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 Chapter -1-
The Journey Home





It is a cold winter’s afternoon as I stand
atop the mountain, watching Adonys and Luna sealing the gateway
below. I watched as the land of Arkadia sucked it back into its
vast world, sealing it beneath it forever.

As I stood atop the mountain, watching the
two below, the memories flooded my mind as I watched Arkadia
swallow the portal to her sister's land.

Adonys’ sandy blond hair blows around his
muscular barbarian shoulders. His triangular-shaped body towering
over Luna’s petite sea foam green dryad silhouette with her long
dark springtime brown hair dancing upon the ground; my mind asked
the most crucial question.

How were they able to survive the battle
with the Dark Lord?

When they were sure the vortex was gone,
Adonis and Luna made their way up the mountain ridge and towards
the small cottage that still stands, seemingly untouched by the
evil laying waste to their world.

I knew my ‘Becoming’ was not like the other.
She is to rid her world of the scourge that is plaguing it. Yet her
quest to retrieve the flower from the Fire Mountain was a ruse. The
dream I encountered revealed my valid rite of passage the night of
the battle with the Dark Lord. I was to go to my world’s sister
realm and bring back the one that could help me save my planet from
the evil still washing over it.

A lucid voice rang in her head while lying
semi-unconscious, slowly slipping into eternal quietness as the
others battled around her.

“Your time to leave this world is not yet
upon you, for your true destiny lies ahead. You were never to bring
back the flower from the mountain of fire.

Instead, you are to cross the portal,
venture into its joining realm, and bring back the one that will
tell your tale. You will find her not too far from the doorway
opening.

She is waiting to find her proper place in
both lands. Go and seek out the one they call Sophie. Tell her of
your tale. Bring her back to see that all you speak of is genuine
and that here is where she belongs.”

I could not help but wonder if this was all
valid or if she had done the right thing to bring the one from the
far land.

I knew I had to bring back the one they
called Sophie from the realm that adjoined mine so she could aid me
in my most precious task. I knew I would have to reveal everything
to the one who would one day take my place as the oracle of
Arkadia.

Yet how am I to tell Sophie that her life
will soon change and Luna that one day she will replace her as the
guardian of Arkadia?

My turmoil has begun to flood my soul, and I
cannot help but feel for the young woman.

The thoughts of the day I had started my
‘Becoming’ rush to fill my mind with the pain of my family and my
beloved Moonstar, making my heart ache for their loss. It is as if
someone has reached into my chest and started squeezing my heart,
letting the tears run like a river down my small, child-like face
for the first time in many moons.

I could not help but watch those who had
suffered with me, yet I could see something in them more clearly
than they could. The love they have found in each other.

All but Sophie, it is as though she is
looking for something or someone.

The terrain they are standing on is not the
plateau just above Mysteria but the top of the Tyleas Mountain,
where Moonstar had landed the day she had descended from the oracle
monarchy.

This was where she looked after Arctigre.
The one place Moonstar knew she could observe was the first of the
children who would bring life to the chosen child who would save
Arkadia. My father, who I can feel, is still watching over me.

Moonstar had kept an eye on Arctigre as he
played with his loving mother and father and watched as the king
that Arctigre would vow his life to, and then take his king's life
many years later when after finding out it was his long-departed
emperor that had taken his family from him when he was young.

Moonstar knew that Arctigre would have to
face his anguish alone until the time came when he would find love
within a young Halfling who would venture far from home. Kadia, my
mother, had saved my father from his pain.

Kadia had waited to pass to the world of the
oracles. Instead, she wanted to be with her young daughter and help
me complete the rite of passage she and Moonstar had sent me
on.

Here is where Kadia and Moonstar will rest
until the land takes their bodies back as part of it once more.

This land no longer holds the loving
memories of Moonstar and my loved ones as it once had, but the pain
I feel for my loss runs deep within me.

The entrance to the earthen territory opened
on Moonstar’s plateau just above Mysteria; some might believe;
however, this was not the case. Instead, it opened in the Elven
territory.

