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Chapter 1

	“YOUR MAJESTY!”  The captain of the guard put one foot back and bowed from the waist.

	“Akronius, this isn’t exactly the time to show your allegiance to…”  Alric suddenly realized Akronius wasn’t addressing him.  He was bowing to the man in chains, who sat with his back against the dungeon wall.

	“It can’t be,” choked Alric with widened eyes.

	“Yes, it can, and it is.  Alric, this man is King Kaison, your father.”

	“My what?  You don’t look dead!”

	“How observant of you.  No, I am not.  Although, I have certainly wished for death many times over the last few years.  I am grateful that The One chose to ignore that particular request.”  Kaison grew quiet and stared at Alric for several moments; “I can see so much of your mother in your face.”

	Turning to Akronius he continued, “I can only assume the explanation behind you and my son traveling together is a long one.  Can we leave this place so we can get better acquainted in a more conducive setting, before Chumbra returns and foils your rescue?”

	“Of course, Your Majesty.  Follow me!  Alric, let’s go.”

	Kaison held up his wrists and shook them slightly.  “Forgetting something?”

	“Oh right.”  Alric looked at Akronius.  “Can any of your new senses break chains?”

	“Why don’t you try channeling through your bond with Elainea?  Her fire should melt the bolt in the wall, and she can figure out the rest back at the farm.”

	Alric closed his eyes and focused on his sister like Shama had trained him to do.  He felt their connection and then followed the heat to its source, pulling it to the forefront of his mind.  Eyes still closed, he placed his palm on the bolt that was securing his father's chains to the wall.  It dropped from the hole like molten rock.

	Alric opened his eyes and found his father staring at him in awe.  “You are very strong.  Fire?  What else are you gifted with?”

	Alric wiped the sweat from his face.  “Well, it’s not my gift exactly.  It’s Elainea’s, my sister, but I can sort of borrow it.”

	“Sister?  What do you mean?”  Kaison steadied himself on the stone wall as he stood, his legs trembling beneath him.

	“It’s a long story.  Let’s get you out of here first.”

	Akronius went to assist the King as he moved toward the wooden door only to be met with a scowl.  He backed away allowing Alric to take his place as they headed for the stairs.  The trio moved slowly.  Akronius’ eyes showed an amber glow as he tuned his senses to their surroundings.

	“We have to hurry.  Men are coming from the main road.”

	Kaison looked at Akronius and stumbled, “How do you know that?  Your eyes!  Since when are you gifted?”

	“It’s a long story Your Majesty.”  Akronius sighed, “I promise we will answer all your questions as soon as we are safe.”

	The men hurried as quickly as they could; back up the stairs to the crypt, still avoiding the green luminescent plant life.

	King Kaison slowed for a moment as they passed a sarcophagus with his name on it.  “So, this is where I was buried.  I had no idea where I was all this time.  Somehow fitting, I suppose.”  Traveling back through the darkness as silently as they had come, they paused at the rusted gate.  Akronius began to whistle softly, a series of short chirps and clicks.  A responsive call came from the thick canopy of trees nearby followed by another a little farther away.

	“There are five men riding this way, if we hurry, we can get around them without being detected.  Follow me.”

	“If I had not witnessed it with my own eyes and ears, I would not have believed it.  How could The One bestow on you such a gift?  The very same gift that was taken from me!”  Enraged, the veins in Kaison’s clenched hands were clearly visible through his parchment thin skin.

	Alric looked between the two men, who could not have been that far apart in age, and sighed.  He understood his father's anger, but he knew they did not have the time for it at that moment.  Stepping between them he placed a steadying hand on his father’s shoulder, which forced eye contact to shift his way.

	“Your Majesty… Father, please.  We will explain everything soon, I promise, but please, I trust him with my life; so, trust me.”

	Kaison glanced down and gave a faint nod, though his jaw was clenched so tightly it looked as if it would break.

	Just then, an alarm sounded behind them coming from Nuru Manor.  The place had once been a happy home, now it was no more than a fortified enclosure.  Trumpets blasted, dogs barked and that was all they needed to hasten their pace.   

