younger than Lady Torana had expected. Zebyl appeared to be in his early twenties, but
alifetime spent on the city streets had made him aman long ago. "I am," he replied.

"Very well. Let us discuss pay, then," Jamir said.

After nearly half an hour spent haggling, it was agreed that Lady Toranawould pay a sum of 3,000 gold
now and 2,000 more after the job was completed, assuming that neither she nor Zebyl were caught. It
was worth it, knowing that her husband would be avenged. Falisa escorted her safely to the surface.
Later, Toranamade it back to the palace without incident.

* *k x k%

The afternoon sky was shrouded with gray clouds as the adventurers rode from Daranor to Teracor. The
few peasants they'd met along the way had confirmed Belara's report that a sorcerer king had taken over.
There was a new rumor that magic had been banned altogether. Those who practiced magic in public for
any reason, even to heal someone, were arrested by royal guards and placed in the dungeons. Faeries
and dragons had supposedly departed from human lands because of the new law.
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Fenrek was healing well, thanks to Trin's expert care. The faery princess remained cloaked whilein
human villages so as not to attract unnecessary attention. Nevertheless, the adventurers got their share of
curious glances. They stopped at a village for supplies, where alocal merchant was more than willing to
sell them food.

"Silver is scarce around here," he explained. "The king's taking more than his fair share of our taxes, but
we can't do anything about it. He might as well send his guards to steal what's left in our homes, because
we have nothing else to pay him."

Tanith nodded as she counted coins for payment. "We've heard about thisking. Isit true that he's banned
all magic?'

The merchant glanced around. "Aye. He's even banned healing magic. The local midwife, Kerisa, is
seething because he's practically put her out of work. She knows herb lore, of course, but uses magic in
the direst of emergencies. She saved my wife, Lanela, last spring with a spell that stopped her bleeding
just in time when my son was born. If not for that, | probably would have lost my dearest Lanela. | just
don't see how things could get any better. The way it's going now, we'll be eating chicken feed when
winter comes just to survive."

"| appreciate your news. May you and your family have good luck.”

"You too," he said as the red-haired woman left, carrying the sack of dried meat and fruit that she'd
purchased.

Tanith relayed the rumors to the others. "It seems as though Neteilu's got an iron grip. How can we undo
the damage he's caused?"

"We haveto find Aliya," Kiperreth answered. "l trust you got enough rations?"
"They'll easily last for three days."

"Good." The blond man glanced up at the sky. "I don't like the looks of that storm. Keep an eye out for
trouble.”

Asthe adventurers traveled down the well-trodden road, uncertainty grew like weeds in their minds.
Black shadows spread across the land as fat raindrops began to fall, turning the road into a muddy path.
Bitter wind slashed through the air. The weather was downright miserable. Trin hoped they wouldn't run
into any more giant snakes like the ones they'd encountered previously. Sela, her white mare, plowed
ungracefully through the mud, sending dirt and water flying and splattering Trin's cloak. There was no
escaping it, so she continued onward.

Fenrek clung to Bagley's mane, which was thoroughly wet. The pony was definitely unhappy, but he
plodded along, snorting occasionally. To the Melosean, it seemed asif all the misery in the world was
being dumped on him. He'd been grateful for the rescue, but now the gloom pressed against him like a
weight that he couldn't have lifted with al the strength or magic in the world.

Tanith sneezed. "Thisis not my idea of afine way to spend an afternoon. Kip, can't you do something
about the rain?"

"Not without seeing how the change in the weather will affect the rest of the weather patterns. Thereisa
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very delicate balance. Even avery small change could throw the pattern off and cause a decade-long
drought or terrible flooding. However, | can make it alittle less miserable.”

He mumbled some words beneath his breath that were lost in a crash of thunder. Suddenly Tanith
realized that she was completely dry, and that everyone else was al so.

"It won't last for long, but hopefully this storm will be over by then,” Kiperreth explained.
"I'm grateful," shereplied.

"Asam |," Fenrek muttered as Bagley trudged along through the sloppy mud.

* *k * k%

The faint sound of chanting woke Aliya. She could not sit up, as she was bound by magical coils that
would restrict even more if she moved. She was very cold, wearing nothing more a towel wrapped
around her like a blanket because Zoran had abducted her during a bath.

The sorcerer's deep baritone voice chopped through the darkness like an axe as he sang in a guttural
language which she had never heard anywhere else. In the distance, afaint emerald light flickered. It
was too dim to be of much use to her. Then she heard something more ominous, a hissing noise like that
of asnake. But it was not nearby. Rather, she heard it echoing through the tunnels.

The thief had no ideaif her traveling companions had any idea where she was. Kip might have a
magical means of discerning her location, but by then it might be too late. Zoran worshipped the evil
snake God, Zoru. From what little the sorcerer had told Aliya, she'd concluded that he was insane, and
there was not much she could do to stop him. Not without atimely rescue, anyway. Resigned to her fate,
Aliyaclosed her eyes.

* % * % %

Fenrek opened his eyes. He'd only had them closed for a few moments while fighting fatigue. Suddenly
a hissing sound startled his pony and Bagley reared, nearly throwing him off. "Gods," the Melosean
exclaimed. "Not more blasted giant snakes!"

Tanith glanced around. She counted ten serpents surrounding them. Their red eyes glowed like hot
coals. The creatures sithered forward as though they were a single unit, which was extremely odd.

"I'm afraid so," she replied, taking Sirocco out of its sheath. The silver scimitar flared white asits
smooth surface reflected a lightning strike.

Then the snakes attacked, leaving no time for the adventurers to do anything but defend themsel ves.
Fenrek drew his dagger as Kip and Trin began casting spells. The flame-haired warrior slashed at the
nearest serpent, sending emerald drops of blood flying. Tanith managed to dodge the poisoned blood
just in time. The dragon sent a glowing arrow directly into a snake's soft belly. It hissed in anger. A
moment later, the faery and her white mare shimmered with a soft green light, a sure sign that she had
cast a protective spell of some sort.

The snakes again attacked as one. Kip raised an eyebrow. " Someone must be controlling them," he
realized aloud. However, he had no further time to speculate. Snake venom splattered through the air. In
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dragon form he would be imperviousto it, but in his current form, he had limitations. Kip turned his
face away and avoided most of the poison, but afew drops struck his arm. In a heartbeat, the acid ate
through his clothing and reached his skin.

"Kip!" Tanith shouted, seeing that he'd been wounded.
"Don't worry about me. Keep fighting,” he advised. "Trin, | could use some of your healing salve.”

The faery reached into her backpack for it as a serpent lunged at her. Kip hurled aglowing arrow,
knocking the creature down. Trin handed him the salve, then saw another snake. It was going for the
dragon's horse. "Behind you," she exclaimed.

Just when the serpent revealed its fangs dripping with venom, a silver object came flying through the air
and pierced the snake all the way through. It dropped to the ground, hissing in rage with its last breath.
Trin saw Fenrek with his hand still raised from having thrown the dagger. Kip hastily applied the
healing salve to his sore skin.

Unfortunately, there were still half a dozen serpents left. The faery chanted as the M el osean unsheathed
his spare dagger and Tanith prepared to swing her blade again. AsKip put Trin's healing salve in a safe
place, he happened to glance up. There was something surreal about the storm, almost asif it was being
controlled like the snakes.

No sorcerer in his right mind would summon a storm. There was too great arisk that nature's delicate
balance would be overthrown. Like the political balance in the five realms, it needed careful attention.
Still, something seemed odd about this particular weather. Perhaps it was connected to the snakes.

Kip hurled another magical arrow as the snakes attacked. Tanith sliced through the nearest serpent with
her sword. From Trin's outstretched hand came a brilliant light, so bright that Fenrek was nearly blinded
by it. Then the smell of burning serpent flesh and poison filled the air. She'd gotten two of the creatures
at once. Their huskslay in the mud smoldering as rain quenched the magical flames.

When the battle was finally over, the adventurers exchanged grim and weary glances. The raindrops
slowed to alight drizzle while the gray sky lightened considerably.

"Kip, areyou al right?' Tanith asked, still concerned.

He nodded. "Thanksto Trin's healing salve, yes."

"Then let's hope we have no more unpleasant surprises.”

The adventurers followed the road to Teracor for another day before they reached the city gates.

"Halt," said the guard, atall and bulky dark-haired man wearing dark chain mail. Oddly, the color of his
tunic was black. His shield bore the symbol of ared stylized dragon on a black background. The

adventurers exchanged glances, for those were not the colors of King Ulven. "State your business.”

"We're here to purchase supplies,”" Kip replied honestly. "Can you tell us what has happened recently?
When we were last here, King Ulven's colors were the rule. Has something happened to him?"

"Aye," the guard answered gravely. "Ulven was killed by the hand of his Majesty, Neteilu the Black."
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From the guard's tone, it was clear that he did not approve.
"The sorcerer?' Tanith gasped.

The guard nodded. "Things have changed much in only afew days. Y ou should know that the practice
of magic for any reason is now forbidden. Anyone caught casting a spell, even to heal another, will be
arrested. My fellow guardsmen and | must be especially vigilant. Be careful, travelers. After | record
your names, | will give you avisitor's pass. It isgood for aweek. To apply for another pass, you must
go to the palace.”

"Thank you," Kip said.
"What is your name?"

"I am called Kip Goldenhair." It was a common enough name that wouldn't draw attention to his dragon
heritage, and one he frequently used when traveling among mortals.

"Very well." The guard handed him a pass. After the others gave their names, they were also given
passes and allowed to enter Teracor.

Several hours later, after they'd found aroom at an inn, eaten a good meal, and changed into clean
clothes, the adventurers found the merchant's plaza. Kip knew what he needed. "L ook around as you
wish," he told the others. Finding the first item on hislist, a griffin feather, wasn't difficult. A merchant
selling feathers to be used for writing had afew at a decent price. While gathering the necessary
components, Kip mentally took note of a guard watching him. None of the things he'd purchased were
suspicious in and of themselves, but if someone knew what to ook for, they'd realize he needed them
for aspell.

Kip closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He'd have to purchase afew more things to throw the guard
off histrail. He spotted atunic that was Aliya's size and bought it. He also purchased some fresh
vegetables. Obsidian was the popular stone of the day. There were plenty of merchants selling obsidian
rings and amulets guaranteed to win the favor of the gods, because it showed that the wearer supported
the new king. Hoping to throw the guard off histrail, he picked up several amulets and put one on
immediately.

Then he found a merchant selling gemstones and examined two fine sapphires. He needed one for the
final spell component. Kip was trying to decide between them when he heard chain mail rattling behind
him.

"Excuse me, sir," the guard said. "Y ou need to come with me."

Kip feigned ignorance. "What have | done? Isit against the law to purchase things now? If it is, | wasn't
aware of that."

"I've been keeping an eye on you. What you've purchased includes components for an illegal
trang ocation spell. You'll have to be questioned further.”

Tanith and Trin both glanced at him, wondering if they should attack the guard. Kip gave atiny shake of
his head and allowed the guard to drag him off, knowing that it would be best to keep alow profile for
NOW.
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* %k * % %

In the guardhouse, Kip was roughly shoved onto a wooden bench. The captain was called and came out
of hisoffice, glaring at him. "Caught purchasing outlawed spell components, eh? What do you have to
say for yourself, sorcerer?”

"In truth, | had no ideathat what | had purchased wasillegal. | was merely buying gifts for my wife and
children at home," Kip lied.

"What sort of peasant uses gold coins to purchase rare gemstones?”

"I'm amerchant, not a peasant. | deal in rare artifacts and antiquities.” Hopefully, the cover story would
work.
"What sort of artifacts?"

"Documents and scrolls, mostly." Kip gestured to his backpack, which the guards had confiscated.
"Look inside and you'll see harmless storybooks and poetry, historical facts, things of that nature.”

He concentrated briefly, making an illusion appear real. The guards exchanged glances as they sorted
through his belongings, finding nothing more than afew tunics, the items he'd just purchased, and
severa innocuous-looking books.

"Very well," said the guard captain, realizing that there wasn't much evidence. "But you will be closely
watched. Any hint of sorcery, and you'll be back here before you can blink."

Kip nodded. "Fair enough."”

Receiving his belongings intact, he was escorted outside. His traveling companions met him down the
Street.

"WE'l have to be very cautious,” he whispered, feeling the eyes of a nearby guard upon him. "We're
being watched closely. Let's go."

After returning to the hotel, Kip let Trin return to the bazaar and purchase the sapphire. The faery was
able to buy it without incident, but she felt the guards watching her the entire time. She felt like amouse
surrounded by cats.

The travelers spent the night in Teracor and |eft the city just before dawn. The sky was a skein of deep
violet silk stretched across the heavens, bordered by athin blue band on the horizon. On the outskirts of
the city, they headed to the forest, where they would be far from prying eyes. After finding a clearing,
Kip prepared the spell components. Only Fenrek was nervous. He kept glancing from side to side,
peering through the trees in case anyone came through the thick green foliage.

"We must all stand inthecircle," Kip declared finally. He'd sprinkled salt around most of the clearing.
The sapphire was carefully placed in the middle. When everyone had done so, the dragon gave them all
agriffin feather, then placed the image of the mountainsin their minds. "Concentrate on this,” he said,
then began chanting in an unintelligible tongue.

A few minutes later, the air began to shimmer like a heat wave. Then the adventurers vanished, leaving
the clearing behind. In the circle of salt, the sapphire's hue had turned milky, resembling a cloudy sky.
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The clouds in the stone darkened and began to churn with ferocity. Then the sapphire turned completely
black, glittering in dawn's crimson light.

* % * % %

Emily M. Hanson 2003

Revelations

By Emily M. Hanson

* % * % %

After Kip cast the translocation spell in the forest clearing, the party arrived in the Naborean mountains.
Brown rocks mottled with red could be seen for miles. The cavern loomed before them. Stalactites and
stalagmites jutted outward, giving it the appearance of a predator's gaping mouth. Nothing but darkness
could be seen inside.

Trin held out her hand and brushed a finger across her ring. It glowed in response with afaint blue hue.
"This should provide enough light to see by," the faery princess said.

Kip, Tanith, Trin, and Fenrek proceeded into the cave. It was incredibly dark, but with the glowing ring,
they were able to see well enough not to bump into the walls or each other. They kept moving through
the darkness. Suddenly they could hear the sound of hissing. It was in the distance, but still very
disconcerting.

"That had better not be more giant snakes,” Tanith groaned.
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"What if it is?' Fenrek asked.
"We'll make snake hide out of 'em," the flame-haired warrior replied, putting her hand on Sirocco's hilt.

Meanwhile, Aliya awoke in the darkness, hearing footsteps echoing in the caverns. It was obviously
more than one pair. Also, they didn't sound like Zoran's footsteps. Could it be? Was she finally being
rescued? The snake-worshipping sorcerer had bound her arms and legs with magic, but he hadn't gagged
her. "Help," she cried. "Over here!"