A place Moonstar had taken me to teach me my
father’s Elven and Barbarian ways when I was a mere fifteen winters
old.

The shamans of the Tyleas tundra lay at the
base of this Dwarven Mountain.

Here, I learned to heal the infected and
where I had commanded the elements to my aid. It was here the
dreams started to haunt me.

They were of the man who would take my
beloved Moonstar's life, and I will have to face my anguish here.
However, this will not be the day I face my loss or the man forced
to place his blade deep within my mentor.

As I observe the people around me, I keep
returning to watch the young woman I brought back from Arkadia’s
sister's land.

Sophie had been admiring the land around
her; I could see that Sophie did not see the protective glowing
shield around her. All Sophie saw was the beauty of the land.

After looking around at the life still
flourishing, Belialz decided that the time was upon us to make our
way toward Mysteria.

Belialz had dressed in his heavy black plate
armor, Adonys in his ash gray well-beaten chainmail plate, and I in
the handmade enchanted leather my mother had made for me.

As we make our way out of the cottage, we
see that Luna had made Sophie a protected set of armor from the
forest that looked as if the trees themselves had given Sophie a
life all her own.

After all, we were dressed to stand the
elements of the cold mountain and the land below; we packed the
rucksacks that were once used to gather what was needed for the
winter with food from Moonstar’s storage shack. We knew we would
need it to help us on our journey and that we would need to acquire
a vessel to get us across the Calenwai, the Ocean known as the
Green Sea.

As we made our way down the well-beaten
trail of the Tyleas Mountain, the mist swirled about our feet like
little puffs of smoke that left the shadows dancing upon the
ground.

Sophie saw that the land was no longer
flourishing around her and could not help but feel the anguish deep
within that something dreadful was still trying to suck life from
its land.

The frozen snow-packed trees, brush, and
bushes were like that crumbling stone, but when Sophie looked back,
she could not help but see the pain on her companion’s faces.

She remembered what Athinia had told her of
her homeland and how it was dying. Yet, she could not see it until
they had left the protected barrier. The land looked as though it
was in a deep winter's sleep except for the nagging feeling she got
of something draining this world’s essence from it.

The trip down the mountain was not easy; if
they were lucky, they would make it down without encountering the
Pasael.

The Pasael are the dwarves that live within
the mountain. Clans only speak of their skill with the hammer, that
they are the masters of the great ax, and how they are a keen race
that mines the mountain for its ore and minerals to create the
Kaerazi known as the magical ax Adonys carries upon his back. With
these weapons, they can harvest the Madyrn Forest for the timber
needed to hold up the walls and ceilings of the mines from bringing
the mountain tumbling down.

Athinia had only seen their race once. They
are stout, standing not much taller than her Halfling kin.

She does not worry about them bringing her
companions or harming her. Still, they will defend themselves with
those mighty weapons if threatened.

Now, if they get past the Pasael, they can
find rest within the village of the moon bear clan. They are a
barbarian tribe that warships, an ancient animal that only appears
when the world is in great turmoil.

The shamans tell of an ancient bear coming
from the sky to show the barbarians the ways of the oracle, Osali,
the shaman healer, and Fandeos, the oracle of the elements.

These barbarians learned to control the
elements to aid them in protecting themselves against the cold or
anything that may harm them or their land.

The many clans speak of how the barbarians
are great healers who will aid those who have fallen to the element
of the tundra’s vast cold land and how they can transform into
mighty bears to give them great strength as they battle their
foes.

Athinia knows they will be able to regain
the strength they will need to make it across the icy terrain to
the Madyrn Forest within the safety of the barbarian village.

Then, they will have to face the dangers of
what lies within the cursed forest.

It has been said that the Garsic is a
reptilian creature known to be a shapeshifter. By day, they are
human; by night, they are like the Jhojras that wonder the flat
lands that now live within this forsaken wilderness.

