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I have always been fascinated with fantasy and adventure stories. I wanted to write about them for some time. But I was still contracted to write romance novels for my past publisher. In our country, there was no market for fantasy and adventure books, the books that really sells are romance novels and to earn money, I have to write in that genre.

I started writing Wrightful Heir in 2011. By this time I have also decided to stop writing for printed publishers and become a self-published writer in the e-book world.

Wrightful Heir is my first e-book. It is full of adventure, twists and turns, and strong characters. It is the story of Prince Wright who decided to go against fate and create his own destiny with his own hands. Even if it meant fighting the whole world he lived in and being labeled as the Lord of Darkness.

Arielle Alia
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“Darkness is coming to Haldor, our land will be engulfed in blood and death. Only the true heir, the chosen one, can save our land from such fate,” prophesied Destiny as her blue-tinged brown eyes looked into the future. Destiny was seven years old and the youngest of the three Oracle’s incarnations. She wore a long, light blue robe. Her long, golden hair flowed down the floor unhampered. A blue fireshadow more than twice her size almost dwarfed her child form as it silently burned without wood or oil behind her. The fireshadow was also the symbol of the Oracle’s power over time and life.

A year ago, Destiny was still called Sheana Valore. She was just the six-year-old child of an ordinary merchant family from the region of Risine located in the eastern part of Haldor. When the invitation for all young girls in the land of Haldor was sent by the Oracle, she was among the hundreds of children that were brought by their families to the Oracle’s temple. The oldest incarnation of the Oracle, Memory, had died, turning the former incarnation Wisdom into the new Memory and the incarnation Destiny into Wisdom. A new Destiny was needed and of all the young girls brought to the temple, Sheana Valore was chosen. Her old life and name had been discarded when she became Destiny, the incarnation of the Oracle that could see the future.

King Saxon, the current ruler of Haldor, and the five regents who presided over the five regions of the land and also acted as official advisers to the king were given summons through a dream early this morning. The dream sent by the Oracle instructed them to go to the temple immediately. An Oracle’s summon, specially one that concerned a future vision was never ignored. All six now stood in silence in the inner sanctum of the temple even after Destiny had delivered her vision of the future. The dark future foretold had caused distress to everyone.

The great blue fireshadow behind Destiny flickered and changed its color. It became a bright, burning, yellow fireshadow. Destiny disappeared and in her place stood a woman wearing a light yellow robe. She was the Wisdom incarnation of the Oracle. Her long hair that cascaded down to the floor was the color of night. She was the Oracle’s incarnation who could see the present and the truth in every person’s heart.

“You must prepare your son, King Saxon,” commanded the steady voice of Wisdom. “He must undergo the ritual of the Sword of Truth on his eighteenth birthday. If your son is chosen, he will lead us to fight and defeat the coming darkness. Haldor must be saved at all cost!”

The King bowed his head in deference. He had ruled Haldor for more than three decades. But it had always been his duty to obey the words of the Oracle. The Oracle had guided him all through these years. Like all the kings before him, he was chosen by the Sword of Truth when he reached the age of twenty. The responsibility to rule, protect and ensure peace and prosperity in the world of Haldor had since then rested on his shoulders.

The regions of Gorge, Risine, Mussur, Yore and Ferrest owed allegiance and loyalty to King Saxon who ruled from the City of Solaris, the capital of the land of Haldor. King Saxon commanded the vast army of Haldor but when the Oracle spoke, he followed without question and hesitation. Even the regents could not defy the words spoken by the Oracle.

Haldor owed its peace and prosperity to the guidance of the Oracle. No one questioned her words. Because the Oracle’s words had always been considered as truth and above the laws of men. Most of the laws of Haldor had even been based on the words of the Oracle. To question the words of the Oracle was considered blasphemy and punishable by death.

The five regents, three men and two women, now bowed their heads in respect to the orders of the Oracle.

Wisdom slightly bowed her head to the six people before her, acknowledging their presence and the position they held before she walked out of the inner sanctum. The yellow fireshadow floated and followed her like a meek servant.

King Saxon turned to the five regents. He would need the advice and thoughts of the regents concerning his only child and the future of Haldor. Through the years, Saxon had gained the regents’ trust, respect and more importantly their friendships. They mutually decided the fate of Haldor based on the Oracle’s words.

Lady Lithia of Yore spoke first. She was a small woman yet she had always been the most outspoken among the five regents. Most people attributed her spirited ways to her fiery red hair she refused to cut or even decorate with flowers or pins.

“Is Wright really ready for this? Most of Haldor’s kings were chosen after they had reached their twentieth year.”

King Saxon smiled.

“Wright had been trained to become my successor since the moment he was born. And with the coming of this prophesied darkness, we will need his courage and strength to guide us all.”

“I wish Destiny had told us more about this darkness,” commented Thorn, the Regent of the Ferrest region. He was the shortest of the regents, yet no one could beat him in arm wrestling. Ferrest folks were known throughout Haldor for their upper body strength. “Why can’t the Oracle be clear once and for all about her prophecies? Most of the time, I can’t make heads or tails of what the Oracle was actually talking about!” Thorn grumbled.

