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      For my son…
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        * * *

      

      Happy birthday, Killian! I’m so proud of the boy you are and the man you’re becoming. May the Lord grow you up into the warrior and the leader I know you can be—to defy the darkness in the world and to protect those who look to you for guidance. Never forget that you are a prince, a son of the Most High God, and in His infinite love for you is your worth. Never forget that in Christ, you are loved.

      
        
        “We have come from God, and inevitably the myths woven by us, though they contain error, will also reflect a splintered fragment of the true light, the eternal truth that is with God.”

        -J.R.R. Tolkien
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            Chapter One

          

          BOY
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      Arik’s little cousin, Fiona, watched him from across the kitchen table as he inspected his bow, her blue eyes wide.

      “What you doing?” she asked.

      “Making sure all of the oil dried,” Arik answered.

      She studied his bow as well. “Why?”

      “Because I oiled it again yesterday,” he said, still studying his work.

      “Why?”

      Arik turned the bow over to examine the other side. “Because the wood will crack if I don’t treat it.”

      She moved closer to see. So close she bumped his arm. “Crack bad?”

      “Yes,” he said, frowning slightly when she bumped him yet again. “It’s bad if the bow cracks.”

      “Why?”

      Arik huffed and finally looked up. “Because if my bow breaks, I can’t hunt with it.”

      She gave him a mischievous grin. “Why go hunt?”

      Arik glared at his cousin, which only made her smile more. It was a game she played with everyone she knew. Why, why, why? It was all she ever asked. Arik couldn’t remember being that annoying when he was three.

      She opened her mouth as if to say something else, but then she closed it and sniffed. “You smell funny.”

      “I’m wearing my hunting clothes.” He couldn’t help sitting a little taller as he said this. “Father says now that I’m twelve, I’m old enough to go on my first hunt tonight.”

      “So you wear stinky clothes?” She began giggling.

      Rolling his eyes, Arik finally put the bow down. “We have to smell like the forest, or the animals will get scared away, and then we won’t catch any food, and you won’t get any supper!”

      “Why?” she asked again, her eyes gleaming.

      “That’s enough from you,” Arik’s aunt said, scooping the little girl up into her arms. “Your cousin needs to leave with his father, and you need to sleep.”

      “I don’t want to sleep!” the little girl whined as Arik’s aunt took her into the next room. But Arik wasn’t listening to her anymore. He was grinning as his father walked in, carrying his own bow and wearing his hunting clothes like Arik.

      “Are you ready?” his father asked.

      Arik jumped down from his stool and ran to his father’s side. His father gave him a smile and a nod, and they left his aunt’s cottage together.

      Arik didn’t live in his aunt’s cottage, but he visited often. His family’s house, where he lived with his mother and father, was in the middle of the village. It was much larger than the cottages that surrounded it, probably because his family always seemed to be hosting strangers who came to see his father. When Arik had once asked why they had to live in the center of the village in a house with lots of guests, his father had replied that as king, it was important that his subjects be able to find him anytime he was needed.

      “When you are king,” he’d said, putting his large hand on Arik’s shoulder, “you’ll understand.”

      Arik was not king yet, nor did he understand why the villagers were allowed to demand to speak to his father anytime they wanted. Often, they arrived angry and out of patience because their sheep had escaped through a broken fence or a wolf was prowling nearby. Sometimes, they got into arguments about their fruit trees. Once, the entire town had gotten very sick, and many had begged his father to leave to find them a skilled healer.

      “But why do you have to fix everyone else’s problems?” Arik had asked his father.

      His father laughed. “I don’t fix everyone’s problems. But I am king—even if I am a lower king. And the king must learn to put others first and himself last.” He’d given Arik a searching look. “If I don’t help them, no one will.”

      Arik wasn’t sure that was something he wanted to do when he grew up. He didn’t like the idea of solving everyone else’s problems at every hour of the night. But he did like the idea of going hunting with his father. His father was known throughout their neighboring kingdoms far and wide for being one of the most skilled hunters alive. And today, for the first time, Arik was going with him.

      They walked for a long time, out of the village and into the closest field, where they had to tread carefully so as not to trample the few rows of barley that the villagers managed to grow every year. The short, feathery barley stalks were difficult to cultivate in the wet, marshy soil, but the grains they produced allowed the villagers to make bread through the winter, when the moors were hard and icy.

      More numerous than the barley, however, were the wild crowberry bushes that popped up on their own over and around the gently rolling, rocky hills that made up the moors. Arik’s mother and the other women often went out foraging for these dark blue berries to dry them or preserve them in honey for the winter.

      To the east of their path, Arik could see the outlines of the towering Redwood Mountains in the dim evening light, as well as the higher moors to the mountains’ north, where other lower kings like his father reigned, as well as a few of the higher kings. To the west were more of the lower moors like his own, and though Arik couldn’t see it, he knew that beyond those was the ocean.