Kip stood still for amoment as he pinpointed the source of Aliyasvoice. "Follow me,” the dragon-in-
human-form said. He continued at a brisk pace. The others had little choice but to keep up with him.

The dragon was the first to enter Aliya's prison cell.
"Kip! Thank the gods you're here," she exclaimed. "Get me out of here. That sorcerer isinsane!"
"Which sorcerer?’

"Zoran. He's a snake-worshipping fanatic. We have to get out before he realizes that you're here to
rescue me."

"All right. Hold still."

Kip began to cast the counter spell to break Aliyas bonds. As he did, the others nervously watched the
exit for giant snakes, evil sorcerers, or anything else that happened to come along. With a bright flash,
the magical bonds holding the girl vanished.

Clutching her towel, Aliya jumped down from the stone table and |ooked around.

"Thanks. Can we get out of here now?" she asked.
"No, you can not. Fools!" Zoran's voice echoed as he approached.

He sent ablazing ball of firein their general direction. Trin cast a shield spell as the others ducked,
hoping to avoid the worst of the magical fire. When the fireball hit the shield, the energy dissipated
harmlessly. Asthe enemy sorcerer began to chant off-key, Aliyawinced. Tanith drew Sirocco,
preparing to fight. Fenrek saw an opportunity and hurled a dagger, but it clattered to the ground upon
encountering Zoran's defenses.

"Blast," the Melosean muttered.

Kip aso began to chant. Pure energy sparked like lightning from his outstretched hand, and he looked
like he was ready to hurl it. But then, Zoran grew in stature until he had to duck to avoid hitting the
cavern walls. "If you knew who you were dealing with, you'd run home like dogs with tails between
their legs," he sneered.

"All right,” the dragon said. "Who are you, exactly?’
"I am Zoran, the future vessel of Zoru, who wishes to become incarnate once again. He has chosen me

for himself. Zoru will bring suffering and chaos to his enemies, but to those who serve him, he has
promised power beyond measure."
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"I'm afraid | can't allow that to happen,” Kip replied, and hurled the energy blast.

The enemy sorcerer roared asif he was experiencing pain from the dragon's spell. Then inexplicably, a
change began to take place. His dusky skin turned green and scaly. His amber eyes glowed crimson. His
long, dark hair also turned green and melded with the scaly skin. As hisrobe ripped and fell to the
ground, the giant snake hissed angrily.

"I am Zoru, God of Snakes. Bow before me, or be destroyed.”

"Forget it," Kip responded.

"Very well. Y ou have made your choice, and now you will suffer the consequences.” Asthe giant snake
hissed, the cavern trembled and threatened to collapse. "Y ou will not survive this, but | will. Hsssss!"

Zoru dlithered into a glowing portal that had just appeared. It vanished before anyone could follow him.
Large rocks tumbled to the ground. Fenrek dodged one, avoiding its sharp edges.

"Let's get out of here," the Melosean suggested.

"Yes," Kip agreed. "Everyone, stick close together. Come on!™

Running quickly, they managed to make it through the entrance just as an avalanche came crashing
down, effectively barricading the cave. Aliyagave asigh of relief. "I am so glad to be out of there,” she
remarked. "Did anyone bring spare clothes along?"

Kip nodded and gave her atunic and breeches that he'd bought at the Teracor marketplace. "We'll wait
for you."

After dlipping behind a boulder and changing, the thief emerged. "I feel awhole lot better now."
"Good," Trin replied.
"Where are we going from here?' Aliya asked.

"We came to rescue you. Now, we need a plan. We know that one of our enemiesis Neteilu the Black,
who hasillegally taken over the kingdom. What did you learn about the sorcerer Zoran?"

"He's crazy, he sings badly, and he worships snakes,” she replied. "Also, he thinks that that Zoru wants
to destroy everything."

Kip nodded. "The snake god was once imprisoned in the sun by the other gods for his many crimes.
Perhapsiit is your destiny to incarcerate him again, now that he's found a way to escape.”

"But how do you imprison a god without being a god?’
"I'm afraid | don't know the answer to that right now, but your power over the stars must hold the key."

Aliyawas about to respond when the sound of flute music floating on the wind startled her. "Who
would be playing aflute out here?' she wondered aloud.

Then the flute was accompanied by a harp and the sound of voices singing in the Wanderers |language.
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The music didn't sound very far off.

"There must be a camp nearby,"” Tanith said. "Doesn't part of the prophecy have to do with Wanderers?'
"Yes," Kip answered.

"Then let's go and find them. Maybe they'll have knowledge that will help us.”

After everyone agreed, the adventurers followed the music until they came to avalley where the
Wanderers had made their camp.

Meanwhile, Ravyn Arrowstrider gazed at the outsiders making their way across the valley. The dark-
haired Wanderer guard turned to his twin brother, Jaymiran. While he was dressed in a blue tunic and
black breeches, Jay wore brown from head to toe, unusually bland colors for aWanderer. He could have
blended in with the rocks from a distance. "What do you make of that?"'

"It'svery odd," Jay replied, remembering that his cousin, Aris Moondell, had dreamt that strangers were
going to come, and remarked about it only that morning. She had arare talent for foresight and was
apprenticed to the elderly Seer, lanora K el staff.

"Didn't our cousin say she had adream last night?"

Jay nodded. Asthe strangers approached, the tall golden-haired man stepped forward first. There was a
bizarre shimmer around him like a heat wave, but it couldn't have been because it wasn't very hot
outside. Jay squinted. He thought he could barely make out the shape of wings behind the man.

"What the..." he started.

Ravyn gave his brother a curious look, for he saw nothing out of the ordinary. " Please excuse my
brother's rudeness. Might | ask what you're doing out here, so far from civilization?"

The golden-haired stranger glanced at an adolescent girl behind him, who looked at him. She was not
very attractive, Ravyn thought. She was plain-looking at best, and very thin. Was she this man's
daughter? No, the stranger appeared to be no older than his early thirties. Why was Jay squinting so
much? The sun wasn't that bright.

"I am called Kip Goldenhair," he said. "We are travelers far from home, and we would like to trade for
supplies.”

"Very well. But you will not go unescorted through our camp. Jay, will you do the honor of escorting
them?”

"I suppose." The guard bowed. "Jaymiran Arrowstrider, at your service. What supplies are you seeking?
Food? Weapons? We have not many to trade, but we do have arrows and knives."

"Food," Kip said firmly.
"Follow me, then." Jay led them alittle ways into the camp.

Suddenly his cousin, Aris, ran up to them. Shewas atall young woman with long brown hair and brown
eyes, wearing ayellow silk dress. "Y ou are the outsiders | dreamt about. Please come with me. lanora
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wants to speak with you about the prophecy. She said you would know what that meant.”
"Who islanora?' Kip asked.

"lanora Kelstaff isour Seer. | am her apprentice.”

"All right. Take usto her, then."

They followed Aristo atent with bright green and blue stripes. It was the only green and blue tent in the
Wanderers camp. Other colorful tents contrasted sharply with each other. It was like being at a carnival.
Jay waited outside the Seer's tent while his cousin and the outsiders entered.

Inside the tent, an elderly woman glanced up from atable covered with a blue silk tablecloth
embroidered with gold stars and moons. There was a scrying bowl filled with water on the table. "Ah,
you have finally come.”

"Y ou expected us?' Kip asked.

lanora nodded. Her black silk dress seemed an oddity with all the bright colors surrounding her. She was
well into her 80's, which was a remarkable achievement in itself. Long silvery hair flowed around her
shoulders, reaching just past her waist. Her hazel eyes were still very perceptive. She squinted at Kip,
just as Jay had.

"A dragon? Well, that isinteresting. | assume you know the prophecy.”

"Five lands bound by royal blood will be shattered by a single root. One who commands the stars shall
come out of the East, yet seemingly from the West. The Wanderers may find what they seek, but there
will aso be betrayal and strife. If the betrayer is strong enough, the five lands can be overtaken. But if
one travels to the sun, away to defeat the darkness may still be found," Kip recited.

The old woman nodded. "My interest is in that which concerns my people. We seek aland to call home.
Our ancient homeland is now called Torgesia, and is ruled by a man with a heart choked by vileness.
We know you must defeat him if you hope to defeat your other enemies. We'll help you do this, but in
exchange, we want land."

"Whom do you propose to put on the throne? Ulven has been killed by Neteilu the Black, and he had no
gueen or children. His lawful successors have also been murdered.”

"I am nearly certain that the last legitimate heir is standing behind you."

Kip turned to look at Aliya, who had just gasped. "Me?"

"Come closer, child. Gaze into the scrying bowl. What do you see?'

As she peered into the bowl, the water shimmered like moonlight. Then she saw the face of awoman,
who could have been herself in a decade, holding a small baby. The woman wore an ivory comb

studded with diamonds in her long, dark hair and awhite silk dress. Her bearing spoke of nobility.

"Sleep, my dearest Aliya. | wish you could stay with me, but your destiny is greater than mine, and | am
aqueen. | regret having to do this, but it isfor your protection.”
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In front of the queen stood a Naborean maid wearing ayellow dress. "My Lady, it isamost time." She
glanced at the door worriedly.

The queen nodded and handed the baby to her. "Keep her safe.”

Then the Naborean woman chanted and a portal opened. She stepped through it with the princess. It
vanished as the door to the queen's chamber was battered down. A now-familiar man dressed in black
stood there. He was the sorcerer who now called himself Zoran.

"Daenos, you don't have to do this."

"Of course | do," he said with a savage laugh. "It's in the prophecy. Whereis the child?’

"Someplace safe from you," she retorted.

With a scowl, the sorcerer began to cast a spell. The queen grabbed the only thing nearby resembling a
weapon, a sharp letter opener, but the sorcerer struck her so hard that she stumbled. "Y our destiny is
ending, Queen Amrilesea. So isKing Ulven's. Mineisjust beginning, and with Zoru's will, it will be

great."

Aliyagasped asthe vision faded. "I don't understand,” she said. "My mother wasn't the queen of
Torgesia."

"No, she was the queen of Tunosia. But your father was King Ulven. Y ou are the last legitimate heir to
thefivelands, Aliya Sunlaris,” lanora said.

"I...how..."

"It'sdl right, child. I'm sure you need time to digest this. Why don't you rest for awhile? Stay with us
for afew days, at least. Please consider my offer.”

The girl looked at Kip. "What do you think we should do?"

"It couldn't hurt to stay,” hereplied. "Y ou do need to recuperate.”
"Trin?'

The faery nodded. "l agree. We all need the rest.”

Aliyalooked at the short Melosean. Only several feet tall, he seemed a midget when compared to the
others height. "Fenrek?"

"I don't mind staying," he replied.
"Tanith?' she asked.
"Well, | don't mind, and I'm sure Jyar doesn't." Jyar was Tanith's white stallion.

lanora raised an eyebrow, since Jyar meant "swift runner” in the Naborean tongue, and was not a human
name.
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"All right,” Aliyasaid. "l guess we've agreed to stay."

"Excellent. Aris, please help our guests find accommodations. Aliya can stay with me if she chooses to.
Everyone else will have to sleep in other tents.”

Arisnodded. "Thisway, please."

Asthe others followed, Aliya couldn't help but feel numb as she stared at the floor. The shock of finding
out that her mother had been a queen and that she was also destined to be a queen still hadn't worn off.
This revelation would take some getting used to.

* %k * % %

Emily M. Hanson 2003

Betraya and Strife

By Emily M. Hanson

Author's notes: Thisisthe sequel to Revelations. If you haven't read the other storiesin the Teracor
series, you may want to read them first, beginning with the Road to Teracor. They can be found on my

website. Thisis not afanfic; thisisan original series. All characters and places within this story are my
own creations. Please don't borrow them without permission. Thanks, David, for the beta.

* % * * %

The Prophecy
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Five lands bound by royal blood will be shattered by a single root. One who commands the stars shall
come out of the East, yet seemingly from the West. The Wanderers may find what they seek, but there
will aso be betrayal and strife. If the betrayer is strong enough, the five lands can be overtaken. But if
one travels to the sun, away to defeat the darkness may still be found.

* %k * % %

Prologue

King Neteilu glanced at General Dalrik. They were camped in the mountains, several days away from
the Naborean border. Through the use of magic, it had taken the army six weeks to make the journey
when it might otherwise have taken months. The consequences were beginning to make themselves
apparent, though. The troops and horses were weary, and since they needed more sustenance than usual
to keep up the pace, supplies were running low. But there would be villages to plunder along the way,
once they reached the valley below.

"How go the preparations for our invasion of Naborea?' Neteilu inquired.
"The army will be ready to break camp within the hour, my Lord."
"Excellent.” Neteilu smiled.

"Sire, some of our scouts tell me that there are signs of humans not far from here. Perhapsit is those
accursed Wanderers," Dalrik said.

"Or perhapsit isthe girl thief and her companions,” Neteilu replied. "We must not let this opportunity
go to waste. Tell the troops to make haste.”

"Asyou wish, my Lord," Dalrik replied.

Neteilu waited until the General had left his tent before he permitted himself a small smile. It wasonly a
matter of time before he would be no mere King, but an Emperor. His destiny was unfolding quickly.
The prophecy was the only thing that stood in hisway, but that would be dealt with soon.

* % * % %

Part 1

* *k x k%

Jaymiran Arrowstrider usually called Jay, sipped water and watched the strangers in the camp from his
guard post. One of the strangers was a dragon, of that he was certain. In the old songs, some people
could recognize a dragon in human form by looking at its shadow. Apparently, the songs were only half
right. It wasn't the shadow, but the telltale shimmer of wings behind the dragons that gave them away to
those with the ability to seeit. Jay had seen apair of wings shimmering behind Kip Goldenhair in the
sun.

"Copper for your thoughts?' Ravyn, histwin brother, asked. Both Arrowstrider brothers were tall and
well-built with dark hair and blue eyes. Ravyn was dressed in blue and black while Jay wore mostly
brown.
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"I don't trust these outsiders,” Jay replied.
"Neither do I, but you don't see me staring at them."

"Someone has to watch them," Jay responded. "Besides, one of them is not human and is pretending to
be."

"Who? The faery woman is obviously not human. So is the Melosean.”

"The golden-haired man. He's adragon.”

Ravyn scoffed, "Y eah, right. Y ou've been drinking ale, haven't you?"

"No. | swear he haswings. | saw them in the sunlight when the strangersfirst arrived.”
"That could've been just a heat wave."

"But it wasn't. If you don't believe me, ask lanora.”

"All right. I'll ask her tomorrow, when we're off-duty.”

* %k * % %

Aliya Sunlaris sat in lanora Kelstaff's tent, staring at the cup of teathat the elderly Seer had brought her.
She felt so strange. Just a day ago, she'd been an ordinary thief raised on the streets of Teracor by the
thieves guild. Today, she had learned the truth. She was actually a princess and her destiny wasto save
the world somehow. She could not believe how heavily that responsibility weighed on her.