Lord Falstaff of Gorge laughed. King Saxon had known him since they were children. Together they had sneaked out of their bedrooms to get a glimpse of the steel railways as it was being built then for the Gorge trains that now travelled through Ferrest and connected Gorge to the City of Solaris. They had both etched their names on one of those steel tracks to commemorate their first daring adventure together.

Nothing fazed Falstaff. He was as tall as the king but more broad shouldered. Unlike King Saxon who had managed to maintain the lean masculinity of their youth, Falstaff’s middle had begun to thicken resulting to his preference to loose tunics and coats rather than the body-hugging upper body clothes preferred by King Saxon. But Falstaff’s attitude remained. He was still a man who laughed at the face of danger. Most men from Gorge had this kind of bravery. They had to because of the harsh climate and terrain of that region. It was no surprise that ten of Haldor’s past kings came from Gorge. Most of them were from the Numberg family bloodline, where Saxon belonged.

When Saxon was chosen by the Sword of Truth decades ago to become king, everyone had been expecting it. Even if it were a surprise, no one would ever question the choice of the Sword of Truth. Ever since the Sword of Truth had chosen the first king of Haldor, it had never made a mistake. All the chosen kings had proven themselves worthy of the title and position.

Being king seemed to be the destiny of most members of the Numberg family. And when King Saxon’s son, Wright, was born, everyone including himself had assumed that Wright would be his heir and successor.

When the Oracle instructed King Saxon to train and prepare Wright to become king, it was the sign he and the Numberg family had been waiting for. Wright had truly become the legitimate and rightful heir to the throne of Haldor. And with these new visions and pronouncements from the Oracle, Wright’s place on the throne and in the history of Haldor had been further strengthened.

“Who cares what this darkness is!” Falstaff snorted. “We just have to prepare ourselves and hack it to pieces! Then burn it to ashes.”

“Not everything can be solved by brute strength, Falstaff,” came the calm reminder of Lady Viviane, the Regent of Risine. She had only been regent for five years yet like the other regents had become King Saxon’s closest friend. The former Regent of Risine, Lady Sisame had retired five years ago. The official reason was her advanced age of sixty years. But everyone knew that the real reason was of Lady Sisame’s continued increase in size and weight, due mostly to her sweet tooth, making travel by air balloon nearly impossible. The famed air balloons of Risine could still carry the heavy bulk of Lady Sisame, but alas, the lady could barely carry herself in and out of the balloon basket without any help from her entourage. Some naughty bards had even begun singing songs about Lady Sisame’s weight being the cause of her air balloon not being able to fly higher than six feet above the ground.

Travel by land or by sea from Risine to the City of Solaris was too slow and a regent’s duty was to come in all haste to the City of Solaris when summons from the Oracle or King Saxon were issued. Lady Sisame who had always been a practical woman decided to retire from her post and choose her successor, Lady Viviane. Since King Saxon and the other regents also approved of Lady Sisame’s chosen successor, the turnover of the Regency of Risine was quickly done but with the proper celebrations due to a new regent.

Lady Viviane, aside from her young age of thirty-one, was also thin and slender and was a famed air balloon flyer. She was also the complete opposite of Lithia. While Lithia was always described as fiery, Viviane, with her light brown hair and quiet demeanor was like the calm deep waters of the ocean surrounding the land of Haldor. But Viviane’s mind was sharp and nothing could ever get past her.

“Most of the time, problems can be solved by simply being creative,” continued Lady Viviane.

King Saxon glanced at Lord Amado. Lord Amado had remained silent all this time. He was the oldest among them. He had ruled Mussur even during the reign of Saxon’s great grandfather, Religate. Even Amado’s fashion style reminded everyone of the past. Amado had kept his long, white beard when every man had followed King Saxon’s style of remaining clean-shaven. Saxon believed that a beard hid a man’s true purpose hence he had discarded it to show his true intentions to the people of Haldor.

“Have you fallen asleep again, Amado?” Saxon jested as he noticed his friend’s half-closed eyes.

“Sleeping and contemplating are two different things, young Saxon,” Amado retorted. “And in case you are wondering what I am currently doing, I am meditating on the Oracle’s visions. And meditation means having deep thoughts.”

King Saxon at age fifty-five had long since lost his youth. In spite of his age, King Saxon’s sword arm was as lethal as ever. He had kept his body in shape and could still defeat and humiliate any man half his age in a fight. But worry lines now marred his once youthful face and his hair had begun to show streaks of silver.

But Amado would always see Saxon as a youth because of the regent’s age. Rumors had it that Amado was born during the time when air balloons and trains haven’t yet been invented in Haldor. Which would put Amado’s age way beyond the century mark.

“Do tell us, old man, what these thoughts are?” teased Falstaff.

Amado’s face became serious.

“It’s about your son, Saxon. He may be brave and intelligent. But he also has a tendency to bend rules when he can’t follow them.” Amado was Wright’s godfather and knew the young prince’s penchant for trouble.