      All places he’d heard about, but none he had ever seen. What would it be like to climb one of those mountains, he wondered. Or to swim in the big blue ocean? What was beyond his moor, away from the damp, grassy, rocky hills that rolled and fell? And suddenly, his mind teemed with questions.

      “Why are the mountains called the Redwood Mountains?” he asked. “And what is a Redwood?”

      His father paused and looked thoughtfully at the mountains. “In truth, I don’t know. But come now. We’re almost to the forest, and we must be quiet so as not to scare the animals.” Then he began to walk again.

      After they finally exited the fields, they entered the forest, but they didn’t stop there. Instead, they kept walking until the trees grew closer together and the light was dim. The sounds of bugs, birds, and larger animals sounded all around them, echoing slightly through the trees. As the sounds grew louder, Arik drew closer to his father. He wasn’t afraid, he told himself. The brave hunter shouldn’t be afraid. But… he did feel better when he could sense his father’s warmth beside him.

      His father seemed to know what he was thinking. “Are you frightened?” he asked in a low voice as they continued to walk.

      “No,” Arik replied, trying to make his voice as quiet as his father’s.

      “Fear isn’t a bad thing,” his father said softly, as though Arik hadn’t spoken. “It’s what you do with that fear that will show the world who you are. A coward allows his fear to stop him. A courageous man does what is needed of him, even when he’s scared.” He paused. “Now, this shall do.”

      They came to a stop in front of an unusually large tree. Arik’s father knelt and put his hands out. Arik put his foot on them, using them as a step to push himself into the tree’s lower branches. After climbing several branches higher, he leaned back against the trunk and waited for his father. A moment later, his father climbed up after him.

      Once they were both hidden in the branches, they carefully nocked their arrows and readied their bows. Arik’s muscles felt coiled like a snake, ready to strike. His fingers itched to loose his arrow, sending it flying into some animal’s thick hide so he could take it home and show his mother. He had waited his whole life for this.

      The only problem was… the forest floor below them was empty. There were no animals. At least, not the kind one could skin and eat.

      “What do we do now?” Arik whispered.

      “We wait,” his father replied.

      Arik held back a sigh. It had all seemed so exciting the night before, when his father had announced that he was old enough to hunt. Together, they had prepared their special leather hunting clothes, trousers, and tunics, rubbing them in dirt and foliage so that they smelled like the forest. The clothes had to smell like the forest to chase away the smell of man, his father said. The animals wouldn’t come near if they smelled man.

      Arik’s mother had complained about ruining an entire set of clothes for hunting. Clothes were difficult to make, and this set would never be the same again.

      “Besides,” she’d added, frowning down at Arik. “He’s just a boy.”

      But Arik’s father had shaken his head. “He might be a boy now, but he’ll be growing into a man soon. And if he’s going to lead our people one day, he’ll need to know how to hunt and fight.”

      Arik knew from his mother’s pursed lips that she didn’t like it. But his father was right. One day, when his father died, Arik would be king of their people. And he had a lot to learn if he was going to be as good a king as his father.

      One of the bushes below began to shiver, and rustling sounds came from within. Arik steadied his bow quickly, only to put it down again in frustration when a small rabbit hopped out into the clearing. Arik huffed. A rabbit would not make an excellent supper. Not when he had told his mother he would bring home a buck.

      “Patience,” his father chuckled quietly. “If God means us to have a deer, one will come.”

      Arik knew that already. His father had told him many times. But it would be more than a little disappointing if he didn’t catch anything on his first hunt. He’d been dreaming of this day for longer than he could remember, and now he could almost taste the venison.

      He just… hadn’t thought finding a deer would be so hard.

      Arik’s father laid his hand on the boy’s shoulder. Rest, it seemed to say. Calm.

      Arik took a deep breath and did his best to be still. But just as he began to feel a terrible itch on his back, one he knew he must not scratch for fear of scaring any animals that might be watching them, a movement caught his eye.

      There, peeking out of the trees, was a sturdy stag.

      With shaking hands, Arik raised his bow and took aim at the animal.

      “Easy,” his father breathed in his ear. “Breathe in. Breathe out.”

      Arik drew in one shaky breath. Then he let it go. With it, he released his arrow.

      The arrow sailed true and sure through the air. It was the best shot he’d ever made.

      And…

      He missed.

      The arrow sailed just past the deer’s neck. The deer spooked and charged out of the clearing, sending several surprised birds into the air as it raced past their nests. A moment later, all was quiet again. But Arik had no deer.

      “It’s all right,” his father said, rubbing his hand across Arik’s back. “Everyone misses from time to time. Best do it now when you have time to learn.”

      “Learning won’t put food on the table,” Arik grumbled, climbing out of the tree to fetch his wasted arrow.

      “No,” his father said when he climbed back up. “But we have time to try again. Your mother expects us to be gone all night. There are many hours yet.”