The old woman smiled. "It'll be al right, dear. You'll get used to the idea."

Aliyalooked up. "It'll take time."

"Of course, it will. Everything does.”

She sighed. "How will I know what to do?’

"When the time comes, you will have no doubts.” The Seer reached over and poured alittle more tea
into Aliya's cup. "Drink. Thisis lavender tea. It will calm you."

"Thank you." Shetook asip. It tasted sweet. Then Aliyafelt some of her worries fade into the back of
her mind as her muscles relaxed. "How much do you know about magic, lanora?’

The old woman chuckled. "A great deal. What would you like to know?*
"How to control my ability, for one thing."

"Ah. The power to command the starsis not one to take lightly. It isa good thing that you have a strong
sense of responsibility. | can give you something that will help you.”
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lanora stood up and opened a wooden chest nearby, then lifted out an ornate carved box and handed it to
Aliya. The girl opened it and gasped as she saw a milky-white stone on a silver chain. The stone
shimmered with rainbow colors as she held it up.

"That isan opal. It will help you to focus your mind. Please, put it on."

Aliya put the necklace around her neck and found the clasp. Already, her mind felt clearer. The amulet
made a huge difference. "Thank you very much, lanora."

"Y ou are welcome. Now sit and finish your tea."

* %k * % %

Jay stared at Kip Goldenhair as the dragon in human form sat on alarge rock, gazing across the
mountains. The human couldn't believe he was looking at a dragon, but there was a distinctive shimmer
that revealed wings when he looked at Kip from a certain angle. Kip felt his stare and turned around.
"Do | really make you that uncomfortable? | promise | won't bite."

Jay shook his head. "It's just the shock. | never thought I'd meet adragon.”

"Ah. Please, sit down. We can talk if you like."

Jay nodded and joined Kip on arock that was big enough to hold at |east four average-sized people. "l
thought most dragons were reclusive.”

"Most of usare. I'm an exception.”

"Ah. So, do you redlly think we'll be able to find a permanent home?"

"Anything is possible if you have the will to do it, my friend. | sense that your will isvery strong.”
"Isthat ayes?'

Kip chuckled. "Maybe."

"What about the prophecy? It says that we will be betrayed.”

"The thing about propheciesisthat they rarely occur in ways you expect them to. Also, sometimes they
don't cometrue at all."

Jay considered this as the copper-haired warrior woman approached. "Kip, thereisadark blur to the
northeast and it's moving towards us quickly."

"Anarmy?' the dragon asked.
"Possibly," Tanith replied.

Jay stood up and looked. All he could see was a speck on the horizon. The warrior's eyes had to be
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better than his if she could tell that it was moving.

Kip aso stood up. His green eyes narrowed. "I can't see much from this distance. Tell you what, I'll
switch form and fly closer.”

"Don't give away our location,” Jay said.
"They won't know where | came from," he assured him.

Kip walked a short distance away to give himself enough space. Then the air around him rippled as he

transformed into his natural form, a gleaming golden dragon. There were some gasps from the humans
nearby who hadn't known what he was. "It's al right,” he rumbled. "I won't hurt you. I'll be back soon."
With that, the dragon soared into the afternoon sky.

* % * * %

The golden dragon soared over the mountains, circling asif looking for prey. He spotted the incoming
army easily. They wore black and red, the royal colors of Neteilu, the new sorcerer-king of the five
provinces of Torgesia. From this height, the army looked like a giant bruise moving slowly across the
mountains. Torgesiawas wounded in a sense. Neteilu had murdered the rightful king, Ulven Dekira,
creating alaceration that was still bleeding. No one had the courage to confront him except for Kip and
his companions, and Aliya alone held the power to defeat the sorcerer.

The army was headed towards the Wanderers camp. The soldiers would pass directly by it when
nightfall came. It would be impossible for them to missit, and certainly they would not ignore such an
inviting target. Kiperreth turned around and hurried back to warn the others, soaring above the clouds so
as not to give himself away.

* *k x k%

The dragon landed and morphed into his human form, stirring up the dust as he did so. "Neteilu's army
is headed straight for us," Kip said. "There's no way they're going to miss this camp. We should prepare
for battle."

"Can't you cast a spell to make usinvisible or something?' Ravyn inquired.
"I know of no spell that powerful. | am sorry."

lanora, the elderly wise woman, stepped forward. "The dragon is right. We cannot hope to avoid
confrontation. Therefore, | believe we need to get ready. It will not be long.”

The clan's leader, Balen Talbrand, also stepped forward. He was not a young man, but he had the build
of awarrior. Hisdark hair had several streaks of silver, and his brown eyes were sharp and perceptive
like afalcon's. His features were weathered and he had along scar on his right cheek. He wore ared
tunic with a soaring phoenix embroidered in gold, a bright yellow cloak, and brown breeches. The man
carried the symbol of his office, a Darkwood staff with rubies, garnets, and topaz gems embedded in the
wood.

"We will not run away like dogs with our tails between our legs,” Balen announced. "We will stand and
fight. We have strong allies and the magic of our wise woman. We will not be defeated.”
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A cheer went up among the Wanderers, all except for Ravyn Arrowstrider, who tasted bitterness. "Why
should we trust these outsiders?' he asked.

Balen looked at him. "These are not just any outsiders, cousin. They have arole to play in the prophecy.
With any luck, we'll find our true home soon, and we won't allow the army of a black-hearted sorcerer
to defeat us."

The rest of the Wanderers cheered, but Ravyn's brooding silence was a dagger twisting and turning into
his heart. Balen hoped he would reconsider his feelings when it came time to fight.

* k x k%

Part 2

* % * * %

Neteilu's army approached steadily, making its way through the mountainous terrain toward Naborea.
General Dalrik was aformidable figure in a splendid suit of black dragon leather and carried aterrible-
looking, two-handed serrated sword made of obsidian. The sorcerer Neteilu rode on a black stallion by
his side, wearing black robes and a blood-red cloak. He carried a gnarled Darkwood staff. His new
bride, Torana, rode on an ebony mare. She wore ared gown and carried an ornamental dagger. They
were all surrounded by guards on horseback.

Torana hoped that Neteilu would be killed in the fighting, though she doubted it would happen. At least,
she hoped he would be severely injured and that justice would be served. He'd murdered her rightful
husband in cold blood. Darek had recognized Ulven's weakness, but he'd been foolish enough to trust
Neteilu not to kill him. Darek had been murdered like Ulven, although he'd been tricked by Neteilu into
killing the king as part of the sorcerer's plot. Darek had been afool, but he'd been her fool, and she
would avenge his death.

"Y our Magjesty, our scouts have reported seeing a camp nearby. No doubt it isthe Wanderers,” the
General announced. "They also spotted a gold dragon not long ago."

"Indeed,” replied Netellu, "the same gold dragon who was an ambassador to King Ulven, and who has
been seen accompanying the girl thief?’

"That could very well be, Mgjesty."

"Then we must take no chances. The girl could be in that camp. We must find out. In any case, the
Wanderers need to be questioned regarding the girl's whereabouts. If any are hiding her, they are to be
executed. Any who resist should also be killed. It will be but a small detour on our path.”

"Yes, your Mgjesty.”

General Dalrik issued relevant orders to his commander. The girl and her companions would be found,
no matter what it took.

* % * % %

Meanwhile, in the Wanderers camp, the warriors prepared for battle. Arrows were made ready to be set
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aflame. Armor was enchanted with protective spells, and weapons were enchanted with spells to make
them more formidable. Food was stockpiled and set aside so it wouldn't be set aflame if tents were
torched. Families gathered their most precious belongings. There was so much to be done, and in so
little time. No one believed that Neteilu's army would be merciful.

When the first shadows of the army loomed over the rocky soil, it was Balen Tabrand who greeted
them with Jay and Ravyn at his side. Commander Firan, atall stocky man with black hair and green
eyes, met him.

"We seek aman who is not a man but adragon, and a girl thief. They have committed the crime of using
magic. We have reason to believe they are here. Where are they?"

"I know naught of what you say," Balen replied. "Will you leave this land peacefully?’

"No, for | senseyou are lying. Come," Firan shouted to his troops. "We must search this camp
carefully."

Balen held up his staff, poised to defend himself. "Y ou will not enter without my permission.”
Firan frowned. "Who are you to claim authority over King Neteilu himself?'

"I am Balen Talbrand, warrior and leader of the Wanderers. | serve no King. Remember that when |
strike you down."

"Y ou will not get that chance,” Firan exclaimed and drew his sword. "Attack! Kill anyone who resists!"
The archers on both sides launched their arrows. The Wanderers blazing arrows soared over the rocky
terrain and struck down many of Neteilu's soldiers. Kip summoned awall of wind that slowed down
most of the enemy's arrows and rendered them ineffective. But Netellu was not about to let himself be
defeated. He began to chant ominoudly.

Asthe sky darkened, thick clouds gathered. Thunder rumbled loudly. Lightning flashed across the
heavens, scraping the sky like silver talons. But no rain fell. However, abolt of lightning aimed for the
middle of the Wanderer's army. Kip began to cast a counter spell, and he heard lanora doing the same.
Just as lightning flashed, their shield held. A cheer went up from among the fighters.

Meanwhile, Tanith fought with her scimitar Srocco on horseback, slashing at any enemy who crossed
her path. The flame-haired warrior struck down nearly a dozen fighters before she was challenged by
General Dalrik himself.

"Y ou fight well for awoman," hetold her. "Still, in the end, it is the more seasoned warrior who will
win the battle."

"Perhaps | am more seasoned than you think," she replied.
They parried for several minutes. "Where isthe girl?" Dalrik demanded.
"Thisisalarge camp. There are many girls and they are probably in hiding from the likes of you."

"Y ou know which girl I mean, the one who can command the very stars themselves."
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"I know of no one with such power."

"You lie badly." Dalrik was hoping to provoke her into an opening, but found none.

"Perhaps, but | will die before | give the answer you seek."

"Then so beit!" The black-clad general thrust his blade into the horse's flank. The stallion reared.
*Mistress,* Jyar gasped as pain shot through him. *We must defeat this man.*

"That was alow blow, General, striking at my horse instead of me." She glared at him.

"Thisis battle, my dear. If your heart istoo faint for it, perhaps you should join the healing women."
Dalrik laughed.

Tanith gritted her teeth. "Never!" She lashed out and cut him on the arm.

Dalrik glanced down as crimson blood spurted onto his black Ieather armor. "Y ou may have drawn first
blood, but you will not get any farther.”

He struck at her, but she leapt off the stallion's back and faced him instead, glaring at him. Then al hell
broke loose as Neteilu summoned atornado. Dust and rocks flew everywhere, making it impossible to
see. Kip and lanora's voices were lost as they chanted to counter the magic. Tents were uprooted and
tumbled everywhere. More than one fire was started as candles knocked over by the wind set other
things ablaze.

The wind howled like arabid wolf and threatened to blow more than just tents away. Crouched behind a
large boulder near what was left of lanoras tent, Aliyawondered if there was something that she could
do to help. The only time she'd been able to use her magic was at night. Well, it was as dark as night
right now, and the gods knew they needed it.

She concentrated on the opal, trying to summon whatever magic there was within her. Suddenly she felt
the magic well up inside her like a mountain spring overflowing with the winter thaw. A silver point of
light gleamed amongst the clouds that had not been there before. It was atiny pocket of starry night,
barely noticeable in the chaos. Aliyafocused on it. The star flared brighter, but no one else seemed to
notice.

Aliyafocused intently and suddenly, there was a blazing ball of silver flames within her hand. She felt
the warmth but it did not burn her. She gaped at it in amazement, and then felt someone else staring at
her. It was Aris Moondell, lanora's apprentice. She wore along, flowing yellow dress. Her long brown
hair was tied back with agold ribbon. Aliyawas about to say something, but several of the enemy
soldiers had broken through to get to the camp. She hurled the silver ball at them and it exploded. They
cursed and yelled, then dropped to the ground, writhing in pain.

Suddenly the storm vanished as quickly asit had appeared, but it still appeared to be night, even though
it should have been day. Aliyawondered if that was because of her.

"Truly you have strong magic indeed, "Aris said, "if you can change the cycle of the stars.”

Aliyablushed. "I don't know for certain if that was me."
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Meanwhile, Trin and Fenrek were battling enemy fighters. The faery princess hurled magical arrows at
her opponents and struck them with her dagger if they came too close. Fenrek fought with his dagger
atop Bagley's back, stabbing his opponents when they least expected it. Then they both noticed that the
clouds had disappeared, only to unveil the starry sky.

The Melosean gaped in amazement. "How is this possible?"

"I do not know," Trin answered. "However, | have afeeling it is more foreboding than it appears.”

Fenrek nodded, knowing that Trin's feelings were usually right.

* %k * % %

Part 3

* *k x k%

The battle raged on. Flaming arrows pierced the darkness, streaking across the sky until they hit either
their target or Kip's magical barrier. The arrows that hit the shield burst into a shower of sparks that
quickly faded as they were drained of energy. The summoned tornado gusted through the camp, tossing
around whatever happened to be in its path. Anyone who happened to be near it dove for cover. Kip and
lanoratried to counter it, but so far they were unsuccessful.

Then suddenly arock that the whirlwind had picked up hurled towards the Seer. As she started to duck,
Kip saw the danger and tried to push her out of its path. But it was too late, for the rock's destiny and
lanora's were one and the same. It struck her in the right side of her skull. The Seer collapsed into Kip's
arms. He began chanting a healing spell, but she shook her head.

"My time hereis over, Kip. Thisismy fate. Leave metoit."

"No! lanora, don't ask meto..."

"When | was young, | had avision. | was not supposed to be the one to lead my people to their home.
Instead, | would instruct her. Aris Moondell is to be the new Seer. Do not interfere with our destinies.”
She smiled. Then her eyes grew distant. "Lead Aliyainto the sun, Kip. You will find away."

Kip had no question as to whether it would happen, but how was another matter entirely.

"lanoral" The shout was Aris Moondell's. The former apprentice ran towards them, clearly distraught.
Tears streamed down her face as she looked at lanora. "No! Y ou have to stay. We need you. Kip, do
something!"

"It isher choice," hereplied. "I cannot.”

Arisburst into sobs.

"Do not fear, child. It isyour destiny," lanora whispered faintly. "Be strong. Our people will need you in
the days ahead. It ismy time. | must go."

"No," Aris sobbed, but despite her protests, the elderly woman drew her last breath.
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Kip gently lay lanoras body onto the ground, then embraced the crying young woman. But she pushed
him away.

"Y ou could have helped her," Aris accused him.

Slowly, Kip nodded. "Y es, but she asked me not to. | had to honor her choice.”
"Why?"'

"Because she knew that it was meant to happen.”

Aris sniffed. "She was the Seer. If anyone would have known that, she would have. But that doesn't
make it fair."

"Not al things arefair.”

The young woman nodded. "1 suppose so.” She turned around to see the tornado dissipate as its magical
energy vanished. The enemy sorcerer was up to something.