“All youths do that,” argued Falstaff. “In fact, when I was young, I don’t just bend them, I break them!”

“But you have reformed,” Amado reminded Falstaff. “The Oracle did not tell us when this darkness is coming. I am afraid, Wright might not have enough time to reform his ways to become a true leader before this danger is upon us.”

“There is something about what the Oracle Wisdom has said that bothers me, Saxon,” Viviane looked uneasy. “She said, ‘if your son is chosen’. Does it mean that someone else could be chosen other than Wright?”

“Impossible!” Saxon was incredulous. “He has every quality needed to become our next king. His bloodline comes from the best of Gorge. No one could compare to him. Unless one of you has found someone more worthy than my son to be our future king?” he looked directly at each of the five regents, challenging them.

“We have found no one more worthy than Wright,” Amado’s voice broke the silence. “And I am confident that the Sword of Truth will choose him, the same way it had chosen you before, King Saxon.”
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Wright saw his opening! He quickly sidestepped to avoid the incoming thrust of Londo’s wooden sword. The sword’s point missed his chest armor. Wright quickly countered by slapping the backside of his trainer with the wide blade of his own wooden sword.

A loud smack was heard inside the training area, followed by Wright’s laughter as Londo’s face turned bright red. Londo was the captain of the guards in the castle, and no soldier would dare play a prank on him. Yet that never deterred Wright’s playfulness.

“That is not how a gentleman fighter acts! Your father never behaved like this during his training days!” Londo reprimanded the young prince.

Being compared to his father was part of Wright’s life. But he was used to it. He was after all his father’s son. He inherited most of his physical features from King Saxon. From his dark raven hair and eyes to his six-foot frame that was still growing. But he kept his hair shoulder length unlike his father who chose to have a short haircut showing his ears and nape. Some people said, he carried himself the same way his father did during his younger days. They even insisted, he sounded so much like his father. That was so true especially when he would try to mimic in jest the often serious tone and countenance of his father.

But as to Wright’s facial features, none could decide whether his good looks were inherited from his father or his mother, Lady Maia. Lady Maia was not only beautiful, she was also regal and very dignified in speech and poise. Which was the complete opposite of Wright.

“It is already 1995, Londo. And no young men today ever behaved like my father anymore.” He grinned.

Londo ignored Wright’s words and continued talking.

“You must always face your opponent and never stab him on his back,” Londo firmly reminded Wright.

“I didn’t stab you, Sir Londo, I merely reminded you that I have changed my position.” Wright tried to sound serious and respectful, but he couldn’t stop himself from grinning.

Londo’s two brows appeared to join together as his frown deepened. It was the sign, the captain of the castle guards was about to give a sermon. A very loud and stern sermon on the proper behavior and etiquette of a gentleman fighter.

“Your Highness,” Londo let out a frustrated sigh. “In two weeks’ time, you will turn eighteen and become a man in the eyes of everyone. It is now time that you stop these silly and childish antics of yours! By that time, you will also become the chosen one, the heir to your father’s legacy and our hope in defeating the coming darkness!”

“You are too serious, Londo. Besides, the Oracle could be wrong this time,” he teased.

“The Oracle is never wrong! She speaks only the truth!” A worried frown crossed Londo’s brow. “Do not speak of the Oracle like this again, Prince Wright. Such words might be interpreted as disrespect. Such talk about the Oracle could even be called by some as blasphemous. This kind of talk is not befitting for a future king like you.”

“You worry too much, Londo. Those were just mere words of jest. I do not question the powers of the Oracle.”

Londo let out a sigh of relief.

But in truth, Wright had always wondered about the words of the Oracle. Everyone in Haldor believed in the Oracle. Every year, thousands come to the City of Solaris just to hear the Oracle speak of what each of them should do in the coming year. No one had ever defied or questioned the words of the Oracle. It was believed that misfortune and even death would befall the person or region who did not heed the Oracle’s words and prophecies.

“Fighting is not just about winning or defeating your opponent, Prince Wright. It is also about showing your opponent your dignity and gaining their respect. If you defeat your opponent using dirty tactics, you will gain an enemy. But if you defeat him in a fair fight, he might even become an ally or a friend.”

“If I am to lead our people to fight this coming darkness, then I must learn how to defeat my enemies in all ways possible! I cannot win if I continue to follow the rules of a gentleman fighter when my opponent is no gentleman,” he countered.

“You need not concern yourself, Prince Wright, with such dirty tactics. Your soldiers will do the fighting. You will fight using them. They will become your hands and feet while you do the planning in the safety of this castle. A prince must never dirty his hands with blood.”

Wright lowered his eyes to show Londo he understood and he would follow his instructions and lessons. Ever since his training began in the use of weapons to defend himself, he knew something was not right. That if he fought using these honor-filled techniques and rules, he would lose in a real fight. Honor was never important in a real fight. The only thing important once you faced your opponent was to win and to survive.