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	


Chapter 2

	FOR DAYS, FATHER AND SON followed silently behind Akronius, who stopped every so often to receive instructions from his winged scouts.  They moved within the shadows of large trees, stepping over roots and broken branches.  When they were far enough away, Akronius reached into his pack and withdrew a small pouch.  From this, he took a handful of seeds and dropped them in a pile.  Three Chatterie birds swooped down from the branches.  One landed on Akronius’ shoulder and nuzzled his cheek, as if in appreciation for the food.  As they flew away, Akronius once again met the smoldering gaze of Kaison, neither man willing to look away.

	Clearing his throat, Alric nudged Akronius forward, breaking the growing tension so they could keep moving to reach the farm and rest.

	Nothing was said as they traveled through the woods, skirting towns and avoiding as many people as possible.  Akronius held up a hand to pause their forward movement when they came too close to someone passing and simply moved onward when it was all clear, they followed obediently.  When the farm was in sight, Akronius indicated they should stay in the shadows of the tree line while he went ahead to make sure it was safe to bring the king in.  They had no way of knowing if their location had been discovered during their time away, they could be walking into a trap.  Akronius crept through the yard, careful to avoid tools strewn about as he made his way to the window that was illuminated by a single candle.  Seeing only Elainea with her hands clasped before her, lips moving silently, he moved to the door and entered slowly.

	“Akronius!  You’re back!”  She rushed to him in relief, and then glanced behind him into the darkness.  “But why are you alone?  Where is my brother?  I will murder you in your sleep if he has been caught!  I will boil your brains within your skull!  I will…”  Magic brimmed in her fingers, sparks fluttered from the tips like tiny arrows as her hair moved on the current of heat rising from her.

	“Calm down Elainea, he is fine.”  Akronius said firmly, casting a glance at the glow pulsating from her hands.  “He is waiting at the tree line with a guest.  I had to make sure no soldiers had come here before bringing him in.”

	“Oh, I’m sorry.  I didn’t really mean those things you know.”  She let the sentence fall off without finishing because they both knew she would do all those things, and more, if any harm had come to her brother.  Clearing her throat and straightening her dress she asked, “Who is the guest?”

	“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”  He stood in the doorway and let a shrill whistle out.  Two shadows emerged from the darkness of the trees and made their way toward the farmhouse.  Stepping inside the doorway Alric was immediately enveloped by his sister.

	“Alric, I’m so glad you’re safe!”  She hugged him tightly.  “Did you find the answers you were looking for?”

	“Actually, no, only more questions.  Elainea, this is King Kaison, my father.”

	“Is this really the best time for a joke?  The King died ages ago.  Who is this man?”  She looked from one face to the other, before settling on the man claiming to be Alric’s father.

	“Trust me I am just as shocked as you are, young lady.”

	“My name is Elainea.  Your Majesty?”  She was not certain what she should call him and looked to her brother for direction.

	“Yes, he is the king or he will be again, I suppose.  I don’t know.  There is a lot we need to discuss.”

	“Yes, there is,” Kaison said while lifting his still shackled wrists.  “But first things first.  Elainea, can you remove the rest of these chains from my wrists please?  And then, I hope you have plenty of food, for I am starving.”

	“Ha!  Maybe he really is your father!”  She reached for his shackles and uttered a quick spell that unlocked them.  He rubbed his wrists as the chains fell to the floor.  Raising a hand to indicate a pot hanging over the dying embers of a fire, “I have a light meal prepared.  Naia brought down a small deer earlier today.”

	“Ah, my thanks to Naia! Where is she?”  Kaison looked around the small home.

	“She is under the table, Sir.”  Elainea said blushing.

	“Under the... what?”

	Kaison bent over and glanced under the table, “Oh a wolf! Of course.  Thank you Naia.”

	“She says you are welcome.”  Akronius translated the yips for those present.  He left out her saying, ‘not to get used to it as food was for pack mates only, of which he is not.’ 

	Kaison did not even acknowledge that Akronius had spoken; instead he kept his back to the other man, focusing on Alric and then turning to Elainea as she handed him a bowl of stew.