      Arik huffed. He wanted to let out the angry words that bubbled up inside of him. But he knew better than to talk back to his father, so he snatched up his arrow and returned to the tree, where his father was waiting to help him up again.

      Unfortunately, the deer seemed to know better than to approach the clearing after that. Arik waited and waited, but eventually, he grew so tired he couldn’t wait anymore. One minute, he was closing his eyelids, just to let them rest. The next thing he knew, the sky had gone from black to pale gray, and his father was gently shaking him awake.

      “I fell asleep?” Arik cried.

      His father gave him a small smile. “You did. But you didn’t miss anything. No animal passed through the clearing again for the rest of the night.”

      Even if that was true, Arik felt sick to his stomach. He’d been so excited about bringing home a buck for his mother and showing her all the venison he’d gotten for their family. There would be some to give to the poor, too, as his father always insisted.

      Or, at least, there would have been… if he’d caught anything.

      All the way back to the village, he grumbled and mumbled to himself about the things that had gone wrong to ruin his shot at the deer. The winds had changed. Yes, that was it, and they’d blown the arrow to the side. And the branch he’d been sitting on had shifted slightly just as he’d loosed the arrow. He continued to comfort himself with these thoughts until they came to the edge of the village, and his father took him by the shoulders and bent down so they were face to face.

      “Arik,” he said. He wasn’t using the gentle voice he’d used earlier to comfort Arik. No, now he was using his kingly voice, the one he used whenever he was ordering the guards to arrest someone, or settling an argument between angry farmers. As if to emphasize his authority, Arik could just make out the King's Mark on his forehead in the early morning light–the thin blue line that stretched from the left side of his forehead to his right, as though he were wearing a crown even when he wasn’t.

      “Missing the deer was hard,” his father sternly said. “But blaming it on something other than yourself is worse still. You’ll never be ready to be king until you’re willing to take responsibility for all the consequences of your actions. The good and the bad.” His eyes stared into Arik’s until Arik finally nodded and bowed his head.

      When his father spoke again, his voice was gentle once more. “We’ll try again sometime. Yes?”

      Arik drew in a deep breath and nodded again. “Yes. We’ll try again.”
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      Arik’s mother gave him a sad smile when he got home. He didn’t even have to tell her they hadn’t caught anything. She just seemed to know. But then again, she usually knew that kind of thing.

      “I’ve got bread and milk waiting for you once your face and hands are clean,” she said, tousling his hair as he walked in. He nodded and headed out the back door to where the bucket of water always sat. As he scrubbed at his face and hands, he could hear his parents speaking in low tones inside. He did his best not to splash so he could hear them.

      “He was close,” his father said.

      “He’s only twelve,” his mother replied. “He has time.”

      Arik felt his face turning red. He ought not to be listening to his parents’ conversation, but it was hard to resist. He had let his father down, plain and simple, and he might only be twelve, but twelve wasn’t so far off from a man. How would he take his father’s place as king one day if he couldn’t even catch a buck standing still?

      Not only was Arik disappointed in himself, but he was also tired. He knew better than to complain about this, though. Complaining was for small children and the elderly, his father always said. Real men didn’t complain. Real men solved the problems others complained about. So when his mother called him in to do his usual chores and lessons, he obeyed, even if it was with several yawns. He dozed off at least twice while playing with his little cousin, and when his uncle called him to practice swordplay and archery, he was more sluggish than usual. Still, despite his exhaustion, he found that staying busy made him feel a little better. It was easier to forget his failure when he was so busy with everything else.

      “You’re dropping your right shoulder,” his uncle said, pointing his large steel sword at Arik’s right arm. “It’s throwing you off balance.”

      Arik tried to answer but was interrupted by yet another yawn. He and his uncle were surrounded by his father’s knights as they practiced sparring and fighting with various weapons, but not even the grating sounds of blade on blade could seem to wake him up. Apparently, he was doomed to be terrible at every weapon he touched today.

      “See what happens when you play in the forest all night?” his uncle laughed.

      Arik didn’t smile. Of course his uncle knew he hadn’t been playing in the forest, but Arik still wasn’t in the mood for teasing.

      “Come,” his uncle said, tapping the blade of Arik’s practice sword with his own. “There’s no guarantee that you’ll be well rested when you’re called to defend your people. When your father vowed to be king, he–”

      Arik’s patience ran out. “Well, maybe I’ll never be king!” he snapped, throwing his sword down in the mud. “Maybe I’ll never be good enough to–”

      His words were cut off when a knight in dirty armor barged into the training yard. His words came out in bursts as he gasped for air.

      “A dragon… is attacking the moors! Burning crops… and killing the people. Flying from village to village!” He leaned against the wooden fence as he panted, obviously having run a long way. “The king… must know!”

      Arik immediately forgot why he’d been feeling sorry for himself as his uncle straightened and began to yank weapons off the wall where they hung on pegs and hooks.