He suppressed a grin. Unbeknownst to everyone, he had begun to test his theory in fighting five years ago. He had snuck out of the castle then, disguised himself as an ordinary youngster and started a fight in an alley. To his surprise and humiliation, he got beaten by a boy smaller than him because he used the gentleman way of fighting!

Since everyone in the castle noticed the bruises, he put the blame on his injuries to the old and creaking stairs in one of the castle’s towers. Once the stairs got repaired, he had to find other inanimate objects to blame. The bruises and injuries didn’t deter him from secretly going out of the castle again and again. His determination to learn how to fight and win in the streets of Solaris pushed him on.

After five years of being involved in dozens of fights and becoming a prized fighter in the underground competition, Fist Fight, Wright had learned to use his hands, feet and every part of his body as a weapon. He had even refined his sword techniques. He had learned more about fighting and surviving in the Fist Fight Arena than in the protected confinement of Londo’s training grounds.

But Londo’s lessons were not useless. Combining Londo’s methods and lessons to the style he had learned in the streets and arena proved invaluable. He now held the notoriety of being the best fighter in the underground fighting matches held in Solaris. He had become undefeated for the last two years.

“Enough lessons for the day, Prince Wright,” Londo said as he took out his pocket watch from his trousers. It was as large as a man’s palm and had a golden chain that Londo always kept chained to his belt. “It’s time for you to prepare yourself for dinner. Your mother insisted that I let you off before six o’clock. And it’s now fifteen to six. You have dinner with Lady Alana Rhyss at eight o’clock. Two hours should be enough time to make yourself look like the prince you are and not some smelly, dirty ruffian you seem to resemble now.”

“That is the best news you have given me, Sir Londo!” Wright happily threw his wooden sword into the weapons rack and raced out of the training grounds.

Londo grimaced, shook his head and proceeded to put Wright’s wooden sword in its proper place.

Wright’s mind was now filled with thoughts of the beautiful Lady Alana Rhyss. It would be good to see Alana again. The last time they saw each other was when he was just a mere boy and unable to appreciate her girlish charms. He had now become a man or would soon be one. He now had enough knowledge and experience when it came to women. He laughed! It’s about time he made use of the other ‘lessons’ he had learned in the streets of Solaris. No one would mind if he taught Alana these lessons, since he and Alana had been promised to marry each other since they were aged three.

Dinner with Queen Maia was all about proper etiquette and decorum as long as Wright could remember. His mother expected everyone to behave like a proper gentleman or lady on the dinner table. The proper use of a spoon, fork or knife was among the many lessons Wright had to endure before he was allowed to sit on the table whenever they had guests in the castle. It took Wright many days to memorize what to do in a formal dinner, and weeks to understand what he could and could not discuss during table conversations. Bad news and region gossips were never to be talked about. It was considered to be very improper for a prince like him to be interested in such things.

Wright’s regular attire of cotton shirts, breeches and leather shoes had been replaced by the required formal attire for dinner comprising of a dark blue coat, red vest, long-sleeved silk shirt, black trousers, and square-toed boots. He also had to tie his hair behind with a black bow. Most of the men in the dinner table were similarly dressed only varying in shades of color, textiles and accessories that ranged from cravats to pocket watches. The women’s gowns were much more colorful. They held Wright’s interests because of the low-neck designs that gave him full view of soft valleys and mounds. Most gowns were sleeveless allowing the women to accentuate them with over the elbow length gloves either in white or in black.

Dinner was also a very long, twelve-course meal. Although Wright was currently enjoying the bird’s nest soup with shredded duck, he couldn’t wait for dinner to finally end. It’s been four years since he last saw Lady Alana Rhyss. Alana was a mere girl of thirteen then, but she had now grown into a lovely and buxom young woman.

By contract and by the decrees of the land of Haldor, a bride had been chosen for him by his parents since the announcement of the celebration of his third birthday. He had long since accepted this fact. It was part of his heritage and his responsibility as future king.

As for love and romance that was constantly part of the repertoire of songs of bards and poets of the kingdom, he had no interest in them. He could not understand the importance of a union based on those silly emotions. He had seen the effects of the so-called love on couples he had known in the streets and alleys of Solaris. Unending fights, disappointments and illogical jealousies.

But lust and passion was another matter. He not only understood that, he enjoyed it! He was fourteen years old when he discovered the joys of physical union with women. And since a prince like him was always encouraged to experiment and to broaden his carnal knowledge, he now had an intimate knowledge of a woman’s body as well as the secrets on how to drive any woman wild with passion.

These knowledge and skills would soon be used on Lady Alana Rhyss once he could get her to a private place in or around the castle, whichever opportunity presented itself tonight.

The Lady Alana by contract and by decree was his. And she had reached that age where her body was ready to receive him. It was also about time that he found out for himself if she truly was pure of body. Everyone had assured him that his bride would be a virgin. If he discovered this was not true, the contract would become void instantly. His next bride to be would then be chosen by him alone.

His eyes glanced at his father and mother sitting beside each other at the head of the table. His mother, Queen Maia, became his father’s second wife after the first queen died while giving birth. The first prince of Haldor only lived for a few days before he followed his mother to the grave. Because of the situation and the need for an heir, his father had to find another wife. According to rumors, his father chose Lady Maia because of love.