	“Thank you, my dear daughter.”  Kaison sat at the table and began devouring the food in the same way Alric did, barely a breath between bites as if it were his last meal.

	“You are welcome, but I am not your daughter.”  Elainea looked between Alric and Akronius, her brows drawn together in confusion.  “Did they not explain this to you?”

	“No, we did not have the time.  There were guards around and we were more concerned with our safety than explanations at the time.  Once we have all eaten, we can talk.”  Akronius almost growled as he walked over to fill his own bowl with stew.  His patience was growing short at being ignored by Kaison.  King or not, the man would still be rotting away in a crypt if he hadn’t taken Alric there to pay respects to the supposedly dead man.  He’d still be a slave to that black-magic-wielding Chumbra, and subject to all the Oracle’s experiments. 

	“Alric!  My Boy!  Come let me look at you.”  Alric sat in the chair across from Kaison, timidly looking into the face of his father.  “I cannot tell you how many nights I sat in that cell and wondered if you had survived.  And if you did, what you would look like.  Who had you become.  Your mother and I had such high hopes for you, such great expectations.”

	Kaison glanced down into his now empty bowl.  His countenance darkened as he clenched and unclenched his fingers around the roughly carved wooden spoon.  The grief was almost palpable beneath the weight of his next question.

	“Tell me, did she survive?  Alanna, your mother?”

	The silence stretched for what seemed like an eternity before Alric answered quietly.

	“No.  She did not.”

	“How?”  One word spoken with such frailty and brokenness made every eye in the room water at the memory.

	Akronius looked across the room and caught Alric’s eye.  Both thinking of the part Akronius had played in Alanna’s death.  His frustration disappeared along with his appetite as he nodded slightly to Alric and left the home.  This was a conversation for which he would not want to be present.

	

	


Chapter 3

	CHUMBRA MADE HIS WAY BACK to the manor with his final ingredient safely in hand.  He could begin the preparations for his master immediately.  He noticed an increase in guard activity at each town he passed through and wondered what was going on.  People hurried along the muddy, pot-holed roads, scurried into homes, quickly closing doors behind them.  The grasslands surrounding the Manor were uncommonly empty; farm animals slaughtered to feed families instead of traded in the market; and the absence of those trading stalls left a gaping void and bleakness to what was once a thriving market.

	 As he neared the Manor wall, a harried guard rushed to him, wide-eyed and out of breath.  “King David has requested your presence, immediately upon your return,” he panted.

	Chumbra nodded mutely and followed the unsteady man inside.  Reaching the throne room the guard was visibly relieved to go on his way.

	A gaunt, anxious looking man with a golden crown upon his head leaned forward on spying Chumbra crossing the room.  “Chumbra!  I am very glad to see you returned safely.  I trust you had no trouble obtaining the last ingredient?”  His voice rasped and his dark eyes darted around the room, never resting in one place for too long; bouncing from the Oracle’s face to the windows, the doors, the secret doors and back again.

	“Yes, Your Majesty.  I have what I need.  I noticed many more guards traveling the roads and in the towns on my way back.  Has something happened?”  Chumbra followed the sight lines of King David, inspecting the windows and then the secret passageway doors hidden in the shadows.

	“Yes, Chumbra, something has happened.  My allies have turned into enemies and my mother is dead.  The bells have been rung, and the guards dispersed to seek out the enemy.”  King David’s bottomless black eyes bore into Chumbra’s.

	“DEAD? Surely you are mistaken! Devona is a strong woman.  The Dark Lord would protect her from harm.  I am sure of it.  Where did you get this misinformation?”

	“I saw it with my own eyes! The spell you placed on the earrings allowed me to watch as Ashrek… somehow drained all the life from her.  She withered away before me like a grape left in the sun.  She was barely a husk and still she lived!  Ashrek instructed me to say goodbye and crushed the jewelry before I could see the killing blow, but the fear in her eyes was evident.  It was not an expression I have ever seen on her.”  The king’s eyes seemed to grow darker and a vein pulsed slightly in his forehead as he retold the events.  In the short time David had been poisoned with dark magic he’d become barely recognizable.  His thick flowing locks were now gone.  A wisp of his thin lackluster hair fell across his sweating brow, lying like a scar against his pasty skin.