The Jhojras are lizards-like people who seem
willing to help those who need to cross the flat land safely.
However, this is not true. Once people are trapped within their
terrain, they feed upon their flesh like scavengers roaming the
skies and the sea.

Athinia knows she needs to inform the others
of what she and Moonstar faced those many winters ago when Moonstar
had brought her here to learn her father’s ancestral ways.

As she looked towards the sky, she could see
that nightfall would soon be upon them and the dangers of the
mountain if they tried to press down its icy surface.

“We can set up camp here!” Athinia yelled
and pointed to the clearing near where Moonstar had made their
refuge that first night she had brought Athinia to the
mountain.

Gathering the wood they needed for the
night, Adonys and Belialz secured the area. At the same time, the
women prepared the camp and the evening meal. Athinia thought about
how she would inform them about what lies ahead.

The area was secure when the camp was set
and the meal was prepared. Nightfall was upon them, and they could
feel a light mist of snow that had begun to fall.

Adonys knew they would need shelter from the
icy mountain; looking towards Luna, Adonys could see that she had
already begun to call forth the land and trees to her aid.

Standing behind her, he watched as the land
and trees slowly moved and formed a dwelling around those sitting
in front of the campfire.

Once the shelter was complete, Adonys and
Luna entered the chalet and sat near the fire.

“Thank you, Luna,” Athinia said as she
watched the two enter.

“I have been pondering how to tell of the
beings you may not know that reside within the territory set before
us,” Athinia began, then fell silent as she looked around at the
faces staring back at her.

“It has been many winters' now since
Moonstar brought me to this mountain to teach me the ways of my
ancestors,” Athinia said, still observing the faces gazing back at
her.

“The day Moonstar and I left Mysteria, she
discussed the lands we would cross. She said that I would learn the
ways of the ranger. I could track my pry as if I were of a shadow
and the only way I could learn this was by living amongst the
Shadow Cat clan, my father’s distant kin. So, we stayed with them
in the Torthysaer Forest for one full moon to pass. I had learned
all I could of tracking the many diverse kinds of marks that lay
upon its land through the ways of the shadows,” Athinia said as she
looked at each of her companions.

“Moonstar decided that we must move on and
make our way to the shore of the Calenwai, where the Mist Wolf
kinfolk would be waiting for our arrival.

That was where I learned how to farm the
land and fade within the morning mist. They also taught me how to
change into one of the many wolves that wander these lands, just as
the Shadow Cat clan had taught me their way to shapeshift into a
shadow cat. So therefore, you see, I can become any of the cats or
wolves that roam this world. We had only lived with the Mist Wolf
clan for two full moons to pass when a kind ferry captain had
offered to aid us across the green sea,” Athinia said as she looked
deep into the fire crackled at her feet.

“As we traveled across the water on the
small ferry, the sea captain talked about the strange beings that
live within the Madyrn Forest,” Athinia said as she continued to
stare into the fire that crackled in the still of the night, not
wanting to look into the face she could feel staring back at
her.

“The sea captain told us how he had barely
escaped the creatures he called the Garsic. He said that he had
heard something that night when he was setting up camp at the
water’s edge,” Athinia said as she sipped her lukewarm bitter
herbal tea and stared into the crackling fire.

“As we sat on the small ferry listening to
all he had to say, Moonstar took my hand to ease my mind and
reassure me that our journey would be quiet. So much like this
night,” Athinia said with tears in her eyes.

“He told us the night he had set his camp up
on the edge of the water that he had heard something in the distant
north and went to see what he thought were screams of a child.

When he drew near, he could see the demons
as they started to change and take on the shape of the Jhojras that
roam the flat lands. As he sat there watching, he focused on one of
the females. He said her nose sank into her face, leaving behind
two small holes, and her mouth grew more comprehensive; as she
opened it, it looked like the second set of teeth emerged behind
the first, and her hands were not like yours or mine. She only had
three fingers upon what should have been her palms, yet he saw no
palms. Her skin was faint greenish, and he could see scales sitting
upon it.