Wright highly doubted that since he never once saw his parents act like a couple in love. His parents had always been respectful toward each other but no words of love or tenderness ever passed between his parents. To his mother, his father was always, ‘Your Highness’. And his father never once called his mother by her name, it was always, ‘My Queen’.

“You seem to be in deep thought, my prince.”

Hearing Alana’s voice brought Wright’s eyes back to her. She was sitting by his side. Her nearness enabled him to smell her perfume and see the contours of her developing body he planned to explore later on in the night.

Wright smiled.

“Just thinking of the future of this kingdom,” he said. And trying very hard to distract himself with a lot of things to prevent that lower part of him from misbehaving since it had begun to stir the moment Alana sat beside him.

“You have grown so tall since we last saw each other four years ago,” she paused, her eyes glinting, “and I am glad that you find me now interesting.”

He felt his face flushed. Was he that obvious?

“Not interested in you before? I showed you around the castle and accompanied you wherever you went.”

“And treated me like a child,” Alana added mischievously.

“But you were a child.”

“And now?” she chided him.

“I am not yet sure.” He laughed. But he would definitely find out after dinner.

“Are you going to show me the castle grounds again after dinner just like before?”

Wright nodded.

“It’s part of my duty to entertain our guests and give them a tour. But I promise you, it will be different this time. There will be a lot more things I will show you. You will never get bored.”

“Are you saying that aside from the rose gardens and the horses, you will also take me to other places?”

He smiled.

“I promise you that you won’t be complaining about thorns or the smell of horse-” He felt the eyes of Regent Lithia of Yore. She was Lady Alana’s aunt, and she was quietly telling him with her stern eyes that talk about horseshit was not tolerated in the dining hall. “horse hay.” Wright quickly amended his sentence.

Wright hated formal dinners! There were just too many rules and taboo subjects that couldn’t be discussed.

Lady Alana giggled, and her bosoms heaved. Wright found his irritation vanishing, and a grin quickly appeared on his face. He couldn’t wait for this dinner to end and show Alana what he had learned since the last time they saw each other.
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Lady Alana’s giggles were replaced with sighs and moans of pleasure. Wright was proud of his accomplishments tonight. He not only managed to wrest the lady away from her maids, but had also secured a private spot for them here in the castle’s rose garden. And now, to cap his victory, he would now discover if Alana was truly worthy to become his bride.

“Prince Wright,” Alana’s voice beseeched him. She wanted him. Her body screamed with desires he had awoken in her.

This ritual to prove Lady Alana’s purity did not need witnesses. It was a private act between them. Wright’s word would bear witness to Alana’s purity or unworthiness once they stood before the Oracle.

No one could lie before the Oracle, because the Oracle always knew the truth. And lying before the Oracle would have dire consequences. If he lied about Alana’s purity or worse maligned her, he would be immediately stripped of his legacy! The world of Haldor required its ruler and future king to be brave, good and above all else, honest. For centuries, the Oracle had made sure that only the most worthy man would ever become king of Haldor.

Nothing could be hidden from the Oracle. Her powers were everywhere. Even now, Wright could feel the Oracle’s eyes constantly watching him, observing his words and actions as he made love to Alana.

He glanced toward the direction of the Oracle’s temple. What he saw surprised him. A pillar of pure, white light was coming from the Oracle’s grounds! The light seemed to breach the night sky.

His fiery passion cooled instantly. A much stronger emotion began to stir within him. Dread crept inside him. Something was not right!

“Prince Wright?” Alana’s voice was confused. She felt the change in him.

“Get dressed, My Lady. This ritual need to be postponed for now. Something strange is happening in the Oracle’s grounds.”

He quickly put on his shirt and trousers.

“Forgive me, My Lady, but this is an emergency. Please go back to the castle. Stay in your room. Surround yourself with your maids, and do not leave for whatever reason.”

From the gardens, Wright went running toward the secret passage that connected the Oracle’s compound to the castle. Only a few people knew of this passage. To ordinary folks, their only access to reach the Oracle was the wide cobbled path from the town center that ended in front of the large wooden gate of the Oracle’s temple.

He emerged from the passage and continued heading to the source of the pillar of light. He soon discovered that the light was coming from the Eternal Spring in the inner courtyard! The Oracle’s temple had been built beside the spring. Crystal clear waters had been coming out of the spring since time immemorial. Pilgrims had drunk and taken waters from it for centuries. Some even believed that the spring’s water could cure illnesses.

The Eternal Spring also served as the guardian of the Sword of Truth. It allowed everyone to see the half-buried sword at its sandy bottom, silently awaiting for the time when the Oracle would announce the start of the Sword of Truth ritual.

Many had tried to steal the sword. All failed and paid with their lives.

Only the chosen one, the future king of Haldor could draw the sword during the Sword of Truth ritual. And Prince Wright by birth, blood and training was chosen to become the future king of Haldor. The Sword of Truth was his birthright.