* %k * % %

Toranalooked up at the eerily dark sky, wondering why it had become night so soon. Was this part of
Neteilu's plan, or had a sorcerer on the other side summoned the stars? Either way, it was frightening to
think that someone commanded so much power.

"My Lord, that isabrilliant strategy," Torana remarked. "Confusing them with darkness. Absolutely
brilliant."

"Perhaps, but it was not my idea," Neteilu replied.

She blinked in surprise. "Who else would command so much magic?'
"The girl we seek."

"Surely achild cannot have so much power, and untrained at that."

"It iswritten in the prophecy that she shall command the stars. Do you doubt the prophecy, Torana?"
Neteilu glared at her.

"No, of course not."

"Good. We must find the girl at al costs. She has to be in that camp, or else this darkness would not be
here."

She nodded.

Netellu concentrated with all his might, focusing on the summoning spell as he chanted. In the darkness,
black shadows writhed and cameto life in response. Torana gasped as she saw them dlither together like
snakes, forming a giant shadowy fiend that loomed over them. The creature vaguely resembled a man,
but it was more like awalking nightmare. Its golden eyes blazed like pools of molten fire. No other
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distinguishing features could be seen in the inky blackness of its face. The darkness twisted and coiled,
alive but not alive in a strange way.

"What issss thy command?" it hissed.
Neteilu pointed towards the camp. "Destroy them."
"Assss you wissssh." The shadow fiend turned and crept off.

Any fighter who dared to attack the creature was frozen in place by its touch, unable to move or speak.
Soon many of the Wanderers were paralyzed and unable to fight. They stood like statues on the
battlefield, poised to strike or parry but incapable of doing so. It was an eerie scene.

* %k * % %

General Dalrik and Tanith still faced each other warily as swords clashed and arrows flew around them.

"Y ou will not survive, woman," Dalrik growled. "Y ou may have learned to fight well, but you're
outmatched.”

"Perhaps,” she answered. "We shall see."

Srocco gleamed in starlight as Tanith wielded the scimitar with expertise. Slashing through the air, she
cut the general’'s arm before he could strike.

"That is the second time you have wounded me. It will be the last," he remarked, bringing his sword up
inanarc.

She blocked his blade in the downswing. The two warriors glared at each other. Suddenly Tanith caught
aglimpse of the shadow fiend approaching. Whatever that thing was, she had to stop it.

*Mistress, no,* Jyar warned her as she whirled around and lunged at it.

There was a moment of shock as her blade went through the inky darkness. Then it reached out. A black
tentacle lashed out from its arm, touching Tanith's hand. It was colder than steel or ice. She shivered as
the cold shot through her body. Then General Dalrik's rough laughter slashed through the night.

"Looks like you have met your match,” the general remarked.

He brought his sword up and was about to strike when amagical arrow struck him, causing him to
stumble. As Dalrik looked, he saw a dark-haired faery woman glaring at him from a distance. Trin's
hands moved as frantically as her lips. The general ducked as another magical arrow soared through the
dark sky. It struck a soldier who unfortunately happened to be near him, who was then slain by his
opponent.

The shadow fiend hissed, and then continued on its path towards the camp. It would not allow itself to
be deterred. Fenrek saw the shadowy thing and aimed his bow, but even though his arrows hit their
target, they passed straight through it. Then Dalrik turned and raised his sword, intending to strike a
final blow, but the white stallion wasin hisway and would not let him get near Tanith.
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As Fenrek cursed, he saw General Dalrik. He quickly fired off an arrow, which caught the enemy in his
shoulder. Fenrek turned Bagley around as the infuriated general approached, hoping to retreat. But an
enemy soldier blocked his path. He drew one of histhrowing daggers and hurled it. The soldier went
down. Urging his pony to hurry, Fenrek glimpsed the general. He was nearly within a sword's reach.

Seething with fury, Dalrik shouted, "I'll cut your head from your short, stumpy little body, Melosean!"

It wasn't asif Fenrek had never been threatened or insulted before. HE'd narrowly survived being in the
gambler, thief, and assassin Shen Mallen's hands, where he had been tortured. But for some reason, this
threat made him stop and turn around. His hand gripped the hilt of another dagger.

"What makes you so sure of that?" Fenrek challenged.

The Genera laughed. "My years of experience. You'd rather stay out of the line of firethan bein it
yourself, wouldn't you? But that's not possible now." Dalrik advanced like a predatory cat, keeping his
eyeson his prey.

In one smooth, fluid move, Fenrek took out his dagger and aimed it carefully. It shone asiit silently
sailed through the air, gleaming with reflected starlight. All Dalrik had to do was dodge to avoid it, but
he didn't. Instead, the general stared at the blade in disbelief. Then he ducked, but it wastoo late. The
dagger caught him in the chest.

Fenrek gaped as Dalrik raised his sword, but the blow never came. The general's sword clattered to the
ground as he collapsed with shock on his face and his eyes wide in astonishment. Then the Melosean
had to get out of the way as a Wanderer and a soldier parried, stepping on Dalrik's corpse as they did so.

* %k * % %

Asthe dark creature approached Kip's magical barrier, it paused. Then it let loose with its tentacles. The
shield shimmered as it tried to defend against this new menace. But the dragon's magical energy was
focused on stopping the fires that the tornado had caused, and eventually the shield weakened enough
for the shadow fiend to slip through.

It lashed out as it skulked through the camp, paralyzing those were foolish enough to get in itsway. Kip
saw it and quickly conjured ablazing fireball. It exploded into a shower of crimson and gold sparks asit
struck its target, but the creature appeared to be uninjured. Worse, hed made it angrier. Asit
approached, Kip transformed into the gold dragon. The creature reached for him, but his natural
defenses made him immune to its paralyzing touch.

Aris glimpsed the shadow fiend attacking Kip. She chanted hastily. A bright burst of golden light
exploded from her hand and hit the monster, but it remained unharmed. She watched as the dragon let
loose with ablast of fiery breath. Unfortunately, the flames also had no effect.

Aliyaalso saw the shadow fiend. Clutching the opal that lanora had given her, she concentrated. The
magic within her welled up like a geyser ready to burst forth. Starlight erupted from the heavensin a
brilliant pillar of light surrounding the creature. Instinctively, the dragon leapt back. The shadow fiend
cried out as it was exposed, incandescent beams piercing it like arrows.

As the creature began to disintegrate, it turned and glared at her. Its eyes had changed. No longer were
they golden. Instead they were human. Aliyarealized that the sorcerer who had summoned it was seeing
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from its perspective. With a haunting wail, the creature vanished. The sky above grew lighter and the
stars faded.

* % * % %

Ravyn was stunned to see how many of his people had fallen. Those who had been paralyzed by the
creature that the sorcerer had summoned were just now regaining the ability to move. lanora had been
dlain. How many others had fallen? They were outnumbered by Netellu's soldiers. Surely Balen had to
see that they didn't stand a chance. The sorcerer was just too powerful. They ought to surrender while
they still lived. In hopes of urging Balen to do just that, Ravyn began to search for him.

Meanwhile, the Wanderers' leader battled the enemy commander with all his might as the day wore on.
The Darkwood staff that Balen carried was not merely ceremonial. It carried strong magic ready to be
released upon command. That was the legacy passed down from each generation to the next.

Firan glared at the Wanderer, attempting to provoke him into making a premature attack. The
commander's sword glowed like molten steel in sunlight, but Balen's staff glowed red with magic. As
Firan swung, his opponent raised his staff to block him. Fiery sparks flew. The sword began to glow red
hot, asif it had been dipped into the furnace of the sun itself. With ayelp of pain, the commander
dropped it.

"Now, will you surrender and leave my people alone?' Balen asked.

The enemy glared at him. "Not aslong as | stand.”

"Then you will not be standing much longer."

The end of Balen's staff burst into flame as he held it up. The blazing staff became a beacon of hope for
his people who still lived. The Wanderers on the battlefield were inspired by itslight. Those still in the

camp gained courage.

Firan scowled as he drew a spare dagger. Inits hilt was a sapphire, and its serrated blade glowed with a
pale blue light. "I doubt that very much."

The commander leapt as Balen swung his staff around. It missed him by a hair. Because Balen was
pulling the staff back for another strike, there was a small chance that Firan could hit him on his side.
The enemy took the risk, striking with the magical dagger. The Wanderer felt icein his veins spreading
through his body like poison. As he shivered uncontrollably, the staff's flame began to fade.

Realizing that now was probably the best chance he was going to get, Firan struck Balen in the shoulder
with his blade. The Wanderer cursed. Then the magical fire vanished completely, along with the staff's
red glow. As Balen shivered, he could see the hope in his peopl€'s eyes fading as well.

Firan laughed. "Y our magic is gone, Wanderer. Surrender, and | may be able to persuade my liege into
taking you prisoner instead of killing you immediately."

"Never!"

Seizing the moment, Ravyn stepped forward. "Balen, perhaps now is the time to make peace with the
outsiders. Perhaps we should surrender. It would lessen the risk of death, and this foreign king has the
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ability to offer usland. Paying him taxes would not be nearly so bad as dying."

Balen glared at him. "l will not surrender the life of one foreign girl, much less the lives of my people to
aforeign king who will most likely slaughter us when our backs are turned. If you honest believe that
we have a better chance of surviving if we surrender, then you are afool, Ravyn Arrowstrider."

"I am no fool. But you are, if you are unwilling to give peace a chance.”

"Are you challenging my leadership ability?'

Balen Talbrand was a good, strong leader, but he did not know when to back down from afight. If
challenging him was the only way to guarantee his people's safety, then so beit. "Aye, | am,” Ravyn
replied.

"Then so beit."

Balen glanced at the commander. "This requires aduel. Whoever wins shall be the leader of my people.
If I win, you have every right to continue our fight. If Ravyn bests me, then he will lead our people as he

sees fit. Do you understand?”

Firan nodded, seeing the opportunity. He shouted a command for his troops to stop fighting where they
stood. Balen did the same.

"Raven Arrowstrider has challenged me in the tradition of our ancestors. Let the Gods determine who is

to be leader of the Wanderers. Let them decide which way our path will take us, and who shall lead us
into the future," he announced.

* % * * %

In the camp, Aliyabit her lip, wondering if she could do anything to keep this from happening. Kip
studied her. He had transformed into his human form after she had defeated the shadow fiend.

"Let this play out as it must,” the dragon advised.

"But Kip, what if Balen doesn't win?"

"Then it isthe will of the Gods and the Prophecy."

She sighed. "Why can't the Gods do what we want them to?"
"Because then there would be nothing but chaos.”

Of course Kip wasright, asusual. The girl sighed and forced herself to watch the events on the
battlefield unfold.

* % x * %

Part 4

* %k * % %
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From a distance, Jay watched his twin fight. Ravyn was an excellent swordsman, but he did not have the
advantage of a magic weapon that Balen did. However, their leader still suffered from the effects of the
enemy commander's dagger. He shivered from time to time, but gripped his staff tightly and faced
Ravyn with a grim expression. Balen was injured, but he was still aformidable opponent.

Jay wondered if his brother truly had their survival in mind or if he wanted control. Ever since he could
remember, Ravyn had wanted to dominate others. When they were little, they wrestled as most young
boys did. Jay couldn't ever remember his brother wanting to do anything but win. When Ravyn won, he
usually gloated. The few times Jay had beaten his brother, usually by distracting him with sometrick he
hadn't expected, Ravyn had taunted him asif he'd lost.

As they both matured, Ravyn was more prone to outbursts of temper. But he couldn't pick on his brother
anymore because Jay had learned how to fight, so he picked on the younger boys. Once, Balen had
caught him fighting and made him shovel horse droppings for aweek. The punishment worked to an
extent, but Ravyn still had atemper. Now he had the chance to gain the power he had always wanted.
Jay hoped that his people would not lose their freedom or their lives as the result of his brother's
challenge.

Even though he felt frozen, Balen was determined to win. Sacrificing his people in the name of peace
was not an option to consider. Ravyn had good intentions, he thought, but the younger man's
inexperience would be his downfall. The Torgesian sorcerer-king was bent on ruling the world and
twisting the Prophecy for his own ends. A man with such intentions could not be trusted.

Ravyn glared at Balen with dark blue eyes like a hawk focusing on its prey. The staff's magic may have
faded. However, he was still a worthy opponent and would not be beaten easily. This battle would
determine not only Ravyn's future, but the destiny of his people and whether they lived or died. This
would most likely be the toughest fight of hislife. He was prepared to meet that challenge.

There was along moment of silence as the two challengers faced each other. Then Balen swung his
staff. Ravyn blocked it with his sword, pitting his strength against his opponent's. Balen gripped his staff
tightly, sweating as his body temperature rose. No doubt he had a fever, but the iliness would have to be
ignored. He glared at the younger man, then brought his staff back for another swing.

They parried for what seemed like ages. Steel and wood clashed as the unforgiving sun beat down on
them. The staff was nearly indestructible and would not break. It could not be destroyed with an
ordinary weapon. That was one advantage of Darkwood. The magic was in the wood itself, not a
separate enchantment. Legend had it that the ancients who inhabited the world long before humans,
faeries, and dragons created the Darkwood forests themselves. The Darkwood forest was one of their
few remaining legacies.

As the combatants battled, time itself seemed to slow. Balen Talbrand deflected one blow after another.
Unfortunately, hisillness was taking atoll, even though he resisted it. His challenger didn't even look
tired. Sooner or later, one of them would have to fall. With any luck, he would survive this day.

Ravyn noticed his opponent's exhaustion. The magical dagger that the enemy commander had struck
him with must have injured him a great deal. Balen shivered from time to time, and he had staggered
more than once during their fight. But his skill and experience had kept him alive. As heraised his
sword for another strike, Ravyn wondered how long Balen's luck would hold oui.

Suddenly Balen stumbled. Seeing his chance, Ravyn struck. The blade slashed across his adversary's
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chest and the staff clattered to the ground as he fell. Ravyn grabbed the weapon and held it high like a
torch. Its magic no longer weakened by the magical cold, the staff burst into flame.

Looking at him through brown eyes clouded with pain, Balen spoke with araspy voice. "Y ou have
beaten me. Now strike the final blow."

Ravyn glanced around and saw his brother. Jay's eyes were wide with surprise as he shook his head.
"Don'tdoit," he shouted.

"Don't be afool, boy," Commander Firan snarled. "Y ou have won the duel. Kill him."

Balen closed his eyes, expecting the worst. Then surprisingly, he found himself still breathing afew
moments later. He gaped at Ravyn incredulously. The younger man had sheathed his sword and still
held the staff.

"I will not do this," Ravyn said. "It wasn't afair fight. Y ou were already injured.”

"That isto be expected on a battlefield,” Balen said. "Y ou won fairly enough. Do not let them take me
prisoner. Torture will be worse than death.”

Suddenly they were both surprised by the sight of Netellu himself approaching. The sorcerer-king stared
at Balen wordlessly, then raised his own staff.