He told us how fear had taken him, and he
started running back towards his small boat, but when he looked
back, he could see them leaping from tree to tree after him. He
said they looked agile, and their eyes glowed in the moon's
light.

When he made it to his vessel and shoved it
into the water, he said that they followed him.

As he watched them swim deep into the murky
black depths of the sea, he could see an oily substance coming at
his small craft fast, but they just stopped short of his small
liner as it sailed further out into the cold sea. He believed the
creatures needed the warmth of the forest to survive,” Athinia
relates the tale the sea captain had told her and knew that Belialz
and Adonys would somehow get them to the other side of the Calenwai
shore unharmed.

After the tale, Athinia could see that
everyone was weary. Adonys and Belialz decided the women could rest
throughout the night while taking turns standing guard. Athinia,
however, could not bring herself to rest, for the tale of the sea
captain had her worried for the safety of her companions.

Quietly, Athinia began to chant. It was a
spell to aid those needing rest and a night of peaceful sleep.

Athinia remembered how Moonstar would use it
to bring her peace when the night terrors would haunt her.

“Cer shi si, shol si shoraes os vaeli
iadyl synri, Sar vaer shorol ei paer maer so vaeli syl or sor bol”
Quiet be the night, brings the whispers of peace upon those that
rest a peaceful sleep.

Athinia could see that her song had done
just what she had intended and that a peaceful sleep had fallen
upon her companions around the campfire. However, it seemed that
her enchantment did not fall upon Belialz; he stood at the door
watching the night as if expecting something to come out of the
forest around them.

Athinia was not surprised when he turned and
smiled down at her, for she knew that he had heard her chant, and
somehow it had not affected him. Puzzled, Athinia stood and made
her way to his side.

“They will sleep for the night,” Athinia
said as she watched his face turn grim.

“How have you avoided the sleep incantation,
and they did not?” Athinia asked as she watched his grim expression
fade.

“When I renounced my paladin ways and became
that of the Shadowknight, I learned to keep the witches' curse from
entering my soul. The sleep prayer you placed upon those around you
was part of the ritual I went through to guard my life against
weaker ones than that of the knights of darkness. While you
chanted, I joined your mantra with my power,” Belialz said as he
looked back out the door.

“What do you mean you joined my song?”
Athinia bellowed and saw nothing could wake those who slept like
the dead.

“You are weary, and your spell was weak.
Nevertheless, I aided you in your charge to bring peace to those
that you love a night’s restful slumber,” Belialz said as he turned
to look deep into Athinia’s eyes.

“They will not know what you have done this
night; they will only wake refreshed,” Belialz said as his eyes
looked back towards the forest outside their encampment.

“Why did you not tell them that the Garsic
can be recognized by their skin in the light of day?” Belialz asked
as his face turned towards Athinia in haste.

He hoped to see the look of surprise on her
face, as if he knew she was trying to hide something from them.
Still, when his eyes rested upon hers, he could see that she did
not realize that there was a way to see the creatures of evil in
the light of day.

Belialz did not say another word but turned
and moved into the frigid night air away from the warmth of the
hut.

Athinia did not hesitate to follow. Dressed
in the warm leather from her mother and the cloak Moonstar had
made, she followed Belialz to the edge of the small outcrop in the
mountain. As they stood there looking down at the village below,
Athinia could not help but see the longing in Belialz’s face for
the love of the family he once knew.

The night was peaceful as those slept around
them. Athinia could see that something profound within Belialz made
her want to touch him. Slowly, she moved and found her resting
place at his side.

She could not help but feel the winter chill
upon her small body or how small she was at his side as she noted
how he towered over her. His long, dark, raven hair blew gently
about his shoulders, and his goatee showed signs of age. This made
him look more dangerous than she thought he was.

Belialz leaned against the snow-packed tree
with his mantle pulled tight around him, trying to keep the chill
of the icy wind at bay; with Athinia at his side, he could feel the
cold breaking around them, and in one quick motion, he pulled her
into his arms and wrapped his shroud around them. Holding her in
his arms, Belialz could not help but feel the need for this young
woman to start to boil.