	“My King, I do not know what to say! I am sorry.  I will look through my texts to find out what kind of gift this Ashrek must have to accomplish such brutality.”  Chumbra took a step backwards toward the door.

	“Yes, do that!  And how is the other task you were assigned coming along?  Is the potion ready for me to take?”

	“My Lord, I have just returned with the final ingredient, remember?”  Chumbra looked at the King in confusion.  “I came straight here at your behest.  I will start both the research and the preparations immediately.”

	“See that you do.  I can take no chances now that Ashrek has made his intentions clear.  I MUST possess the most power, more than anyone else alive!”  David answered, not acknowledging Chumbra’s confusion at all.

	“And you will.  You will have the ability to absorb any gift you come in contact with, stripping it away from the bearer as if it were no more than a cloak, and then wield it yourself.  You will be unstoppable!”

	“Perfect.  GO!”

	Chumbra bowed and hurried from the King’s chamber.  He turned for a final glance at the King as he silently closed the door.  David stood smiling before the mirror, inspecting his appearance.  Something he had stopped doing long ago.  Mirrors had been forbidden; it was clear that whatever image was reflected back at the king now was not an accurate representation of reality.  Chumbra could not be entirely sure, but it looked as if the king’s reflection turned to meet his eye a moment before the king actually turned.  Both the king and his reflection gave such a malevolent smile that it caused the hairs on the back of Chumbra’s neck to stand on end as he finally closed the door.  The potion would make the man powerful, but not in the way he thought.  Smiling to himself, Chumbra was anxious to complete his task and finally open the path for his master to make his grand entrance.

	

	

	

	

	

	


Chapter 4

	AKRONIUS SAT BY THE RIVER, with Naia at his feet, watching the final purple and pink streaks of daylight fade to the dark blue of night.  He could feel the air tense around him and saw Naia turn her ears toward the approaching footsteps.  Though he tried to calm himself, he felt his pulse and breath quicken with each step.

	“What do the animals speak of tonight, Akronius?”  Kaison said softly as he approached the river's edge.

	Akronius closed his eyes and exhaled the breath he had been holding.  He focused on the myriad of noises coming from their surroundings.  He had learned to separate each sound in order to distinguish individuals, pushing the gurgling of the river as it flowed over the rocks and the wind gently creaking branches into the background, so that he was able to focus on the life around him.

	“There are a few fish struggling to make their way upriver to warmer temperatures, two males who are worried they will miss out on all the strong eggs.”  Turning his head slightly he was able to hear more.  “There is also a small hare nearby, trying to stay downwind of us and a... tic, I believe, complaining that Naia is not getting enough meat.  Her blood is no longer as sweet as it used to be.”  He chuckled despite himself.  He never grew tired of listening in on the strange conversations that went on all around them.  He opened his eyes to see Kaison crouching at the river’s edge, tossing stones in, watching the ripples.

	“It is amazing to think we go about our day completely oblivious to the squabbles and constant conversations of the creatures we deem beneath us, how loud they can be.  To hear you speak of it reminds me how much I miss the noise.”

	“How did you lose your gift, Your Majesty?”  Akronius paused; he meant no disrespect but wanted to know.  

	“It is alright, you may call me Kaison.  My time of ruling seems to be long past.  Chumbra poisoned me when I went to breakfast that morning, as you well know.  I woke up chained in that cell, extremely weak.  I could still hear the surrounding animals, but I could not communicate with them.  As time passed and Chumbra continued to drug me, I stopped hearing them altogether.  It was as if a piece of my soul was removed, I could feel the void.  He used me for my blood, to enhance his spells.  I was powerless against him.  I believe by keeping me in this weakened state, my gift has shriveled up.  I am hoping, as my system purges itself, that it will return.  Only The One knows.”