"No," Ravyn shouted and started to defend Balen, but Firan shoved him back.

Netellu's staff glowed with emerald light, which surrounded the fallen leader like a shell. Ravyn bashed
it with the Darkwood staff. Green sparks flew, forcing him to step back. Then Balen disappeared from
view entirely.

"What have you done to him?" Ravyn demanded.

"Come now, is that any way for alord to speak to hisking?'

"I am no lord,” Ravyn replied. "What did you do to him?"

"Peace iswhat you want, isit not?"

"Of course.”

"Then peace is what you shall have, but you will have to obey my orders. To answer your gquestion, your
former leader is being tended to. He will have to answer for his crimes when he recovers from his
illness. No longer will the Wanderers be forced to roam through the wilderness, surviving on what they
can hunt or gather. Y our people will be given the land they have sought for so long. Y ou will gain the
title of lord as well, provided you comply with my commands.”

"What do you want?' Ravyn asked.

"I want the girl and her companions, preferably alive.”

Jay frantically shook his head no, but an enemy soldier backhanded him. As he rubbed his sore jaw, Jay
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sent afervent prayer to the Gods and hoped that the dragon and his friends would be all right.

Ravyn considered Neteilu's demand. In the end, the chance to fulfill his people's hopes and dreams
mattered more than afew foreigners. If the Torgesian king wanted them, then he would have them.
"Bring Aliya and the othersto me," he shouted.

* % * % %

Aliyalooked up at Kip. Her eyes were wide with fear. "Shouldn't we try to escape? What if they kill
us?'

"I have afeeling they will not kill us."
"What do you mean?’

Kip's green eyes narrowed as he explained, "Netellu probably wants to use us, especially you, for his
own ends. I'm certain that he will keep us alive.”

Having recovered fully from the shadow's paralyzing poison, Tanith approached them, followed by her
white stallion. "I don't like this. I'd rather fight my way out. That sorcerer might be powerful, but surely
he can't be invulnerable."

"Just give me one good shot between his eyes," Fenrek remarked, raising his bow.

"Thisisthework of the Prophecy,” Trin said. "The Wanderers may find what they seek, but there will
also be betrayal and strife,” she quoted. "We must let destiny run its course, or the Wanderers' best
chance for survival will belost."

"What about our chances for survival?' Fenrek inquired as Wanderer guards surrounded them.
"Do not struggle,” Kip advised.

They were escorted to the battlefield. Neteilu gazed at them. "Ah, yes. Y ou are the ones who have
caused me so much trouble lately. Especialy you, girl." He scrutinized Aliya closely. She met his gaze
boldly. "However, you will vex me no more. | will make certain of that.”

The sorcerer began to chant. Kip realized he was casting a banishing spell, but where exactly they were
being banished to, he couldn't be certain. He glimpsed ajewel in one of the sorcerer's hands, previously
hidden in hisrobe. The air around them began to shimmer and blur. A moment later, they found
themselves falling through the sky.

Quickly, Kip transformed into his dragon form. The others held onto him tightly. As he looked around,
he could see nothing but clouds and stars. He looked down but saw no land, only more sky. That was
troubling. At least, he had an idea of their location.

"Kip, where are we?' Aliya asked.

"I believe we were banished to the plane of air. The sky lord's castle should be around here somewhere.
With any luck, we'll find it soon. We should be able to get help there and find our way back."
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"Great," Fenrek muttered. "At least there are no giant snakes here."
"True," Kip replied, "but plenty of other dangers exist. We must remain cautious.”

The gold dragon soared through the sky, keeping an eye out for anything that might be a threat. The
Prophecy had brought them here for areason. He was certain of that. They were sure to find some of the
answers they sought. They had to trust in the Prophecy, for if they failed, the world was doomed. Kip
and his companions had gotten this far. They had no choice but to succeed.

* * * % %

Thunderspire
By Emily M. Hanson
Author's Notes: Thisisthe sequel to Betrayal & Strife. The rest of the Teracor series can be found on

my persona web site and on Fictionpress.net. Thisis an original story and not afanfic. All of the
characters and placesin this story are mine. Please don't borrow them without permission.

* %k * % %

The Prophecy

Five lands bound by royal blood will be shattered by a single root. One who commands the stars shall
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come out of the East, yet seemingly from the West. The Wanderers may find what they seek, but there
will aso be betrayal and strife. If the betrayer is strong enough, the five lands can be overtaken. But if
one travels to the sun, away to defeat the darkness may still be found.

* % * * %

Part 1

Kiperreth, the gold dragon, soared through the elemental realm of air with Aliya, Trin, Tanith, and
Fenrek on his back. The evil sorcerer-king Neteilu had banished them there after the battle with the
Wanderers, which they'd lost. The Wanderers had surrendered after their leader, Balen, had been
banished to another realm. No one knew where he was. Neteilu, and Ravyn Arrowstrider had taken
control of the Wanderers' tribe. If Kip and his companions could not find away to return to the physical
plane, Neteilu would surely plunge the world into darkness along with Zoru, the snake God. All would
be lost.

A tall castle could be seen in the distance. Its towering spires glittered like gemstones in sunlight. The
castle was floating on avery large cloud with no visible means of support or propulsion. In other words,
it was magical. The castle Thunderspire was home to the Sky Lord, hisfamily, and the other air
elementals. It was a so the place where Kip and his companions would most likely find the answers they
needed.

As the dragon and his companions approached Thunderspire, they were confronted by several air
elementals. The air elementals looked vaguely humanoid, but their shapes were thin and wispy, asiif
they were made of clouds. Their blue eyes glittered like sapphires but had an inner glow. The air around
them glowed with magical electricity.

Thefirst air elemental wielded ajavelin. Itstip glowed bright azure, and there were runes carved all
around the shaft. Kip recognized some of them as runes of lightning and wind, and others as protective
runes.

"Who dares trespass in the realm of air?' the elemental demanded.
"I am Kiperreth the Golden," answered the dragon. "My companions and | did not come here willingly,
however. We were banished by a sorcerer and seek the Sky Lord's help to return to our own plane. We

do not wish you or your kind any harm."

"That is unfortunate. We will escort you to the castle. There has been some trouble in the air realm
recently, and we would not wish you to stumble upon any danger."

"What sort of trouble do you mean?"
"There has been an attempt on the Sky Lord's life. No one knows who is responsible. In addition, some
of hisrivals have been stirring up hostilities, and there are many who will not welcome your presence

here."

"Thanks for the warning."

* % * * %

Meanwhile, in the physical realm, Toranafelt a piercing gaze as Netellu entered the bedroom. She
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wondered briefly if her husband's powers had grown to include mind reading. But he made no mention
of her plans to assassinate him. Instead, he asked, "Don't you have anything better to do?"

"I am surveying your glorious realm, Sire,” Toranalied smoothly.

"Ah. Yes, itisglorious, and it shall become even more magnificent once | have control of the five lands.
The Meloseans do not stand a chance against me. Their villagers flee at the very sight of my troops, by
al reports. Their land will be mine within afew months. After that, there will only be the south. The
dragons are formidabl e opponents, to be sure, but their magic is no match for mine."

Torana sensed that she had better take the opportunity to agree. "Truly, you are the most powerful
sorcerer in the world. The dragons will surely cower as they see how powerful you really are.” There
was hothing Neteilu liked better than flattery. It was one of the few weaknesses she had found.

He nodded. "The wyrms will cower, and they will beg for mercy before they surrender. Then | will not
be king but emperor, the first Teracor has seen in modern times."

"Thefirst emperor in over 2000 years. No one is more worthy of the honor, Sire."
"Y es. Evening draws nigh, wife. Are you not cold?"

"A little," she admitted, knowing that this was the opportunity she had been waiting for. "Perhaps some
wine would help to warm me up. Will you drink some with me?’

"That would be most pleasurable,” Neteilu replied.

Torana approached the nightstand, where a bottle of wine and two crystal glasses awaited her. It was a
habit of Neteilu'sto drink a glass or two before going to sleep. Unbeknownst to him, she had placed a
packet of sleeping powder into the wine to ensure that he would be sound asleep by the time that Zebyl,
the assassin, came.

Torana had taken an antidote so she could sip the wine. The sleeping powder was colorless, odorless,
and tasteless. Magic could detect it if one thought to look for it, but Neteilu had no reason to suspect its
presence. She poured the wine carefully into the glasses, then gave one to Neteilu and proposed a toast.

"To your impending victory, Highness."

"To my victory," he responded.

* %k * % %

Asthe gold dragon and his riders approached Thunderspire, they couldn't help but be awed by it.
Thunderspire was made from atype of magical crystal that powered the spell that kept it aloft, aswell as
its protective enchantments. It was like something out of a dream. The castle sparkled asiif it reflected
the light of rainbows. Even Kip couldn't help but stare for several moments, before the shimmering
drawbridge was lowered and they were allowed in.

The inside of Thunderspire was even more magnificent than the outside. Exquisitely embroidered
carpets lined the floors. The ceiling chandeliers shone brilliantly, reflecting light from the surrounding
crystal. The effect was asif you'd stepped into a gigantic prism. Rainbows danced through the air,
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flitting about like butterflies. Tapestries hung on the walls, depicting the different elemental planes and
their rich histories.

Fenrek became aware that he was gaping like a country bumpkin and closed his mouth. He noticed
Aliyaand Tanith doing the same. Even Trin was staring. Kip was the only one who appeared unfazed.

"Thisway," said their lead escort.

It was disconcerting to be led through a place that by all rights shouldn't exist, by wispy creatures made
out of air. But if it would get him home, Fenrek thought, it was worth it.

Asthe elementals led the adventurers to meet the Sky Lord, Trin felt an uneasy pang of homesickness.
This palace was much more ostentatious than her father's, but it felt more like home than anywhere she'd
been recently. Compared to the rough mountain wilderness of the Wanderers' camp, and the gloomy
palace in Teracor, the sheer magic of Thunderspire was more familiar and tugged at her heartstrings.
She wished that she could return to the Faery realm, but the sorcerer-king, Neteilu, had to be dealt with
first.

The flame-haired warrior woman, Tanith, had never seen anything like this. The intensity of the castle's
magical beauty was overwhelming. It was fitting that this castle existed in a place most humans never
dreamt of, let alone, visited. Surely most people would have been thrilled to discover such a place
existed, but devastated that they couldn't live there permanently. If such a palace existed in the mundane
realm, no doubt, it would long ago have been destroyed by the taint of evil.

Aliyawas astonished by the splendor that surrounded her. She had never seen anything so beautiful in
her life. She knew that it would be impossible to forget her visit. Thunderspire's magic called to her,
setting the magic in her own blood aflame with power. It was very difficult to resist the siren song
pulling her away from what little reality remained. She felt as thought she was drifting along ariver,
barely able to keep herself afloat.

* % * * %

In the throne room, Erius Moonstrider glanced up from reading an ancient scroll as one of his servants
announced the arrival of unexpected guests from the physical plane. The Sky Lord was formed from
cloudy wispslike al air elementals, but somehow appeared more substantial than the rest. With cobalt
blue eyes, he watched the guards escort the mortals and a dragon. Erius recognized one of them -- not by
her physical appearance, but by the magic he sensed in her blood.

So the Prophecy was finally coming to pass. Ever since the Snake God had escaped from his celestial
prison, Erius had wondered if the Gods' plan to recapture him would succeed. After Zoru was
imprisoned once again, they could al rest alittle easier. And perhaps, Erius could get these mortals to
aid him in discovering the traitor in his midst who had attempted to kill him recently.

The Sky Lord smiled at his guests, who bowed and curtseyed as appropriate. "Y ou are welcome in my
home. What important matter brings you here? | assume this concerns the Prophecy."

It was Kip who spoke. "We were sent to this realm not of our free will, but by the magic of a human
sorcerer, Neteilu. We seek away to return to our own realm, and any information you might have on the
Prophecy and how to return Zoru to his prison.”
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"Ah. That which you seek, | have. However, like al treasures worth possessing, my information does
not come without a price."

"Nameit."

"There has been an attempt on my life recently. Find the traitor here, and | will be glad to aid you in any
way | can."

Kip glanced back at his companions. The looks on their faces were clear as they nodded. They were
willing to do almost anything to get home. He looked back at the Sky Lord. “"We agree to your terms.”

Erius smiled broadly. "Excellent. | will seeto it that you are properly treated during your stay.” He
turned to the guards. "Please escort them to the guest chambers."

The guards nodded and did as they were commanded. As the adventurers were led to their rooms, they
had time to wonder just what they had agreed to.

* % * * %

Thunderspire
By Emily M. Hanson

Part 2

* *k x k%

Back in the physical realm, Neteilu swallowed the wine, relishing the sweet flavor. He approached the
window and gazed out at the stars, searching for something. "Ah! Seethat, Lady Torana? That red star is
the dragon's eye. Its ascendance is very fortuitous.”

She nodded. The red star only appeared once in every 3 years, even though the constellation appeared
regularly in approximately the same position every summer. No one knew why. Some astronomers
thought it might be another world like their own, but many scholars criticized that position. "Y ou will be
victorious, my King."

"Indeed.” He yawned and turned to her. "Well, it seems that | grow weary. Join mein bed."
She nodded. "Asyou wish, my Liege."

An eternity seemed to pass while Torana endured Neteilu's advances before the wine took effect and he
finaly fell asleep. Relieved, she relaxed in bed and stared at the window, wondering when the assassin
Zebyl would come. Torana pondered what she would do after Neteilu was dead. She was not the rightful
gueen. Given the circumstances of Neteilu's rise to power, her rule would be questioned. Perhaps it
would be better to simply hand over power to the rightful heirs. She could live out the rest of her days as
alady of the court. That wouldn't be so bad.

Several long hours passed before the shadowy form of the cloaked assassin crept through the window,
making no more noise than the soft breeze that blew through it. Zebyl noticed Torands gaze as he
studied the room carefully, looking for any signs of traps. He did not find them. Stealthily, he glided
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towards the bed and withdrew a dagger. Its blade dripped with dark poison. There was an onyx stone set
initshilt and several runes carved into it aswell. Torana did not recognize them. She watched as Zebyl
brought the dagger down swiftly.

The onyx gem pulsed with an ominous dark light. The air around Neteilu's skin began to shimmer and
pulse aswell. The magical Shadowblade, avery rare weapon that Zebyl had purchased for just this
occasion, was doing its work and eliminating the sorcerer's many protective wards. However, it did not
prevent him from noticing what was happening. Neteilu woke from his stupor with a gasp.

Toranalooked frightened, for she was very much afraid of her husband, but was able to think clearly
enough to pretend to be startled. "What's happening? Who are you? How did you get in here?’

"Y ou would dare murder me?' the sorcerer roared. "No common assassin will strike me down! | am the
future emperor of the world!" Neteilu let loose with a crimson energy blast, the same spell that he had
killed Torana's husband with.