      Arik picked up his practice blade from where he’d thrown it and turned to follow the other men, but his uncle caught him by the shoulder and shook his head. “Go tell your mother and aunt. Then stay with them.”

      “But I can–” Arik began to argue, but his uncle grew angry.

      “You would leave women and children to defend themselves?”

      Arik’s face grew red. He swallowed and nodded at the ground. “I’ll go.”

      “Good lad. Keep them safe. Here.” He glanced at the wall before removing one of the larger swords from it. “Take this one instead. It’s sharper than your training sword. Now go!”

      Armed with the heavier sword, Arik turned and sprinted in the opposite direction from where the knights were running. As he ran, he imagined all the terrible things that might happen if the dragon reached the house before he did. Terrified by these thoughts, he ran yet faster until his legs hurt and his chest burned from breathing so hard.

      Unfortunately, his run was slowed by the panic that was now filling the streets. Word had gotten out about the dragon, and people everywhere screamed or called out for children or neighbors or family. Arik was nearly run over by a mule when he turned a corner. As he jumped out of the large animal’s way, however, another awful thought struck him.

      Even if he did reach his mother in time, what could he do to a dragon, should it attack? He wasn’t as tall or as strong as his father or uncles. The sword he bore now was nearly too heavy for him to swing, and he still had years to train before he would be as good as his father’s youngest knights.

      He was breathing so hard that he was nearly dizzy by the time he got back to the house, and he was still trying to imagine what in the world he might do against a dragon. His mother, however, wasn’t confused at all.

      “Here,” she said, handing Fiona to him. Arik did his best to hold both his cousin and the sword, but it was difficult, as they were both heavy. His mother didn’t pause, though. She ran over to the cellar and lifted the rope attached to the cellar door. The cellar door was only a flat square of wood cut into the floor, but if one pulled the rope, it could be folded back to reveal the underground room, where they stored their salted fish and barrels of grain in the winter.

      “I want you to stay with Fiona in here,” she said, lighting a lantern and carrying it with her down the stone steps into the cellar.

      Arik followed her, still trying to balance his cousin and the sword. “But where will you be?” he asked, his heart beginning to race again. His mother wasn’t staying with them? He and his cousin would be… alone? “Uncle told me to find Aunt–”

      “Your aunt is at her neighbor’s house. Right now, I need to find your grand–” His mother stopped as a long, low bellow rumbled through the village. It was a sound Arik had never heard before, but one he knew immediately.

      Dragon.

      Arik set his cousin down, and he and his mother both ran back up the steps and peered through the open door.

      Flying above the northern foothills, west of the lower moors, was a green, winged serpentine beast with pointed spikes running down its neck, back, and tail. The tips of its wings were orange, but the smoke it breathed was blacker than the night.

      For once, Arik’s mother seemed just as terrified as he was, for neither seemed to be able to move as they watched the beast lift its sharp, fanged mouth up toward the sky and bellow again, orange flame licking the clouds as it did.

      The dragon was no longer coming.

      It was already there.
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      Get down in the cellar! Now!”

      Arik blinked several times to realize that he was still frozen at the door, but his mother was trying to shove him back toward the open cellar.

      “Keep your sword ready. And there’s your bow! Take it and your arrows! Here! Now don’t come up until either your father or I come to fetch you! And if the dragon speaks, cover your ears!” Her words were sharper than Arik had ever heard them, but they woke him from his stupor. Blinking rapidly, he finally nodded and tore his gaze from the quickly approaching dragon and hurried back toward the cellar. Once he was down in the cellar with Fiona, who clung to him so hard it hurt, his mother closed the cellar door, pushed the table on top of it, and then slammed the house door shut, too.

      Arik wanted to call after her, to beg her to come back. She was tall for a woman, and the dragon would surely see her running through the streets. But he knew better than to cry out. It was like hunting all over again. Except this time, he wasn’t the hunter.

      He was the prey.

      He could hear the dragon’s wings beating as it approached the village, and the wind the wings created. Then it bellowed again. But it didn’t sound low and distant anymore. Instead, the sound was now so loud his ears felt as though they might burst. Fiona screamed, tears streaming down her face as she refused to be comforted. This would have worried Arik more, except there was so much roaring and screaming from above that he doubted anyone would hear her.

      The dragon’s sound was the least of their worries, though. For after the roar came the heat, and with it, the smell of smoke and the sound of crackling flames. Arik had no idea what had been set on fire. Nearly the entire village was made of wood and straw thatch. Everything might burn down before the dragon’s attack was over. But as sweat beaded on Arik’s forehead and ran down his back, he could only hold his cousin tighter with his left arm and his new sword with his right.

      All he could do was pray that the dragon would be slain.
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        * * *

      

      Arik didn’t know how long they waited in the cellar. Fiona, at some point, cried herself to sleep. This was a relief, as Arik could finally lay her down in the far corner of the cellar so he could hold his sword with two hands. And to his relief, she was still breathing deeply by the time the sounds of the dragon’s roars and the screams of villagers finally began to quiet.