Wright quickly found out that he wasn’t the only one who saw the pillar of light. His father, King Saxon, and the regents of the five regions of Haldor were already gathered around the Eternal Spring. Fear was etched on their faces as the temple guards ran around in confusion as if looking for something or someone.

“What has happened, Father?” Wright panted as he approached the group.

Everyone turned toward him.

“Is this your doing, Wright? Is this one of your crazy pranks?” His father’s voice was grim. “Please tell me this was one of your jokes!”

“I do not understand what you are saying, Father. I have nothing to do with that pillar of light!”

“The sword is gone!” shouted his father.

“The Sword of Truth? But that is impossible! Only I can take it, and there’s a ritual to be performed before I could even claim it!” he protested. He stared at everyone’s faces. He was shocked and dismayed to see all of them looking at him with suspicion! “I did not take the sword!” he swore loudly.

Lord Falstaff of Gorge who had always been brave even in the face of death now had fear in his eyes.

“The pillar of light from the Eternal Spring only appears when the Sword of Truth has chosen its new master. When it chose your father before, the waters of the spring glowed like this for three days. This light will only fade once the Sword of Truth is returned to the spring by the one it had chosen.”

“Are you telling me that the sword had been stolen?” he asked in alarm.

“The Sword of Truth cannot be stolen!” Lord Thorn of Ferrest insisted. “Only the chosen one can possess and hold it. Anyone else who tries to get the sword by magic or by any other means will be engulfed in flames and burned to ashes! No one who is not the chosen one can survive the flames of the Sword of Truth!”

“If it was stolen, the culprit’s ash would be found here, and the sword would have returned to the bottom of the spring.” Lord Amado of Mussur looked troubled. “But the sword is no longer in the spring’s bottom.”

Everyone lapsed into silence. Like Wright, each one was asking themselves, how could this be possible? Wright was the chosen one! The future heir of the Kingdom. He was the only one who should be able to touch the sword and live. But the sword was now gone. Stolen by someone who seemed impervious to the magic that protected the sword.

“The sword wasn’t stolen,” declared the voice of the Oracle.

All eyes turned to the Oracle. She was now in her Wisdom incarnation. Her yellow fireshadow blazed behind her as her golden-tinged grey eyes gleamed with knowledge. They waited in silence for her next words. She was the incarnation of the Oracle that could see the present and know the truth inside a man’s heart.

“The Sword of Truth had chosen the rightful heir for the world of Haldor.” Wisdom’s clear and even voice shocked everyone.

“I am the rightful heir!” Wright protested.

Wisdom’s emotionless eyes bored down on him.

“There is someone more worthy than you, Prince Wright. And the Sword of Truth had chosen him. You will no longer be the next king of Haldor.”

Wright was stunned! Everything he had done and prepared for all his life was now meaningless. He had become a nobody. His future and legacy had been taken away from him! This was unfair! This was not right!

But the Oracle had spoken. And her words had become the truth and the law in the world of Haldor. In spite of the fury that raged inside Wright, he knew he could not challenge the Oracle’s words. Because challenging her would be blasphemy and would result to his immediate death!
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CHAPTER 4
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Yosef Van Clift lived an ordinary life for the past twenty years. He learned how to hunt at a young age from his father who was a hunter and a trapper. The Van Clifts were renowned for their skills in archery and the use of short knives. The vast forest of the Ferrest region provided them with everything they needed in their simple lives. Yosef knew every part of the forest, every nook and cranny. He knew every type of animals and birds and how to hunt them. He could even name eighty percent of the plants and trees and how to use their special qualities and traits. Only those found in the deepest part of the forest remained a mystery to Yosef. Because to go there, one needed to be a member of a hunter’s guild.

As he grew older, he became one of the best trackers in the region. He could track down any animal and he had even helped in pursuing and capturing escaped lawbreakers. When visitors in Ferrest got lost, he was often approached to locate these people and he always succeeded in finding these lost travelers.

But the skills needed to survive and face the dangers of the innermost part of the vast forest of Ferrest could only be learned under the training of senior hunters in a hunter’s guild. Guild membership also offered hunters many privileges.

One such guild was the Arrow Society. It was considered as the best guild in Ferrest. As a member of Arrow Society, all the game a hunter had acquired during his hunt could be sent and sold all over Haldor more quickly and with less permits needed. This was due to the guild having its own merchants who roamed the land all year through. The guild also had a special carriage in the Gorge’s train as well as an air balloon terminal in Solaris.

Next year, Yosef would finally become a full-pledged member of the Arrow Society. He had already passed all the tests and requirements of the guild. The only thing preventing him from getting Arrow Society’s hunter belt was his age. At twenty years, he was deemed too young to become a guild member. Only men and women who had reached the age of twenty-one were allowed to become full-pledged members of the guild.

The hunter belt was the symbol of being an official guild member and anyone who wore it received special privileges and discounts not only from business establishments in Ferrest but all over Haldor. But to Yosef, the hunter belt’s most important significance was that it would instantly announce to everyone that the wearer had left his childhood and was now a full grown man. A man who now had the right and means to get a wife and start a family of his own.