Zebyl had the wind knocked out of him, but because of the Shadowblade's protective properties, he
remained conscious. His dark blue eyes gleamed like ice in the night as he watched Neteilu prepare to
cast another spell. He knew that he had but one chance to remain alive. It was a slim, but he'd survived
on slimmer chances before. He aimed the Shadowblade carefully. As Neteilu was about to finish the
spell, the assassin hurled the dagger towards him.

There was aflash of light as the dagger disrupted Neteilu's spell and shattered the rest of his protective
wards, striking him in the chest. Zebyl scrambled to his feet and ran towards the window. He leapt out
as Neteilu pulled the dagger from his chest. It was thick with blood. Torana screamed for the guards,
which she was expected to do under the circumstances. Arrows began to fly through the air while Zebyl
hastily scrambled down the rope he'd |eft. Well, he'd done the best he could. The rogue knew that he
was lucky to be alive.

Suddenly, he heard the sound of crackling energy behind him, saw the glint of crimson light reflected in
one of the garden fountains and ducked, but it wastoo late. Zeby! cursed under his breath as the fatal
blast hit him. His last regret was that he would not get to enjoy the rest of the money Torana had
promised him.

Neteilu was furious. Who would dare attempt to kill him? No doubt it was Torana. She had been plying
him with flattery, hoping to catch him off guard. He saw through her lies now.

"You," he bellowed at hiswife. "How could you do this?
She gaped. "Me? My Lord, | would never..."

"No one else would dare hire an assassin. Y ou are the only one with access to enough gold to pay him.
No assassin would try something so risky without suitable payment. Guards, seize her!"

"No," Torana protested as she was led away to the dungeon. "I am innocent!"

"I have had enough of your lies, wench," Neteilu shouted. "Y ou can rot away, for al | care!” Fuming, he
decided that he would execute her. It was the only fitting punishment for such acrime.

* %k * % %
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In the dark and gloomy dungeon, Torana barely heard someone else breathing in the cell next to her.
Once the guards had locked the door, they'd left her alone. She decided to find out who her fellow
prisoner was.

"Who are you?' Toranawhispered. "What did you do?"

She heard a cough, then areply. "Balen Talbrand. | am...was...the Wanderers' leader. That despicable
sorcerer threw me in here after we lost the battle. Who are you and what was your ‘crime'?"

Toranatook a deep breath, knowing that this man would probably hate her. "1 am Lady Torana. | tried to
have my husband murdered. Instead, he killed the assassin and had me put in here. | am sorry for what
has happened to you. | fully expect you to hate me. Y ou have lost your people because of my husband
and me."

There was a surprised gasp. "Hate you? My Lady, what you have done was very courageous. Y ou are
lucky to be dive."

She nodded. "I'm certain that my husband will have me hanged as an example to others. | will probably
not be alive for much longer."

"You are most likely right, but let us hope that is not the case. There must be away to get out of here."
"How? If we escape, Neteilu will just have uskilled anyway."

"I know. If only there was some way to let Jay Arrowstrider know where we are, I'm sure he'd try to get
us out. There must be away to get a message to him. | do not think he was taken prisoner, but rather
allowed to leave with his brother and the rest of my people.”

"If only | knew something about magic."

"I had a powerful staff, but it is gone. Ravyn Arrowstrider hasit now. Asif it would do him any good.
The staff has bonded to me, and will be mine aslong as| live. Only a sorcerer could break that spell and
bond it to someone else. | don't think Neteilu has done this. No outsider knows about the spell, and only

afew of our people do.”

"WE'l have to think of something else, then." Torana closed her eyes. She wastired, both mentally and
physically. She needed to rest to gain back her strength.

"Yes," Balen agreed. There had to be away to escape. If only he knew what it was.
* ok ok ok ok

Meanwhile, at Thunderspire...

"Thisistruly amazing," Aliyaexclaimed. "I cannot believe that we are here.”

Trin nodded. "Indeed, thisistruly arealm of magic, not unlike my home."

Seeing the sadness in Trin's eyes, the girl said, "Y ou'll be able to go there again.”
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The faery smiled. "I know."

Fenrek sighed. He looked bored. "Why don't we start questioning the guards? They ought to know who
might be responsible for the assassination attempt.”

"I'll go with you," Kip said. The dragon in human form stood up.
"What about the servants?' Trin asked. "Rumors might provide us with some useful information."”
"Good idea," Fenrek replied. "You and Aliya can ask them."”

They split up in search of answers, hoping to uncover the truth so that they might return to the world
they knew.

* % x * %

Belas Bluestorm, the captain of the Sky Lord's guards, was not completely surprised when the two
visitors entered his office. He knew about the nation attempt, of course, and also that the Sky
Lord was using the visitors from the world below to get to the bottom of it. The air elemental resembled
a human figure, though in the shape of a cobalt-blue cloud. Occasional sparks of electricity could be
seen within the cloud form. His eyes were a deep shade of indigo.

There was a table made of silverwood, atype of rare wood that was very strong and occasionally used to
make storage chests in the physical realms. Here, it seemed commonplace. The bedsin the guest
chamber had aso been made of it. The wood itself was light gray and appeared silver when light shone
onit. Theair elemental did not use a chair, but smply floated in a cross-legged position.

There was awhite candle with a purple flame providing light on the desk, and several scrolls were
scattered about. A large crimson feather had been placed in ajar of ink.

"Ah, our visitors. What can | do for you?"

"We'd appreciate it if you could answer afew questions,” Kip began.

"Very well. | assume you're here to inquire about the traitor?”

"Y es. What exactly happened? How did the assassination attempt take place?’

"It was at a banquet approximately five days ago. The food had been poisoned. Luckily, our food tester
discovered the poison before it wastoo late. Sheis currently in the infirmary being treated by healers.
The cook and other staff members have been questioned, but none of them know anything useful. |
suspect that someone snuck in and poisoned the food while no one was watching."

Kip nodded.

"Do you have any suspects?' Fenrek asked. "Have you questioned them?”

"The Sky Lord does not have many enemies, but there is an extremist faction which believes we should

cut off al contact with other realms. Currently we have very little communication with your own, but
we do have alliesin the elemental plane of water and fire. The Sky Lord is particularly closeto Ania


file://C:Documents

Teracor Series Page 84 of 142

Stormstar, Queen of the Water Realm. There are rumors that they are secretly courting, but they have
not been proven.”

Belas paused for several moments, lost in thought, and then continued, "The leader of this faction does
not reside here in Thunderspire. He has a base somewhere within this realm. His name is Calduris
Fogweaver."

"Where can we find him?" Kip inquired.

"If I knew that, I'd have had him arrested and interrogated myself. However, one area my guards have
been searching is the Stormy Wilds. It's an area known for producing unpredictable tempests. Most of
our people stay clear of it. The storms are dangerous.”

"Whereisit?' the dragon asked.

Belas picked up one of the scrolls on hisdesk and unrolled it. "Thisisamap of our realm. You're
welcome to borrow it." He pointed to an areain the northeast. "The Stormy Wildsis here, but | wouldn't
go there unprepared. Y ou'll need some protective magic.” He looked at Kip. "1'm sure you won't have
any problems with that, though, being adragon and all.”

Kip nodded. "I'll take care of it."

"Good luck." Belas looked forward to interrogating Calduris himself after all the trouble that the rebel
had caused.

* *k x k%

Thunderspire
By Emily M. Hanson
Part 3

* % * % %

Tanith, Trin, and Aliyamet ayoung female servant as they left the chamber. She was sweeping the
floor.

"Greetings,” the faery said. "I am Trin, and you are?'

"Aera," said the young elemental.

"We just want to ask you afew questions.”

The servant's eyes widened. "About what?"

"Do you know anything about the assassin who tried to kill the Sky Lord?"

"Not much. I've heard the guards talking, though. They suspect the rebel |eader, Calduris Fogweaver.
But they can't find him, and they're not going to."
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"Why isthat?"

"Because his hideout is supposed to be in the Stormy Wilds. It's an area of wild magic and lots of
storms. They can be deadly, even to my people.”

Wild magic was unpredictable magical energy, but pockets of it only existed in the elemental planes.
There were no known areas of wild magic in the world below. Tanith frowned. She did not like going
into the unknown, especially with a girl who was on the verge of womanhood and untrained in her
magical talents. Aliyawas meant to defeat a god. What if she accidentally destroyed them all?
"Thank you," Trin said.

The young elemental nodded and resumed cleaning.

"I don't like this," Tanith said as they walked away.

"What?" Aliya asked.

"Theidea of wild magic. If we haveto fly into that, and I'm sure we will, how are we going to deal with
it? Y ou can barely control your abilities under normal circumstances.”

The girl looked annoyed. "I'll be fine."

"Right," Tanith replied, unconvinced.

"Kip and I will help her if necessary,” Trin remarked. "Do not worry, Tanith."
"I am not worried. | was just thinking ahead.”

Trin nodded. "As agood strategist must. Let's seeif we can find out any more.”

A little while later, they met another servant, this time an adult male. He was polishing some of the
statuesin the corridor.

"Hello," Tanith said.

The air elemental looked startled. "What? Oh, the visitors. What can | do for you?”'

"We are wondering if you knew anything about the assassination attempt.”

"Me? My Lady, | am just a humble servant. | know nothing except what | am told by my superiors.”
Tanith responded, "And what have they told you?'

"That it was a bold attempt by a coward to slay our leader."

"Ah. And the coward would be Calduris Fogweaver?'

The elemental nodded. "1 see you have heard that rumor as well."
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"Do you know anything of him? Why would he do such athing?’

"It issaid that Caldurisisjealous of the Sky Lord and his relationship with Ania Stormstar. Y ou see,
Caldurisis abastard in the literal sense. His mother was a servant who had a relationship with the Sky
Lord's father. Calduris and Erius are half-brothers, born one year apart. Erius inherited his father's realm
after he died in the battle that resulted in Zoru's imprisonment.”

Aliyagasped. "But that was millennia ago!"

"Our people are long-lived,” the elemental said. "I myself have lived 1,400 of your years."
"That'sincredible.”

"Do you think Calduris wants to take over his brother's realm?" Tanith inquired.

The elemental nodded. "It is the most logical conclusion.”

"Thank you," the flame-haired warrior replied. "Y our information will help us.”

"I hope so."

Asthey departed, Aliyawondered if she would indeed be able to control her abilities. Tanith was not
entirely wrong, though she had no right to bite her head off like that. Perhaps Kip would have some
ideas.

* *k x k%

The adventurers met in the guest chamber to confer. "What have you found?' Trin asked Kip and
Fenrek.

"We have a suspect,” Fenrek answered. "Calduris Fogweaver. He has alair in an area called the Stormy
Wilds."

Kip held up amap scroll. "The captain of the guards gave us this. Did you learn anything?"'

Trin nodded. "Caldurisisthe Sky Lord's half-brother. But he was not the legitimate heir, so Erius got
everything when their father was killed in battle. It was the same battle where Zoru was banished to his
prison in the sun."

Fenrek's eyes widened in astonishment. "That long ago?’

"Ah. Elementals are an ancient race, Fenrek. They are even older than dragons. They were present when
the gods created the physical realm welivein."

"Oh. So thisrebel leader has a motive, then?"
"Indeed,” Trinreplied.

"Then what are we waiting for? Let's go after him."
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"Hold on," Tanith said. "We need aplan.”

Kip nodded. "1 will prepare the protection spells needed to enter the Stormy Wilds. They will prevent
the wild magic from affecting ustoo badly, and protect us from the storms as well."

Tanith looked relieved. "Good. But where exactly is the hide out?’

"We don't know," Fenrek answered. "However, the guards had some ideas of where to search. We can
start looking when we get there."

"Aliya," Trin said, "Before we go, | can teach you some meditative techniques so that you'll be able to
control your magic more effectively.”

The girl nodded. "Thank you."

Tanith sighed. "l apologize for my previous outburst. | am not used to having my feet on anything but
solid ground.”

"Apology accepted,” Aliyasaid with asmile.

They began their preparations for the journey that would hopefully lead them home.

* % x * %

Meanwhile...

Calduris Fogweaver paced, hovering on the obsidian floor of Rivenshade tower as he did so. Candles
flickered all around, giving an eerie glow as flames and shadows danced across the dark stone. The
assassin who had tried to kill his brother had failed. He was quickly running out of patience. His spiesin
Thunderspire castle had reported that several visitors had come from the world below and were helping
Erius find him.

His brother had taken what was rightfully his, claiming to be the legitimate heir when in fact, he was.
Erius had stolen his birthright. Now Calduris was forced to make his home in a pocket of wild magic,
where storms raged most of the time. He could not |eave Rivenshade tower, so he sent servantsto do his
work. But he knew that he would eventually have to deal with the meddlers. Soon he would have the
realm that his brother wrongfully controlled.

M
Thunderspire

By Emily M. Hanson
Part 4

* k x k%

Late that evening, the adventurers left for the Stormy Wilds. Kip transformed into his gold dragon form
so the others could ride on his back. He had prepared severa protection spells necessary to keep them
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safe. Erius had been willing to provide him with the needed components. Trin had taught Aliyaafew
meditative technigues that she could use to overcome the magic's overwhelming power. Tanith had
sharpened Sirocco. Fenrek had purchased more arrows, some of which had been enchanted so they
could be set ablaze. They were all prepared.

The sun setting created a beautiful landscape. Crimson, amber and golden hues painted the clouds. As
they approached the Stormy Wilds, the clouds grew increasingly darker. Those who could work magic
felt the power flowing through their veins strengthening, and they also felt electrified by the energy.
Before the clouds became completely dark, Kip stopped and hovered. His draconic voice rumbled while
he chanted the spells to protect them. Some of the effects were immediately apparent. They al felt
calmer. The air was alittle thicker and occasionally shimmered, asif amagical shield surrounded them.
There was along silence.

"Let'sgoin,” Tanith finally said.

"How will we know wherethe lair is?" Aliyainquired.

"It is probably in the center,” Trin replied, and everyone except Kip turned to look at her.

"Why?' Aliya asked.

"Becauseit's most likely the least dangerous place to build alair.”

"She has a point,” Fenrek responded.

"Makes sense,” Tanith remarked.

"Good thinking," Kip rumbled. "Off we go, then. Hang on!"

He soared into the ominous sky as the others held on tightly, wondering if this would be worth it.

* % * % %

In Rivenshade tower, Calduris was gazing into a scrying bowl. The dish made of pale blue quartz and
filled with enchanted water showed the adventurers crossing the border into the Stormy Wilds. So they
thought they were protected, did they? Soon they would learn otherwise.

"Guards," Calduris exclaimed.

The guards positioned outside the room entered. "Y es, Lord Calduris?' they asked.

He gestured to the scrying bowl. The guards looked. "Prepare an ambush for the intruders. Don't let
them reach Rivenshade tower."

"Asyou command," the guards replied, bowing.