      Of course, that didn’t mean they could simply leave. Who knew if the dragon was lying in wait for those, like them, who had hidden and waited? Perhaps the dragon had killed everyone above and was now setting a trap for the village children who had managed to hide.

      But then again, they couldn’t stay in the cellar forever. There was a single bucket of water in the corner, and that was old. Arik knew because he had tasted it several hours before and nearly gagged on the taste of dust. And as his mother had been in the middle of cleaning out the cellar, not a single crate of food was to be found. She had said not to come up until either she or his father fetched them. But what if, Arik wondered with a shudder, his parents had been killed? His grandparents–his mother’s parents–lived on the other side of the city, and he doubted they would be able to reach him and Fiona anytime soon.

      The cracks in the wooden floor above that had let daylight shine through earlier were now growing dim. Evening was coming. But just as Arik was considering climbing up the steps and unlocking the trapdoor to peek through it, his cousin sat up and let out a wail.

      “No!” he whispered, running back to her and trying to cover her mouth with his hand. “Shhh! Fiona, shhh!”

      This only made her cry harder, however. And before he could silence her, the ground shook so hard it knocked both of them over, and they hit the ground hard.

      The voice that spoke next was like one of fire and thunder combined.

      “I can smell you, son of kings. I know you’re near.”

      Arik’s blood ran cold. Fiona seemed so terrified that she stopped crying and clung to him, freezing in place as well.

      If the dragon speaks, cover your ears! His mother’s words rang in his head.

      There was a reason his mother had warned him not to listen to the dragon. Dragons were known throughout the world not only for their fire and great strength, but also for their cunning. Their words were like poison, able to trick even the wisest men. Now that the dragon was here, though, speaking directly to Arik, its voice was too great, too terrible to let him move. He should put his hands over his ears and refuse to listen, he thought to himself. He should drown it out with screams of rage.

      And yet, he still felt as though he couldn’t move.

      “If you bring me the child, I’ll let you live.” The terrible voice paused. “But now that I think about it… I saw you from above. You’re a sturdy boy. If you come, I’ll make you my own son. You would be the exalted one, the heir of Skath, Dragon of Shadow. I’d give you wealth, glory, and all the praise you could ever desire. Except, you wouldn’t be a lower king of a pitiful mudhole like your father here. You would reign over all the realm. There would be no more lower kings or chieftains telling you what you were allowed to do with your people. Not even upper kings could touch you with their wealth or great armies. There would be you. Only you. From the sea to the Redwood Mountains to the moors, all the way to the eastern valley of Kungsvard, you would be great and powerful, clad in gold and blessed with more riches than you could ever desire. And you would rule over them all!”

      The dragon’s voice curled into wisps and tendrils of red smoke that slipped between the wooden floorboards and penetrated Arik’s place of safety. Arik, clutching his cousin, dragged them both away from the red poisonous words until his back hit the cellar wall. Unfortunately, he wasn’t able to go any farther, and against his will, the red smoke curled around him, forcing upon him a vision of the future the dragon had offered.

      In this vision, Arik was not a boy, but a man, taller and stronger than his father. And just as the dragon had said, he was wearing shining armor and a crown made of gold, set with brilliant red rubies. He reclined on a golden throne, and servants and courtiers stood all around him, exclaiming how strong and handsome he was, and asking how they might serve him. A platter of rich foods was held by a servant to his left, and another servant stood behind this one, holding a goblet of some sweet drink. And instead of smoke, he smelled meat that sizzled, wafting in from some distant kitchen.

      Then, as quickly as it had arrived, the vision was gone, and Arik was left looking at the inside of the dirt cellar that his father–powerful king that he was–lived above. There were no fawning servants or great kitchens or golden goblets. The only gold his father owned was the tarnished circlet he wore when he was settling arguments between the peasants and villagers. And usually, he didn’t even wear that, using his King's Mark on his forehead as his sole sign of authority. His mother, likewise, had a single round red and orange stone she wore on a leather cord around her neck, tucked beneath her dress–a stone that had been passed down in her family from one generation to the next. Not even the king’s cottage was finer than anyone else’s. Just bigger, as his father often hosted visitors who needed a place to stay.

      His mother had told him to cover his ears for a reason. And though Arik knew the power of dragons’ words–that they were like poison to the mind and the heart–he couldn’t help feeling anger and bitterness at the thought of the riches and power his father ruled without. If being king after his father meant working and sacrificing himself for nothing more than a poor cottage and fussy villagers… did Arik even want to be king?

      Just as he was considering doing as the dragon said, however, Fiona’s whimpers brought Arik back into his right mind. And instead of going to the steps and unlocking the trapdoor as the dragon had suggested, he hugged his cousin tighter and tightened his grip on his sword.