Bound in chains that dreadful night at his
dark master’s side, He knew what the Dark Lord had done to her.
Yet, he had not physically touched her, and Belialz did not think
she had ever been touched lovingly by a man and a woman.

The thought of this young woman being harmed
made his hate and anger grow deep; as he slid down the tree's trunk
with Athinia cradled in his arms, he tried to quell the anger
burning hot throughout him.

Then, taking a few deep breaths, his
thoughts returned to the feelings he realized he had for the young
half-breed.

Did he have feelings of love for her? Could
this be what has been keeping him from seeing her true nature?

With his mind filled with the warmth of her
body against his, he did not notice that she had fallen asleep. As
he sat there thinking, watching, and listening to the night,
ensuring that nothing could harm his companions as they slept, he
watched the night start turning to dawn. Then, slowly, with her
cradled in his arms, he got to his feet and carried her back to the
small hut where she could rest near the warmth of the fire. As he
drew near, he saw that Adonys had already risen and started
preparing the morning meal.

“Good morrow, my brother,” Adonys said as he
watched Belialz enter the dwelling and lay Athinia near the
fire.

“Morning, Adonys,” Belialz said as he exited
the hut and went to the cookfire, where Adonys had already started
a pot of herb tea.

As the morning meal was being prepared,
Belialz told Adonys what Athinia did not know about the Garsic.
They talked about how they would have to travel only during the day
to make their way through the Madyrn Forest to avoid the serpent
beings that dwell within its depths.

They had been busy planning their route when
they heard frozen snow crunching behind them.

Jumping to their feet, Belialz and Adonys
spun on their heel to see who or what had disturbed their quiet
surroundings.

Adonys, with his Kaerazi ready, and Belialz,
with his Shankarns, stood prepared for whatever would make its way
out of the wood-covered land. They finally saw a small stout figure
stumble from the clearing to the right. His armor was covered in
frozen blood, and his face was as pale as the cold land around
them. They could see that he had been wandering the mountain for
some time.

Adonys’ face looked like he knew this being,
and he raced to catch him before falling. Then, with Belialz at his
side, Adonys picked up the small man and quickly ran back into the
small camp and the hut to lay the dwarf near the fire.

Belialz knew they needed Athinia’s healing
powers when they entered and went to rouse her from her peaceful
slumber.

“Athinia… Athinia, we need your help,”
Belialz whispered in her ear.

Hearing Belialz’s plea, Athinia rolled over
and slowly opened her eyes. As they opened, she saw a small being
drenched in blood. She jumped to her feet and rushed to the dwarf’s
side at the sight of his injuries.

She removed his plate armor to inspect the
damage below its icy surface.

She could see the wound that had him
breathing shallowly.

She looked up at the two men standing just
to her side, looking down at her as though they were trying to
plead for her to aid the man dying at her feet.

“I need the bag that contains my mother’s
pestle and mortar,” Athinia told them.

Athinia knew it held the items she needed to
heal the dwarf fighting for his life. She knew that if she could
keep him from passing into the realm of the dead, she could save
him.

“You must fight the being trying to take you
from this domain,” Athinia whispered, watching as he moaned in
pain.

She could feel deep within that he was not
alone. Getting to her feet, she knew that Luna would be able to see
what had happened to the dying dwarf.

“Luna, I need your gift of sight,” Athinia
said as she shook her. Hearing Athinia, Luna rose and saw that they
were not alone. She could see a small creature bloody, lying next
to the fire with Adonys and Belialz standing anxiously at his side,
holding Athinia’s medicine pouch.

Luna knew she needed to help her friend
discover what had happened. She needed to see what lay within his
heart or if he was here to bring them harm.

She had to know the man dying at her
companions' feet, taking his hand in hers.

She could feel his life growing short; he
was too weak for her sight and needed Athinia’s healing powers
before they lost him forever.