	The two men settled into an uncomfortable silence, both knowing what must be addressed, but neither wishing to breach that wall.  Finally, it was Naia who broke the tension.

	“Tell him, his bond with us is still there, though deep inside him.  I can still see the faint glow of it.  I can hear his words as if they were spoken from a great distance.  Tell him, King Kaison is spoken of in our legends, we know of his fortitude.  It will return in time.”

	Akronius relayed the message to Kaison whose back was still toward him.  His shoulders dropped in relief.  “Thank you, Naia.  Thank you.”

	Silence once again settled between the two men, but it was no longer as strained as it was.  Naia rose and stretched her body.  She slowly approached Kaison and allowed him to scratch her head.  She turned to leave brushing against Akronius, swatting him with her tail in the process.

	“That means you are part of her pack.  She leaves her scent on you and vice-a-versa.  She considers you family.  That is high praise from a dire wolf,” said Kaison.

	“Dire wolf?”

	Kaison turned to Akronius in shock.  “You have bonded with her but do not know what she is?”

	“No, I mean... I did not bond with her.  She was raised by Wleia, after her mother died.  I thought dire wolves were larger.”

	“You have much to learn.  She is young yet, and has quite a bit of growing to do.  She likely is not a full-blooded dire wolf as the breed was hunted to near extinction for their pelts.  A full-blooded male stood as tall as a grown man, fangs the length of my hand.  They were a sight to behold.  Do not worry Akronius, I will teach you about this gift we share.”

	Akronius looked Kaison in the eyes, unsure if he could believe what he was hearing.  He knew of Kaison’s strength as well, that he could channel the traits of countless animals.  If he truly agreed to train him, he couldn’t even fathom the depth of knowledge that would be available to him.  But he had to know.

	“Kaison… I am humbled you would offer this.  But are you sure?  After all you have been through; after everything you have learned; after my role in the… past?”

	Kaison looked at Akronius and a flash of anger passed over his features, followed quickly by what looked like hate and regret, before settling somewhere in the middle, with a sigh.

	“Alanna was the love of my life.  She was my soul mate.  Until you have one, if you are ever blessed enough to find that connection, you cannot know the pain caused by the loss of it.  I do not know if I will ever forgive you.  The One knows what I will do when my path crosses with Devona, but for now, I can work with the man you are today.  I cannot change the past; it has shaped us all in irreversible ways.  Alanna…,” Akronius could see the struggle even mentioning her name caused Kaison.  “Alanna’s faith in The One was unshakable.  She believed everyone was capable of change, change for the better or change for the worse.  If I had only listened to her… ahh!  Nothing to be done now, except move forward.  So, yes, despite the fact that you contributed to the death of my wife, I will train you in order for us to place her son on the throne.  We have a chance to return Elhaanai to the beautiful land it once was, the way The One intended it to be.  We can only do that together.”

	

	

	

	

	


Chapter 5

	AS THE TWO MEN STARTED WALKING back toward the small house, Kaison asked, “Why have you not bonded with Naia?”

	“According to Wleia, Naia is not mine to bond with.  She alluded to the fact that I would have a different match.  Naia is family, but will travel her own path when the time comes.”  Looking down he added, “I also do not know how the bonding process works.  Did you ever have a bond?”

	“Yes, I did.  I was bonded to a falcon, Sheirra.  She was my best friend for many years.  Sadly, I do not know what became of her.”

	“How are bonds formed?”

	“It is hard to explain.  When you meet your familiar, something just clicks inside you.  It’s like a spark.  Then you will have a constant connection to her.  Men are paired with female animals and females with male animals.  I believe this somehow deepens the bond.”

	“Considering that, I can understand why you would think Naia was my familiar.  That would also rule out Auni.”

	“Auni?”

	“He is a Firauni bird, I have become acquainted with.”

	“What? You have quite the menagerie around you Akronius.  Those birds are very rare, and seldom allow humans to keep company with them.  The One truly has his hand on you.  I wonder what creature will bond with you.  It will have to be an extremely noble one, considering the company you already keep.”

	“I wonder as well.  Only time and The One will tell.”
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