* % * % %

The sky darkened considerably. Wind howled al around. Lightning arced across the heavens and
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branched off into sharp, jagged electrical spikes. Eerie glowing sparks and spirals of magical energy
also flickered around them. Tanith shuddered involuntarily. She had never been comfortable with
heights, and being above the ground in the middle of a storm was extremely disconcerting.

Fenrek was trying not to look down. Below them, black clouds stretched like a canvas across the sky. It
was like looking into a swirling void that would swallow you up if you were stupid or unlucky enough
tofall intoit. To distract himself, he stared at the dragon's gold scales, which appeared dull brown in the
darkness. The Melosean vowed that if he ever got home again, he would stay on the ground, where
mortal beings were meant to stay.

Trin shivered. She was cold. The protection spells helped to dampen the cold a bit, but they didn't block
all of it. They were mainly designed to keep out the magical energy and lightning.

Aliyagritted her teeth and closed her eyes. She, too, wished that she were back on solid ground. Well,
that would happen soon enough.

Kiperreth was the only one who seemed to be calm. The dragon soared through the tempest, keeping an
eye out for any trouble. He expected some sort of an attack from Calduris. It was awonder they'd gotten
this far without any major difficulties. The sky grew darker and the storm intensified as the dragon flew.

Without warning, a contingent of enemy guards attacked them. There were a dozen of them. The air
elemental s appeared suddenly, bursting through the sky. Their cloud-like bodies crackled with
electricity. They held spears and swords that glowed with electricity. The leader struck with his spear.
Lightning leapt from it into the sky as the spear hurled toward the dragon. Kip dodged it.

Fenrek raised his bow, gripping Kiperreth's back with his knees. The magical arrows he'd picked up at
Thunderspire should do the trick. He picked one up, rubbed his finger across the runes, and mumbled a
magic word to activate it. The arrow glowed with golden light as he attached it to the bow.

Several other elementals attacked with their glowing spears. Trin concentrated to strengthen the
protection spell. Kip dodged the spears. Fenrek loosed his arrow while the spears soared through the
ominous sky. The arrow hit one of the guards and exploded into flames. The air elemental howled with

rage.

Therest of the guards who had spears threw them. They ascended into the air and then arched
downward. Kip did his best to avoid them. Lightning branched across the magical shield, which rippled
asit absorbed the electricity.

The guards carrying glowing swords glared at them. The others were busy unsheathing their spare
weapons.

Fenrek loosed two more arrows. They exploded into flames as they struck their intended targets. One air
elemental disintegrated. The other appeared wounded. Smoke curled from his shoulder, where the arrow
had hit him.

Aliyawished there was something she could do. She dared not use her magical abilities here, though.
She would probably lose control. The wind sang to her like asiren. Magic pulsed through her veins.
Still, sheresisted using its pull.

She took deep breaths and closed her eyes, visualizing a white rose as Trin had taught her to do. The
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meditation technique was simple and usually the first one taught to faery children. They had the benefit
of not having to use it under life-threatening circumstances. She didn't. It was slightly calming, however.

The remaining guards charged them with swords of lightning that glimmered and sparkled in the
darkness. Fenrek held his bow with one hand and gripped the dragon's back with the other. Tanith
unsheathed Sirocco and stared at the elementals.

Trin chanted, conjuring amagical fireball about the size of an apple. It hovered just above her hand. The
fire didn't burn her, but she felt its heat. She flung it at the guards.

A brilliant explosion blasted the air elementals and lit up the heavens. Three of the guards vanished,
screaming in agony.

Fenrek let hisarrows fly. He aimed for the guards that were already wounded and managed to kill two
of them.

Tanith brought Sirocco up and sliced through one elemental, but to her shock, discovered that her
opponent was not even wounded.

"Apparently only magical energy can harm them,” Trin observed.

The flame-haired warrior nodded. "1 will save Sirocco for another time, then." She sheathed the scimitar
and held onto Kip's back.

There were six enemies left. The dragon maintained the protective shield while dodging the incoming
blows. Trin threw another fireball and took out two of the remaining elementals. Fenrek loosed another
flaming arrow, which struck one of the opponents in what would have been his chest, had he been
human. However, it survived.

Aliyawas startled out of her meditative state when one of the air elementals struck her arm. The shield
kept out the lightning, but not the physical pain. She screamed. Her flesh was cut almost through to her
bone. The guard laughed.

The pain became atorch igniting the magic in Aliya's blood. It was impossible to resist the lure any
longer. She felt pulled towards the storm, as though it was draining her spirit out of her body. Perhapsiit
was. The storm’'s wild magic called to her power. They were like kin, made of the same essence. The
tempest strengthened around her. Even the remaining air elementals looked wary.

"What's happening?' Fenrek exclaimed.

"It's her," Tanith replied, shouting to be heard over the howling winds. "It's Aliyal"

Aliyadidn't hear them. She was one with the storm now. It felt alive, and pulsated in time with her
heartbeat. The energy grew thicker. Electricity tingled everywhere. Suddenly a pocket in the clouds
opened up to reveal a patch of night sky and the full moon.

That was odd, Trin thought. The moon shouldn't be full. It would have been waning on Earth. Y et the
girl had somehow managed to conjure a full moon.

Moonfire rained down in blazing silver-white drops, striking the air elementals. The magical shield kept
the adventurers safe, although it was taking a beating. Air shimmered and rippled as moonfire hit the
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shield and was absorbed by it. The enemy guards howled as they disintegrated.

Then the clouds parted slowly. A path opened up in the storm, revealing the obsidian tower. It spiraled
high into the darkness, obliterating the stars. Rivenshade was a forbidding fortress in the night.

Aliya slumped over, clearly unconscious. Trin rubbed her shoulder, but it did no good.
"Isshe alive?' Fenrek asked.
"Yes. But | don't know whether she'll wake up soon."

Tanith shivered. The amount of raw power that Aliya had unleashed was spectacular. It was truly a
wonder that they had not been harmed.

"I'm glad she's on our side," Fenrek muttered.

"Indeed,” Kiperreth rumbled. " She knows not how much power she commands. Let us go now and find
Calduris so we may return to our own realm.”

The dragon turned and flew toward the looming tower. Rivenshade awaited them.

* %k * % %

Thunderspire
By Emily M. Hanson

Part 5

* %k * % %

Calduris was incensed when he realized that the guards had failed. The outsiders were approaching fast,
thanks to the wizard who had summoned the magical moonfire. Surely the girl had to be awizard, for no
one else could command that much magic. They would come and likely fight. If they won, he would
spend therest of hislife in Thunderspire's dungeon for nothing more than trying to get back what was
his.

He sighed. Soon the outsiders would be there. All of the magical traps were activated. If the guards
didn't take care of them, perhaps the traps would. And if not, then Calduris would deal with the outsiders
himself.

As the dragon landed atop one of Rivenshade's towers, he let the riders climb off. Trin and Tanith both
lifted Aliya, who was still unconscious, and set her down carefully. Then Kiperreth turned into his
human form -- that of atall, well-built man with golden hair and emerald green eyes.

"We must be cautious,” Kip said. "No doubt, Caldurisis prepared for us."

"Aye," Fenrek replied. He checked his remaining arrows. There were only about two dozen left. He
hoped that he wouldn't run out.
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Kip cast a protective shield around Aliya. " Someone should stay with her."
"I will," Tanith found herself saying.
"No," Fenrek gasped. "We can't afford to lose you."

She shook her head. "In case you haven't noticed, my scimitar is useless against these air elementals.
They can only be damaged by magic."

"That isindeed a problem,” Trin said, "but | believe | can enchant it to become magical temporarily.
Fire seems to be effective."

"Then who will stay with the girl?' Tanith asked.

"I'll stay,” Trin said.

Kip nodded. "That would be prudent. She may need healing when she wakes up."”

"May | enchant your blade?' the faery asked.

Tanith reluctantly handed it over. The faery took out aruby and muttered afew wordsin her native
language. There was a bright flash of red light. Then the ruby she held crumbled into dust, which she

sprinkled over the scimitar. Sirocco glowed red for afew moments, then returned to normal.

"The enchantment should last for six hours,” Trin said as she handed the scimitar back. "Whenever you
strike something, the sword will burst into flames for severa moments.”

"Thank you," the flame-haired woman replied.

Fenrek looked at the tower in front of him. There was arather large wooden door, and he supposed it
wouldn't do to just walk in.

"There are probably all kinds of booby traps,” the Melosean remarked. "How are we going to get in?"
"Likethis," Kip replied.

He pointed afinger at the door and chanted. There was an audible click, and the door opened slowly of
its own accord. The dragon smiled grimly and walked through. Fenrek and Tanith followed. Trin bent
down to rub some healing salve on Aliyasinjuries.

* % x * %

Aliyawas flying, though not on Kip's back. She was flying without wings through the night sky. It was
as though something was calling out to her. She soared through the sea of stars, past the moon and a
world of rock that looked cold and dead. That came as a surprise. She had not known there were other
worlds.

She flew past several smaller dead worlds towards the sun. A giant glowing ball of fire loomed before
her. Instinctively, Aliyaknew that if she were not dreaming, she would not have survived the journey.
But she flew towards it anyway.


file://C:Documents

Teracor Series Page 93 of 142

Incandescent plasma leapt towards her, but somehow missed touching her by inches. Flames danced all
across the sun's molten surface. It was sweltering hot, but something was protecting her from the heat.
Aliyaflew on.

The center of the sun was bubbling and boiling like a cauldron. Searing light was everywhere.
Somehow, she wasn't blinded. Then Aliya heard herself chanting. A golden stairway rose up from the
depths of the sun, sparkling and glowing in thefire. A few flickering flame tongues lapped at it, then
withdrew. The lava parted from it, revealing a hidden passageway. Where it lead, the girl didn't know,
but she knew that she had to follow it.

Aliyalanded on top of the stairs. All of her fear forgotten, she took one step, then another step into the
sun. It was surprisingly dark and cool in the tunnel, but light enough to see the end. She walked for what
seemed like days. Then as she reached the light, she realized that the passageway opened up into a
room.

It was cold and white. There was light all around, but from where, she couldn't tell. A ring of magical
gemstones, one of each, was on the floor. Lines connected one gemstone to another. Candles were
placed in-between.

Then amysterious voice boomed, "This is where you must go, Aliya. Zoru must be imprisoned here
once again. Y ou must lead him here."

Aliyacould not tell whether the voice was male or female, only that the speaker was telling the truth.
"How?"
"Y ou will know when thetimeisright."

She woke with a pounding heart and looked around. The faery woman was leaning over her with a
concerned expression.

"I saw it," Aliyagasped. "l saw the prison in the sun!"
Trin paled. "Y ou mean, the prison that Zoru had escaped from?"
"Yes. | wasthere, Trin. | know what I'm supposed to do now. | have to lead him there."

The faery looked even whiter than before. Surely that would be perilous. The girl was not even fully
trained in the use of her powers. She could die! "Oh, no."

Aliyawas adamant. "l haveto, Trin. It'sin the prophecy. | candoit. | will doit.”

The faery nodded. "Perhaps. Y ou are definitely powerful, but your lack of training may get you into
trouble. It has already endangered your life."

"Then teach me."
"I would, but I am not skilled in the type of magic you have. The dragon would be a better choice.”

"Kip?"
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"YS_"

"Then maybe when we get home, I'll ask him." Aliyawas resolved to fulfill the prophecy, no matter
what the cost to her own life might be.

Trin nodded and checked Aliya over with a scrutinizing gaze. Her gash had healed somewhat, thanks to
the healing salve, and there were no other visible injuries. "Are you feeling al right?’

The girl nodded.
"Then let's go and find the others."
With that, they set off into Rivenshade.

* % x * %

Meanwhile, Tanith struck yet another air elemental. Sirocco burst into flames, and her opponent howled.
Fenrek launched arrows, which exploded when they hit their targets. Kip sent a dozen magical flaming
dartsinto the fray. The air elementals roared with rage and fury as their ranks were quickly decimated.
Finaly, Kip hurled asmall fireball, aiming it carefully so it would not damage his companions. The
blast finished off the remaining guards. Tanith picked up alance that had fallen from one of the
destroyed guards. It might come in handy.

They approached the door to Calduris quarters. Kip chanted, disarming the magical wards that had been
placed upon it.

"Stay behind me," the dragon warned.

The adventurers cautiously entered the chambers. Calduris was there, reading a scroll at his desk. He
turned around and gave them alook of pure hatred.

"Foolish outsiders. Y ou don't understand what is happening. Y ou don't even know who you are working
for."

"Erius Moonstrider, the Sky Lord," Fenrek responded.

Calduris eyesflashed angrily. "No, you fool. | am the true Sky Lord. Eriusis my half-brother. He
tricked everyone into believing that | was a bastard, when it was he who was born second.”

"What?" Tanith gasped, lowering Sirocco.

"Itisalong story. Do you wish to hear it, or would you rather kill me and return to your home?* the air
elemental replied.

Kip gave his companions awarning glance, just as Trin and Aliya entered the room.
"What's going on?" Aliyawanted to know. She had her dagger drawn.

"WE'l hear the story,” Kip replied. "Aliya, lower your weapon."
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"But that's..."

"Put it down."

With asigh, the girl complied.
D

Thunderspire

By Emily M. Hanson

Part 6

* % * * %

Calduris began to tell his story. "My father, Corsias, was ajealous man. He loved Sayra, Erius mother,
with al his heart. She wanted power for herself, so she began to make him loathe my mother, who was
his rightful wife. When Erius and | were born during the same week, but to different mothers, our father
forced the midwife to tell everyone that my half-brother was the true heir. No one disputed the
midwife'sword. My father imprisoned my mother. She died severa decades later.”

"Where is your evidence?' Trin asked. "Y ou cannot expect usto simply believe you."

"Sireth Silverfog, the midwife, still lives. Her residence is kept under close watch. Her son, Zirandir, is
one of my half-brother's guards. Zirandir would know how to find her, but heisloyal to Erius," Calduris
continued. "It is also possible that Erius believes heisthereal heir. But | think it islikely that our father
told him the truth before he died, and so his deception continues.”

"Thank you," she said. "We will question them. Will you give your word not to attack us when we
leave?

"Yes. | await news of your discoveries."

The journey back to Thunderspire was uneventful. The guards allowed them to enter. Even Erius was
not surprised that they had returned so quickly.

" S0, the guests have returned. | hope you bring news," the Sky Lord said.

"Aye," Kip replied. "We have found and spoken to your half-brother. We fought, but he still lives," the
dragon lied smoothly. "We need to regroup and replenish our supplies.”

The cloudy form of Erius nodded. "How much time do you need?’
"No more than afew days - four at the most."
"Very well. But | expect results soon."

"And you shall have them," Kip replied, bowing cordially. The others followed him out.
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* %k * % %

Zirandir Silverfog was practicing with alongbow. His shots were rapid and precise, hitting the center of
the target most of the time. The air elemental turned as he realized he was being watched. Through azure
eyes, Zirandir looked pointedly at the newcomers.

"Ah, the adventurers I've heard so much about. What brings you here?"