“Athinia, he is almost gone. I do not want
to bring him undue harm with the dryad sight. Take care of him
first, then I can see what he has seen when he is stronger,” Luna
said as she helped Athinia with the bag of herbs needed to save the
man seeping towards the shadows of death.

Athinia and Luna worked on the man most of
the morning, mending his wounds and vanquishing the spirits'
poison.

When the last abrasions were bandaged, they
left the hut and went to the small campfire Adonys had built that
morning.

They could see the concern on Adony’s face
as they approached. Athinia wanted to reassure him that all was
well; however, it was not.

Athinia knew it would be some time before
the man would be strong enough to make it alone.

Belialz knew that they would have to wait
until the dwarf could travel before they could move on. Adonys and
the others would not leave, the dwarf to whatever evil was hunting
these trees.

Not long after the sun had hit the noon
hour, all were sitting around the fire talking about the injured
dwarf.

They could only speculate on what had
happened and if he would make it when they heard the door open and
turned to see the dwarf standing there.

He was still unstable on his feet, yet he
was up and moving long before he should have risen. Adonys jumped
to his feet and ran to give the dwarf a hand, but before he could
reach him, he saw him wave away as he pointed at Athinia.

“You are the chosen child I seek,” his gruff
voice spat out.

“The one the shadow demon seeks. It took my
companions and left me for dead; how is it that I still live, and
they were taken?” he asked in a voice filled with hate as he
continued.

“Three suns past. I climbed the mountain
with two others. We were searching for the portal in which the
tales told the chosen one would bring back the one that would bring
life to our world when we were entangled by what looked like a
shadow. We believe it came from the depths of our mine to slay all
my kin, all but those that had fled to seek the aid of the chosen
one,” he went on, telling them what had transpired.

Slowly, he made his way to the fire where
the others were sitting and sat beside Luna. Luna, without
thinking, took his hand in the hope of comforting him.

As she sat there with the dwarf's hand in
hers, she could see that he was speaking true; however, he was
still not strong enough for the dryad sight.

Fear sat deep within Luna, and she knew they
needed to move on, but the day was changing, and night would soon
be upon them. She knew they could only travel during the day and
would not get much sleep that night.

Athinia started preparing the evening meal
while Adonys and Belialz stood guard, watching the trees around
their small camp. They wanted to be ready for when and if the
shadow demon attacked.

“I am Braelyan Wintersfire, the last of the
Pasael clan,” he said as he got to his feet and made his way to aid
Athinia in preparing the evening meal.

Athinia could see the sorrow in his eyes at
the loss of his kin and knew that he would have to face the world
alone, yet when she looked at Luna, she knew that the dryad sensed
something that she was not telling them.

When Luna held Braelyan’s hand, she saw that
not all his kin had perished to the shadow demon and how the Lord
of the Dark Mist had freed the creature from its chains. A young
female dwarf sits in the same chamber as Darkmoon, the necromancer
who had taken Luna from her loving home to live as a dryad. In
addition, there are many different clans among them. Some look as
though life had been drained from their very being. They lay on the
floor, shriveled like those in the tombs of the dead.

Luna knew she had to find a way to tell them
that many now dwell within the Lord of the Dark Mist dungeons.
However, she does not want the dwarf to know she has the power to
see what has happened or will happen to those who follow the chosen
one into the depths of what she considers hell.

Luna knows she cannot betray the gifts
Moonstar has bestowed upon her. Yet she feels the need deep within
that the others need to know that the last of Braelyan’s kin are
trapped within the chamber of the evil they seek to destroy.

She wants to tell them how things will
unfold if they follow Athinia, yet she knows that the ones who have
followed her thus far will follow her to their death if this is
what she wishes.

However, she will keep what she has seen to
herself for now.

The meal was prepared, and Athinia saw the
two men standing guard growing hungry. So, she fixed Belialz a
nice-sized plate and took it to him while Luna made Adonys make her
way towards him.

While they ate, they talked about their
journey to Mysteria. They hope the scourge has not yet made its way
to Mysteria and that all Luna had told them was not as she had
revealed.
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