Getting a good woman that would support and care for a man and give him children was always part of every warm-blooded male’s goal in Ferrest. Yosef always had simple dreams and desires. He never lusted for power or fame. All he wished for was an ordinary life like what his father had and his ancestors before him. Yosef’s simple dream was to have a good wife and children that would carry his name even after his death. And the hunter belt would ensure that he would find that good woman to share his life.

But the dreams that began to haunt Yosef’s sleeping moments since he and his father Anselm came to the City of Solaris two days ago was not simple or clear. Those dreams brought him fear and confusion.

They came to Solaris to seek counsel from the Oracle. His sister, Esterrette, had fallen ill, and healers could not cure nor say what ailed her. Their village chief suggested they should go to the Oracle’s temple and ask for help or some kind of advice from the Oracle. It was well known that during the Harragan plague, it was the Oracle who sent the healer Magan to the desert of Fuscia in Risine, where the plant Habalon was found. The juice from this plant cured all those afflicted with the plague.

Yosef and his father were hoping that the Oracle would point them to the direction where the cure or healer for his sister’s malady could be found.

People from all over Haldor came to seek the Oracle’s advice, wisdom and visions. But only a few were given permission to enter the hallowed grounds each day. Each visitor was given a number and a date as to when he could get inside the temple and have an audience with the Oracle.

Yosef and his father had to wait three more days before they could enter the temple grounds. They used their time to trade their furs and herbs and buy important things needed in their household in the famed marketplace of Solaris.

Although Yosef had yet to visit the other regions of Haldor, and most of his information was from stories told by travelers he had met in Ferrest, he quickly realized that all the stories he heard about the City of Solaris were true. The city was indeed the largest and most progressive place in all of Haldor! Yosef found out that the famous saying that, ‘everything you could ever want is in Solaris’ was indeed true. He spent his days wandering the streets and seeing the magnificent sights offered by the city. He found himself enjoying everything the city had to offer to a young man his age.

But his nights were different. It became filled with dreams that brought fear in his heart.

It always began with a voice. A beautiful and sweet voice that could only belong to a woman.

“You must find me, Yosef. You must take me. You are the chosen one, the one that will save this world from darkness!” pleaded the woman’s voice.

As the voice continued to call for him, a glistening silver bladed sword resting at the bottom of a spring would appear. And then the dream would end.

When the time for them to enter the Oracle’s temple came, only his father was allowed to go inside the temple. He, like all the others who accompanied their family and friends was only allowed in the inner courtyard.

This was Yosef’s first time to be inside the temple grounds. And he was amazed by the beauty of the gardens that included trees and plants that came from all five regions. Most of the people in the courtyard had gathered around a small spring near the lily garden.

These people had started filling up their gourds and waterskins with the spring water. Yosef remembered the stories about the Eternal Spring under the protection of the Oracle. It was said that its waters could bring relief to tired and sick bodies. It could not cure the sick, but it could somehow lessen the pain and brought down fever.

He quickly poured out the water from his waterskin and began dipping it into the spring’s water. As he gazed down on the spring’s crystal water, he saw something glowing at its sandy bottom. His eyes widened when he realized that the glow was coming from a golden hilted silver sword! It was the sword in his dreams!

“You must take me now, Yosef! You are the chosen one!” urged the woman’s voice that had been haunting his dreams these past nights. But this time, the voice was coming directly from the sword!

He jumped back and left his waterskin floating on the spring’s waters. His mind was confused and frightened. That voice and that sword should not exist in the real world. But was this the real world? Or was he still dreaming? He looked around him and realized that no one seemed to have heard the voice. A woman took his waterskin and handed it to him with a smile.

“Don’t forget this,” she said.

He thanked the woman and took the waterskin. The voice of his father, Anselm, made him turn away from the spring and the sword.

“Yosef!”

He quickly ran to meet his father. He tried to ignore the pleading voice of the sword that continued to call out for him.

“I’m here, Father!” The expression on his father’s face was hard to read. He seemed perplexed. This was the first time he had seen his father like this.

“What did the Oracle say about Esterrette?” 

“The Oracle assured me that Esterrette will regain her strength and will be the one to welcome us back to Ferrest.”

He felt relieved. The voice of the sword had also grown quiet.

“That is good news, Father!”

“But we need to stay here in Solaris for the Sword of Truth ritual. The Oracle said that King Saxon will need us here.”

“Why?” They were simple folks, and Yosef could not think of any reason why the king would even require their presence.

“I don’t know. But those were the exact words of the Oracle Wisdom. Since we no longer need to worry about Esterrette, we can stay here for a while. And the Oracle’s words are the truth. We must obey it.”

Yosef didn’t argue but simply agreed with his father’s decision. He, like everyone else in Haldor, trusted and believed in the Oracle. And he would obey her words though he couldn’t understand their meaning and purpose.

As they walked out of the temple’s compound, the voice of the sword once again called out to him!