Trin said, "We were hoping you could answer afew questions for us."

If he had eyebrows, Zirandir would have raised them. His silvery-gray form darkened a bit. "Oh?"

The faery nodded, realizing that she would have to be discreet. "We are currently trying to find away to
deal with Calduris and his rebels. Perhaps you might be able to give us more insight into his motives.
Why would Calduris believe he has the right to the throne?"

Zirandir shrugged. "Because he's an arrogant fool. Who knows?'

"Why would he believe that your people would accept him as the Sky Lord?"

"They wouldn't. They would only accept someone who is the true heir of Corsias Moonstrider, and that's
Erius. Caldurisisabastard, literally."

Trin nodded. "So even if Calduris were to defeat Eriusin battle, he would never be truly accepted?’
"Right. Now, if that's all, | have other thingsto do,” Zirandir told her coldly.

"One moment," the Faery remarked.

The air elemental sighed. "What now?"

"How is your mother doing?’

Zirandir froze. "She's dead, of course." But something in his expression and demeanor told her he was
lying.

"I am sorry to hear that. How did she die, exactly?"

"Old age. Now if you will please go..."

Trin took a deep breath. "1 know as well as you do that your mother is still aive. | a'so know that sheis
the only one who can prove that Eriusis not the true heir to the Sky Lord's throne. Please don't do
anything foolish."

Zirandir sneered. "l should turn you in for being traitors.”

"And | am sure that Erius would reward you. However, your people would be denied their rightful
leader.”
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"Eriusistheir rightful leader," the elemental exclaimed, then set aside his bow and drew his lightning
spear.

The others stepped forward, but Trin waved them back. "I can deal with this.”

"If you say s0," Kip replied. "Know that we are here to help, if you need it."

Sparks flew as Zirandir thrust his spear forward. Trin quickly conjured a protective magical shield,
which absorbed the electricity. Then the elemental began to cast a counter spell. Trin chanted at the
same time and hurled amagical arrow. It exploded into flames as it struck her opponent.

The air elemental cursed and tried the counter spell again. Trin summoned another magical arrow. The
explosion caused Zirandir to drop his spear. She drew an enchanted dagger with a glowing red blade and
held it over him.

"I do not want to kill you," Trin said, "but I will if | must. Tell us where your mother is, and | shall let
you go."

Zirandir closed his eyes. "Sheisin a secret location deep within the Stormy Wilds that is well-protected.
It isnot far past Rivenshade, but | doubt that Calduris has been able to discover the location. It's an
unusually calm area. My mother cannot leave, and no one can enter unless they know how to get past
the wards."

Trin nodded. "Do you know how to?"

"Yes. Touch the crystal near the dwelling and say the password Linya Fogweaver. That was Calduris
mother's name. It has been kept secret for years. The only other who knowsit is Erius.”

"Thank you for your help,” Trin said. "Do | have your word that you will not say anything to Erius
about this?'

Quickly, Zirandir nodded.
"Good."

She sheathed her dagger, but continued to watch him warily as her acquaintances left. Hopefully,
finding Sireth Silverfog wouldn't be too difficult.

M
Thunderspire

By Emily M. Hanson
Part 7

* *k x k%

It was much easier going through the Stormy Wilds this time, since the adventurers had learned which
areas to avoid. Kip and Trin still cast protective spells. The others kept watch for anything out of the
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ordinary. Asthe gold dragon flew through the dark and ominous clouds, wind howled all around.
They passed Rivenshade once again. Its obsidian spires towered above them in defiance of the stormy
sky. A short time later, they saw a steady glowing light in the distance that grew larger in size asthey
approached. The light turned into a window, and the building was made out of the same type of crystal
as Thunderspire was. It was floating on alarge gray cloud.

"That must beit," Aliyasaid.

"Yes," Kip replied. "Hold on while | land."

He landed on the cloud. The same magic that held up the house also kept them from falling. Everyone
looked at each other.

"All right, who wants to knock on the door?' Fenrek asked.

"Since you so kindly spoke up,” Trin replied, "why don't you do the honors?’

The short Melosean rolled his eyes, but he gathered his courage and walked to the door. Everyone
followed. He scrutinized the door. There were no signs of traps. Why would there be, he thought? If the
woman inside escaped, she'd have nowhere to go but down. Fenrek took a deep breath and knocked
three times.

"Who could that be?' someone wondered aloud the house. Their voice could be heard through the open
window. "Y ou can't be a guard; they wouldn't be so polite asto knock. All right, hold your pegasi. I'm
coming."

The door opened and afemale air elemental stood there. Her cloudy form was silvery-white, and her
sapphire eyes had a sharp gaze as she studied them all. "Earth dwellers? How did you get up here?"

"I'm adragon,” Kip said. "You must be..."
The elemental squinted. "Oh yes, | see your shadow now. It's blasted dark out here, so it was very easy
to miss. | am Sireth Silverfog, and thisis my home -- or prison, to be more accurate. Y ou still haven't

answered my question.”

Trin cleared her throat. "We know that you know who the rightful Sky Lord is. We need your
testimony."

"Ah. Comein, please."

Sireth let them in. Candle flames flickered and danced across the crystalline walls. It was sparsely
decorated. There was asmall bed, atable, and a stove. There were shelves with books and jars. A
painting of three air elementals hung on the wall above the bed. If it wasn't a prison, it could have been
called homey.

"Would anyone like some tea?' Sireth asked.

"No, thanks," Trin replied.
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"That's good, since | only have three cups and two of them need to be washed at the moment. Now,
what is this about my testimony?"

"We were sent here by a sorcerer who intended to imprison us because we opposed his tyrannical rule.
We were escorted to Thunderspire by guards and met Erius. He wanted us to dispose of Caldurisfor
him. In return, he would send us home. When we met Calduris, he claimed to be the real Sky Lord and
had proof. Y ou witnessed both births and were imprisoned because of your knowledge. We need you to
come back with us and testify against Erius."

Sireth considered this. She knew that her life was in danger. Erius could have her killed, but if these
Earth dwellers had fought their way past Calduris guardsto get to him, they would be able to protect
her.

"I am not young anymore. If thereisone thing | wish to do in my lifetime, it isto tell the truth. | am
willing to return with you," she answered.

Trin smiled. "Good. Y ou should take anything you wish to bring with you, then. We have to leave
soon."

Sireth nodded. She took the painting that was on the wall and put it into abag. "Thisisthe only thing |
want. It is aportrait made years ago of my husband, my son, and |. Everything else can stay and collect
dust.”

After they went outside, Kip morphed into his dragon form and they were off.

* *k x k%

Rivenshade was not far. Sireth floated close by, clutching her bag tightly as Kip flew. The dragon
landed atop Calduris tower and transformed into his human form.

"Why are we here?" Sireth asked.
"We must first speak with Calduris,” Kip answered. "It will not take very long. Please, come with us."

The air elemental agreed. She followed them into the tower and down the long, spiraling stairs to the
chamber where Calduris waited. He looked amazed as they approached him.

"Y ou have returned so soon! Sireth, how good it isto see you." Calduris smiled.

She returned his smile. "l haven't seen you since you were asmall child, but I've heard Erius guards tell
tales about how you're leading arebellion.” To the amazement of everyone, Sireth |eaned forward and
kissed him. "I daresay you've become quite the handsome gentleman.”

"A little too handsome,”" he replied. "Rumor hasit that I'm jealous of my half-brother's relationship with
Ania Stormstar, and that she would rather have me. Erius can have her. She's more like a raging tsunami
than the peaceful lagoon he claims she's like most of the time."

Sireth gave him a knowing look. "WEell, I'm not young any more, but I'm sure you'll find someone.”

Calduris laughed. "Perhaps. In any case, we should head to Thunderspire, don't you think?"
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"I think we ought to be prepared for afight,” Fenrek said. "Y our half-brother isn't going to just let usin
when he sees you."

"Y ou're smart for aMelosean.” Calduris reached behind his throne and withdrew a gleaming sword. It
had a pal e blue glow when he picked it up. There were runes of air, water, and lightning on its hilt,
which was topped with a glistening sapphire. "My blade, Torrent. It will be more than a match for Erius
forces."

"I hope so," Tanith muttered.

"What? Woman, you claim to be awarrior, but you've never heard of Torrent? This blade wounded
Zoru in the war so much that he could not win the fight." Calduris grinned proudly. "It is a sword of
legend.”

Tanith withdrew her own scimitar. " Sirocco has slain many evil men," she answered. "My sword master
used it in service to agreat king before it was given to me. It requires skill, not magic."

The elemental nodded. "Then | hope your skill isamatch for my half-brother's artifice.”
"Itis," shereplied. "But thereis only one way to find out for certain. We must return to Thunderspire.”

The black sky outside seemed even more foreboding, if that was possible. Lightning raked the clouds
like adragon's claws. Wind roared with a vengeance. Wild magic electrified the air and might have
overwhelmed them al, if not for their protective spells.

Soon they would have to face Erius and reveal the truth. The future of the world was suspended like a
pendulum. It was up to them to set it straight.

* *k x k%

Thunderspire
By Emily M. Hanson

Part 8
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Resounding thunder echoed throughout the turbulent sky as the adventurers arrived at Thunderspire.
Theroyal guards sounded the alarm as they recognized Calduris. Air elementals rushed toward the
heroes with enchanted weapons.

"Thus the battle begins,” Fenrek remarked.

Kip transformed into his human shape and chanted a protective spell. Trin flung several magical arrows,
which exploded as they hit their targets. Fenrek's enchanted arrows also burst into flames as they struck
home. Calduris roared and charged forward, wielding Torrent. Trin had enchanted Tanith's sword with a
flaming aura, since a purely physical sword didn't harm the elementals. The warrior wielded Sirocco
with expertise. Aliya stood back with Sireth, protecting the female elemental. She wished she could do
something more to help, but all she had were her daggers and she didn't dare risk using her magic again.
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The adventurers fought their way through the ranks of the guards until they reached the throne room
where Erius waited. As the fight spilled through the open doors, the Sky Lord rose. He grasped the hilt
of aclearly magical sword known as Tempest. Its blade was engraved with runes that represented air,
fire, and the moon, a particularly rare combination. The sword's hilt was topped with a diamond.

"You'reall traitors," Erius growled. His sword flared with white light as he unsheathed it. "I should
never have trusted you!"

"No," Trinreplied. "You are atraitor to your own people. You are the one who has mislead them."
"Explain yourselves, then."

"We know that you are the false Sky Lord, and that your half-brother is the true heir to the throne. We
have proof."

Erius glared at the faery. "Y ou may have convinced Sireth to come forward, but you shall not live to tell
my people!” Then he glowered at his half-brother. His eyes were full of hate. "Calduris Fogweaver, this
day will be your last."

"WE'll see about that," he replied.

Torrent's blade glowed blue as Calduris held it up. For afew moments, the cold metal reflected the
intricate lattices of light and shadows that danced across Thunderspire's crystalline walls. Then a
lightning bolt suddenly arched over the room, crackling with energy asit raced toward itstarget. A
protective egg-shaped sphere of light formed around Erius and absorbed the magical energy. The runes
of moonlight on his sword flared brightly for a heartbeat.

"It will not be so easy to defeat me,” he remarked with a sneer.

"I shall enjoy the challenge,” Calduris responded.

The two would-be Sky Lords fought for an eternity, exchanging blows and spells. Electricity sizzled in
the air as cold wind rushed through the room and glowing sparks danced across glistening blades. It
seemed asif the air elementals were the only beingsin the universe. In fact, they were the only two who
mattered at the moment. Suddenly, Torrent came down hard and fast. A cascade of blinding white
sparks followed the blade. The sparks hissed as they struck Erius's cloudy shape.

He grimaced in pain. "Y ou have not beaten me yet.”

"No, but you are close to defeat. Surrender now and | will let you live,"” Calduris said.

"Never!" Enraged, Erius called upon Tempest's strongest power. Shimmering white flames erupted
across the sword's surface. "Witness the fire of the moon and feel its wrath.”

Calduris howled as Erius plunged the sword into his form. The flames exploded into brilliant light.

Erius laughed. "Have anice death, half-brother. Now | will deal with these traitors." He stood up
straight and glared at them. "Y ou have al earned my wrath."

He began to cast a spell, but Calduris tore Tempest free and hurled it with all his might. The sword
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struck Erius's back. It flared with incandescent light as he cried out in pain. Everyone was forced to
shield his or her eyes. The radiance surrounded Erius completely. Then his howls faded as the light
vanished, along with him. The sword clattered to the ground.

"My half-brother underestimated me," Calduris said grimly. "1 wish | hadn't been forced to kill him. He
paid the ultimate price for his mistakes."

"You did what you had to," Sireth Silverfog replied. "Now everyone will know that you are the rightful
heir."

Calduris nodded. Then he turned to the adventurers. "l will send you home, but first, | have something
you might want."

"What?' Kip asked.

"The key to the sun prison. My father found it after Zoru escaped. Erius never knew. Y ou will surely
need it if you want to imprison that despised snake god again.”

Calduris held out his hand and the key appeared. It was a gleaming gold sphere with a circular incision
on its base. The sun rune was also carved into the base. "Y ou will know what to do with this when you
need it."

Kiptook it. "Thank you."

"No, you and your companions are the ones | should thank. It is you who have restored the proper rule
of Thunderspire and the air realm."

"Wait. How do we get to the sun?" Aliya asked.

"Thereisaspell that can open aportal to the astral realm. | only know that it can be found in your own
realm. There is an ancient library called Sagehaven where the spell was kept long ago."

"I have heard of that library," Trin said. "It was a peaceful haven for members of all racesto gain
knowledge. Even if the world was at war, the library was supposed to be a respected site. Unfortunately,
it was destroyed during a battle, but there is a small chance that the spell may be found among its ruins.”

"Good," Caldurisreplied. "I am glad that there is hope. Where do you want to return? | can send you
anywhere inside your own realm."

"If we appear inside Teracor, Neteillu won't expect it," Tanith said.

"Helll just attack us right away," Fenrek argued. "L et's go someplace where we can rest up for abit, like
Daranor."

"What about the Wanderer's camp?' Aliya suggested.
"That'll be too heavily guarded,” Kip replied.

"Thereis one place where we can safely go,” Trin said. "Neteilu will not be watching it, either, because
he expects no resistance coming fromit."
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"What's that?"

"My home. Neteilu will not expect to find us there."

"Can you send us to the faery kingdom, just outside the palace?" the dragon inquired.
He nodded. "Consider it done."

The Sky Lord chanted and a shimmering portal appeared. When they approached it, he said, "I
the best of luck, my friends. Farewell."

They would certainly need good luck in the days to come, Kip thought. The world was still precariously

balanced, ready to fall and splinter into a thousand pieces if the equilibrium was tipped. Their greatest
fight was yet to come.

* %k x %

Sagehaven
By Emily M. Hanson

Author's Note: This is the sequel to Thunderspire in the Teracor series. All of the characters in 1
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