      Unfortunately, the dragon didn’t seem content to accept Arik’s silent refusal. A growl shook the cellar again, and to Arik’s horror, claws the length of his arm tore through the cottage’s wooden floor.

      The dragon was tearing his home apart.

      Arik looked around for somewhere–anywhere they might hide. But all he had was his sword and his bow. But if you can’t even kill a deer, a cruel voice whispered in his head, how can you expect to bring down a dragon?

      But Arik really didn’t have much choice. So he put Fiona on the ground behind him. Then, with shaking hands, he nocked his bow with an arrow. Perhaps, he thought, he could hit the dragon’s eye or some other vulnerable part of its body. But even as he wondered this, the dragon tore a large chunk of the wooden floor out.

      Afraid to wait any longer, his nerves making his hands shake, Arik loosed the arrow as soon as he could clearly see the hole the dragon had torn in the cottage’s wooden floor. But while the arrow flew straight, it bounced harmlessly off the nearest scaled claw.

      Seeing that archery was useless, Arik grabbed his sword and held it in front of him just as a larger chunk of the broken floor was lifted by the dragon’s long claws. And Arik found himself staring up into the fiery eyes of the most terrifying face he’d ever imagined.

      The dragon’s eyes were large and red, each pupil a single black slit that ran up and down the eye like those of a snake. Worse, the dragon’s head alone was longer than Arik’s entire body. Arik knew that if he didn’t act now, the rest of the dragon would appear, and he and his cousin would never escape.

      But what could he do?

      If he ran up to the dragon to stab it, it would surely snap him up, then his cousin. There had to be a way to attack it from afar.

      Afraid he would lose his nerve, or that the dragon would eat him if he waited any longer, Arik made a fast decision. He checked once more to make sure his cousin remained behind him. Then, fear pounding in his chest, he heaved the sword back and threw it at the dragon’s right eye.

      The dragon snarled, and red smoke billowed around Arik, blinding him as he released the sword. Even as the weapon left his fingers, however, he knew his aim was wildly off.

      Sure enough, the smoke cleared just in time for Arik to see the dragon open its wide mouth and lean down toward them, no sign of injury anywhere. Another weapon, however, faster and better aimed than his sword, flew strong and sure, burying itself deep in the dragon’s cheek.

      The dragon reared up and let out a scream of pain, destroying more of the cottage’s roof and flaming into the sky as Arik’s mother came running toward them, her crossbow in her hand as she struggled to fit another arrow. She was limping, her left leg appearing injured, though by what, Arik couldn’t tell because of her long skirts.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      “Come quickly!” she screamed over her shoulder, though whom she was shouting to, Arik couldn’t see. “It’s trying to get the children!”

      Before she could get a second arrow loaded, however, the dragon raised a giant paw and swatted her so hard that she flew backward before hitting the ground.

      “Mother!” Arik yelled.

      Before he could scramble up the steps to go to her, though, his father and four of his knights appeared out of the smoke. The knights began to hit the dragon with more arrows, giving his father time to raise his heavy sword and leap straight at the dragon’s heart.

      Unlike Arik, his father aimed true. But the sword didn’t penetrate the dragon’s thick scales. It only stuck for a moment before falling out onto the ground again, Arik’s father falling with it.

      Still, despite the sword’s failure to go all the way through the dragon’s chest scales, the dragon screamed, shaking the valley with its terrible roar, and clutched at its chest with one of its forepaws. Its great wings began to beat faster and faster as it rose off the ground.

      Just when Arik believed the dragon might be retreating, however, it raised its long, scaled tail and struck Arik’s father, sending him smashing into the remains of their home, where he hit the broken wall and fell limply to the ground.

      Without a second look at the king, the dragon stretched its neck up toward the night sky and began to beat its wings until it lifted off the ground and flew away, still holding its chest.

      Unlike the dragon, however, Arik’s father didn’t get up.
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      Two of the knights carried Arik’s father to the nearest building that was neither on fire nor falling apart, which happened to be their neighbors’ cottage across the street. Arik’s mother limped ahead of them, shouting orders and pulling back the bedcovers in the cottage’s single bed.

      The couple that owned the cottage were an old shepherd named Gareth and his wife, Kellana. They hurried as quickly as they could to help, Gareth running to fetch a bucket of water from the well, and his wife promising to find a roll of cloth to use as bandages.

      Arik pressed himself against the little cottage’s bedroom wall, holding Fiona tightly so that she didn’t get in the way. As he stood there, part of his mind wondered where his aunt and uncle were. Were they even alive? Would Fiona be an orphan? As it was, his own parents had been injured–his father far worse than his mother. If one or both of them died from an injury…

      Could Arik become an orphan?

      He couldn’t imagine life without his parents. He thought about his mother’s sweet voice, and the way she worked hard to make sure their family and their neighbors were clothed and well fed. He thought about his father’s quiet strength and wisdom, how he always seemed to know what to do. How would Arik know what to do without either of his parents?