“Father,” Yosef began when they were outside the temple grounds. “I saw a sword at the bottom of the spring.”

His father smiled.

“That sword had always been in that spring. When the Oracle first appeared in Haldor, she told our people about the existence of the Sword of Truth. Many brave men tried to find and acquire the sword. But only one succeeded. He was Tarim Numberg, Haldor’s first king. Tarim then built a temple for the Oracle in the place where the Eternal Spring is located. If you listened to the teachings of old Hagar, you would not be surprised to see the sword at the bottom of the spring.”

“But I thought those were just made-up stories. And why is the most important sword in Haldor kept at the bottom of a spring where it can easily be taken by ordinary visitors like us?”

“Yosef, everyone can see the sword. The Oracle made that possible so that we will always remember that it symbolizes the peace and prosperity in our world. That sword always chooses our future king. The one who draws that sword out of the water and lives becomes our future king. Why do you think the ritual where our king will be chosen was called the Sword of Truth ritual?”

He blinked.

“Are you saying father that only the chosen one, our future king can draw that sword from the spring?”

His father nodded.

“Those unworthy to touch the sword dies instantly the moment they touch the sword, that is if they do manage to reach the bottom of the spring. Some thieves drown first before they reach the sword. The Eternal Spring looks shallow, but the truth is, it is very deep.”

“Then how can the chosen one get the sword?”

“It is said that the sword rises above the water when the chosen one comes for it. You will be able to see that since we will become witnesses to Prince Wright becoming the chosen one and our future king. The Oracle said that we have to be there because there’s an important part for us to play.” His father’s brow furrowed. “But as to what we need to do for the king, I have no idea. We just have to trust the Oracle.”

Like his father, Yosef could not understand the last part of the Oracle’s words. How could a powerful king need the help of ordinary folks like them? Their regent, Thorn Van Eclest was already in the castle and providing advice for the king.

Yosef had often disregarded most of old Hagar’s mumblings during class when he was a child but he had always believed in the Oracle. There was no room for doubt in his mind and heart when it comes to his faith in the Oracle.

But he was not sure about the words of the Sword of Truth.

“Father, does the Sword of Truth speak?”

His father burst into laughter.

“If it does, no one had yet heard its voice.”

Yosef remained quiet. He did not correct his father that the sword was not an it but a woman.

For the next two nights, the dreams continued to haunt Yosef. On the second night, Yosef found he could no longer ignore the sword’s voice. Each word now brought pain to his head. He found himself being compelled to leave the tavern where he and his father had been staying. He felt himself pushed by some magic hand to head down to the Oracle’s compound. The gate that was supposed to be locked opened easily as he pushed them with his hands.

The temple guards were also nowhere to be found. He could not even find one of the dozens of handmaidens that were always scurrying around the compound as they go about their duties. The temple looked completely deserted! Yosef wasn’t sure if this was really happening or he was inside one of his dreams.

The place was almost as silent as the City of the Dead where all the dead of Haldor were entombed. Only the insistent voice of the Sword of Truth calling for him from the depths of the Eternal Spring could be heard.

The voice started becoming louder. She was shouting and commanding him to take her out of the spring. Pain exploded in Yosef’s head with every words uttered by the sword. His eyes began to water and blur because of the pain.

He had come to the temple to confront the sword. To beg her to stop the pain!

Though his vision had blurred, the Eternal Spring remained clear. It seemed to be shining. Like a beacon beckoning him. He staggered toward the spring. Boiling waters greeted him! But there was no heat coming from the Eternal Spring!

“You are the chosen one, Yosef Van Clift! You are the one to wield me, the Sword of Truth, and fight the coming darkness!” shouted the voice of the sword.

Yosef wanted to speak, yet no words would come out of his mouth. He could only look down into the waters of the spring.

From the bottom of the spring, he glimpsed the shining blade of the Sword of Truth. His breathing stopped when he saw the sword moved and started floating up toward him!

“Take me, Yosef Van Clift!” ordered the powerful voice of the sword.

It was a command that could not be disobeyed. He dipped his hand into the bubbling waters and reached down. The pain and the blurred vision disappeared the moment he felt his hand clasped the hard golden hilt of the sword. It was replaced by a gentle, caring warmth. It began to give him courage and strength. Its sharp single-edged blade shone like a mirror reflecting his face full of awe.

For the first time in his life, Yosef felt so alive! He raised the five-foot length of the Sword of Truth. He felt invincible! As if he could do anything he wants!

“You are now the future king of Haldor, Yosef Van Clift!” rejoiced the voice of the sword.

The spring waters suddenly exploded into a brilliant light! A tall pillar of light shot out of the spring’s water and pierced the heavens! As if celebrating this event!

In spite of the jubilant emotions Yosef was feeling, a small part of him continued to question what was happening. He was not the chosen one. He was just a simple hunter from Ferrest. Maybe this was all a dream.

“The Sword of Truth had chosen the future king of Haldor!” insisted the voice of the sword.

The pillar of light that illuminated the whole courtyard was so bright, Yosef had to shade his eyes with one of his
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