      This, however, led to another thought that was even more terrifying.

      If Arik’s father died…

      That would make him king.

      I’m only twelve! he wanted to shout. I can’t be king! Instead of shouting, however, he only held onto his little cousin more tightly as he watched his mother and the other women who were trying to save his father’s life.

      Please don’t let me wake up with the King's Mark tomorrow, he prayed. For Arik knew that the day he looked into a mirror to find the blue mark on his own forehead, it would mean his father was truly dead.

      Arik wasn’t really sure how long he stood there. Fiona eventually fell asleep again in his arms, and he was forced to sit on the ground. But not for one moment did he take his eyes off his father’s still form. Only after it was dark did a familiar voice make him look up.

      “Arik,” the voice called again.

      Slowly, he looked up to see his grandmother. She held her arms out. “Give her to me. I’ll put her to bed.”

      Arik blinked at his grandmother a few times before realizing that she meant Fiona.

      “Where is Aunt–” he began to ask, but his grandmother only gave him a sad smile. “I’ll take her. And you can follow me. You’ll both be sleeping in my house tonight.”

      Arik stood and started to follow her. But at the door, he stopped and looked back at where his mother still knelt by his father’s side. Her eyes were red from tears, and her hair was falling out of its braid. But her gaze remained on her husband.

      “Thank you,” he said, his voice sounding like he had been the one breathing fire instead of the dragon. “But I think I’ll stay here for now.”

      His grandmother looked as though she might argue, but then she just sighed. “Very well. You know where to find me.”

      Arik swallowed. “Thank you,” he said as she walked away. “Good night.”

      After she was gone, Arik turned to go back to the place where he’d been sitting, but a deep voice startled him from behind.

      “It’s a noble thing not to hide from death.”

      Arik whirled around to find a tall man with a long, white beard standing against the wall. He held a gnarled wooden staff and wore a long brown robe riddled with holes. Still, it was intact enough that Arik could see embroidered into the fabric the image of the sun rising over a sword. The man smelled of sage and peppermint, and he had a ram’s horn, a bunch of dried berries, and several very large teeth hanging from cords tied to his belt. His wide-brimmed hat was black and nearly as full of holes as his robes. And just as Arik was studying him, he’d fixed his dark brown eyes back on Arik and was examining him so carefully that Arik began to feel uncomfortable.

      “Can I...” Arik began, but the man only switched his gaze from Arik to his father and then back to Arik.

      “Are you Arik, son of King Njal?”

      Arik stared at the tall stranger and nodded slowly. Who was this man? And why had no one else noticed him? He turned to look at his mother again, but she didn’t seem to be paying him or the stranger any attention.

      Hadn’t she at least seen this man?

      “My name,” said the robed stranger, “is Aathos. And I have come to send you on a quest.”
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      Arik stared blankly at the man, then looked back again at his mother. But she was focused on his father’s face as she dabbed it gently with a damp cloth.

      “Mother,” he said, his voice sounding strange to even himself, “have you heard of a man named Aathos?”

      The stranger didn’t seem offended by the question. He only continued to consider Arik thoughtfully.

      “Um, yes,” his mother said, her eyes not leaving her work. “He’s a wizard.”

      “Haven’t heard that name in an age,” murmured old Kellana, who was standing in the doorway. “Not since I was a little girl.”

      Arik turned back to the tall man in awe, trying not to let his mouth fall open to embarrass himself further. But the old man was smiling wryly now.

      “That’s because I haven’t needed to visit these parts for a long time.” His smile faded. “Until now.”

      “Mother,” Arik said again, but this time, she made an impatient gesture, looking up only long enough to frown.

      “Son, I am busy! Go to your grandmother’s and wait there!”

      Arik opened his mouth to protest, but Aathos put a bony finger to his lips and shook his head. Then he gently but firmly took Arik by the shoulder and guided him out of the house and into the night. Unsure of what to do, Arik let him.

      Several people passed them as they made their way through the darkened street, but not a single person seemed to see them, making Arik wonder if everyone else was just as distracted as his mother–or if perhaps no one could see the wizard but him.

      That was a frightening thought in itself.

      Even more frightening was that Arik had no idea where the wizard was leading him. If no one else could see the wizard, what would Arik do if the wizard tried to take him or lead him into the forest?

      His fears were put to rest, however, when the wizard merely directed Arik into his own home. But Arik’s relief was short-lived. He hadn’t noticed the extent of the damage when he’d first escaped with Fiona, but the sight of it now made his stomach turn. Most of the thatched roof had been burned, leaving a gaping hole like a wound staring up at the starry sky. The walls were blackened and a large chunk of the front wall had crumbled completely. The table and several of the stools had been scorched. That morning, his family’s cottage had boasted the only real glass windows in the entire village, but now these were broken and lay in shards on the ground. And there was, of course, the blackened hole in the floor where the dragon had tried to dig him and Fiona out of the cellar. And as the Wizard closed the front door behind them, the smell of smoke made Arik’s heart begin to race again.

      But the wizard didn’t seem to take notice. If he did, he ignored Arik’s fear. Once they were inside, he simply bid Arik to sit on a singed stool in the corner of the charred room. The sky was dark enough that Arik wouldn’t have been able to even see the stool, except that the ceiling was still smoking from the dragon’s fire, and embers lined its edges, casting an orange glow about the room.

      The wizard must not have thought the embers of the burning house were enough to see by, though, because he gathered a few large pieces of the ceiling that had fallen onto the floor, tossed them into the fireplace, and lit a fire with the point of his staff.

      Arik was so shocked he could barely speak. He’d heard of magic before, but he had never seen it.

      Not like this.

      “There,” the wizard–Aathos–said, nodding once at the fire before turning back to Arik. “Now, how old are you, boy?”

      Arik blinked up at him. “Um… I’m twelve, sir.”

      Aathos nodded. “And have you learned the art of swordplay?”

      “My father is training me,” Arik said slowly. Was it just this morning that he’d been practicing with his uncle? That seemed a lifetime ago.

      “And do you know where the land of Kungsvard is?” Aathos asked.

      “No, sir.” Arik shook his head.

      The wizard frowned at this. “Hmm.” He began to pace, striding back and forth across the room as he continued to frown and mutter to himself. Arik wondered at first whether he might fall through the scorched floor, but whether by magic or agility, the wizard never did. He only went over to the opposite corner and found a second stool that was somehow still standing.

      “Have you heard the legend of the King Maker’s Blade?” he asked as he sat upon it.

      Arik sat straighter. “You mean the story of the magical sword?”

      “Not magic so much, but yes, it is a story about a sword. Tell me what you know.”

      “Well,” Arik paused. “My mother says that long ago, there was a great king named Ivar. There were many lesser men that ruled pieces of the countryside around his land–just like there are many kings like my father now–but Ivar was the High King who protected and ruled them all.”

      “Close enough.” The wizard nodded. “But tell me. How did he get that title and crown?”

      Arik paused to think back. His mother had told him the story countless times as a little boy. But it had been many years since he’d been small enough to get a bedtime story at night. “I think… I don’t think he began as a king. But he fought a dark warlock. Then he was crowned.”

      “Not just a dark warlock,” the wizard said, his thick brows furrowing. “The darkest. One that could even turn himself into a dragon. In fact… he was the father of all dragons.”

      Arik shivered, but Aathos continued.

      “Many good knights and kings died trying to stop the warlock from plunging their lands into eternal shadow. But no matter how many stood against him, he snuffed out their lives like the west wind blowing out a candle. Land after land fell to his evil power until most of the world no longer saw the day at all. They only ever lived in shadow.” The wizard paused. “Did your mother ever tell you how Ivar differed from the warriors who had fought the dragon and failed before him?”

      Arik opened his mouth to answer. Then closed it again. “I… I don’t know.”

      “Then I’ll tell you.” The wizard picked up his staff and stoked the flames in the hearth. “Ivar wasn’t rich or royal before he faced off against the warlock. He wasn’t even a king. Instead, he was a simple woodcutter by trade. And he worried for his family as he watched the warlock’s shadow creep closer and closer to his home.” The wizard leaned forward, his brown eyes suddenly shining brightly. “But Ivar was clever, and after watching countless knights, kings, and wizards fall, he came up with a plan.”

      Arik held his breath. He’d never heard this part of the story before.

      “Ivar took all the money he had and went to a swordsmith. ‘Make me a sword,’ he told the smith. ‘One with which I can defeat the warlock.’

      “The smith scoffed at him. ‘Do you know how many swords I’ve made for kings and knights who died the very next day? What makes you think you’ll be any different?’ But Ivar would not be persuaded. He only smiled and held up a little bottle of gleaming light.

      “‘Nevertheless,’ he said. ‘Make me the sword. Only, add the contents of this bottle to the metal while it is hot.’

      “The smith shook his head, sure the woodcutter was mad. But he made the sword anyhow, adding the contents of the bottle just as the woodcutter had said. And with it, the woodcutter faced the warlock the very next day. But unlike the other warriors, Ivar succeeded in doing what no other warrior had, plunging his new sword directly into the warlock’s heart.”

      Arik was now leaning forward in his seat. “What was in the bottle of light? The one the smith put into the sword?”

      The wizard smiled. “Ingredients so simple that many didn’t believe it when he told them.”

      “Was it faerie magic?” Arik guessed. “Or a wizard’s power?”

      “Far simpler than that,” the wizard said. “Ivar knew that he was facing an enemy of darkness, which meant he would need a weapon of light. So he searched the world and found all the things the Creator had given to them all along.”

      “Which were?” Arik asked, starting to feel impatient to know.

      “The sparkling shine of the sea on a warm, clear
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