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			​Laelynn

			After scrounging pieces of the ruined house Barrett and Unger tossed them onto the campfire. They huddled near the licking flames as wisps of gray smoke danced skyward. The popping sounds of exploding embers were all they heard. 

			The mountain air was thin and cool. Around them, darkness fled from the pale light creeping over the horizon, stretching long gray fingers across the land. The growing radiance filtered through the needled treetops to touch upon the camp. 

			Morning chill still occupied their bones as they watched a waterfall spill over a mountain’s edge to land in a crystal blue lake far below. Even as the day took shape, Barrett remained troubled. He looked at the spot where Alesta perished. 

			Magical green fire still burned there, never spreading, yet serving as a painful reminder of what transpired. Dozens of creatures lay dead from the previous day’s battle. Their bodies littered the ground. The cool highland air held them stiff in various death poses like horrible offerings to some malevolent god. 

			Many were not whole, having been struck down by Barrett’s magic, hewed by sharp weapons, or having their hearts removed as Graile drifted through them in vaporous form. That was the Fader’s specialty. For the most part, death smells had not ripened enough to become overwhelming quite yet. The swirling campfire smoke kept them away, or at least hidden. 

			Barrett peered into the flame, lost in images of Alesta being consumed by his magic. With a shake of his head they were gone. Glancing over his shoulder he checked on his friends who still lay huddled beneath their cloaks some ten yards away.

			For warmth, Gaia slept between the Fader and Zanora. Barrett wished peaceful sleep had found him during the night, but his mind remained haunted over pressing questions. The first was the sorceress’s downfall, and the second, finding a viable way home. 

			The last part, reaching Westmore, was resolved since he had summoned Laelynn and her dragon brood to aid in the companions’ rescue. He did hope she would keep her word to come when needed. After all, she had vowed to be at their beck and call since they had rescued her.

			Alesta was another question. Regardless how often he replayed the skirmish, the ending was the same. She vanished. Whether his magic consumed her or she escaped, he had no idea. On the bright side, his companions were alive and safe. Lost, but safe.

			“I’ve been thinking,” began Barrett, watching playful squirrels chase one another round a tree trunk, “We haven’t had one minute’s peace since Ashton. Since I’ve had time to think, I came up with a terrific idea. Want to hear it?”

			Unger looked excited. “Of course, if it’ll help get us to the castle.”

			“This concerns you, not getting home.” The prince dug in his pack to free his waterskin, then the Life Stone necklace. Pulling the stopper, he poured several ounces into a goblet he recovered from the debris. He submerged the gem in the water as Unger looked on with a raised eyebrow.

			“What are you doing? What’s the stone for?” questioned Unger.

			Barrett plucked the gem free, tucked it away, then lay a strong hand on his friend’s shoulder. He held out the goblet and nodded to Unger. “For years we’ve wondered if we could heal your Fever symptoms someday. Let’s find out if it’s this day.”

			Unger appeared confused. His nose twitched and shoulder jerked in spasm. “Do you think it’ll cure me? I mean, I’ve lived like this for years and can’t imagine being any other way. I think it’s a dream that’ll never come true.”

			The prince raised a shoulder. “I don’t know, either. But it’s just a drink of water if it fails. What harm can it do? Look, you’ve had tremors and fits for over ten years. It’s time to be rid of them. Here’s your chance.” 

			Unger eyed the cup as if it lay filled with gold or was some magical portal to return him home—like a fairy ring. His hands trembled as he eased the rim to his lips to gulp the contents. “Let’s not tell anyone. Deal?”

			Barrett gave a quick nod for silent assurance. “Our secret. Not a word. I promise.” He ran a finger over his heart in an X.

			With a soft clank, the goblet fell to the ground. Unger’s eyes rolled back as horrible convulsions ripped his thin body. Tipping over to writhe on the cold ground, his fingers curled like talons, his face twisted in agony. A leg shot outward to stiffen, beating the ground with dull thuds. He mouthed a silent scream.

			The prince recoiled, wondering if his good intentions had just killed his best friend. He willed the scene to be over, praying to the gods for the torture to end. Trying to recall a useful spell, he grimaced as the young man writhed about in spasms. Suddenly, it ended. 

			Unger sucked in deep breaths. He sat up to wipe his forehead on his sleeve. “What just happened?” 

			Barrett forced the corners of his mouth into a frown. “I don’t understand. We’ve used the stone before and that never happened. Healing is supposed to be painless. H…how do you feel?” 

			Unger stretched both arms overhead as if waking from a long sleep. “Great!” He considered his words. “Yes, great!”

			Barrett studied him. He noticed subtle changes as his friend’s image grew clean and sharp, as though transformed into a new person. Like a butterfly from a caterpillar, he thought. Unger’s posture seemed straighter. Neither his face nor body twitched any longer. Most surprising, he looked thicker, like he had gained weight. 

			Unger seemed quite unaware of it all. “Well, besides the fresh knot on my head, I feel amazing. Energized!” He touched the swollen spot, grimacing at his probing fingers.

			“Wonderful,” said Zanora as she approached. “Then go find us some breakfast since you have so much energy. I’m hungry.” She lowered beside the prince to kiss his cheek, then wiggled against his body. “What are you two up too? You look guilty of something.”

			“We’re just watching the sunrise.” Barrett threw Unger a wink. “We haven’t had time for simple things lately. Our lives have been whirlwinds so we’re enjoying this peace and quiet.”

			Graile and Gaia joined the trio.

			“What I would enjoy is finding a way out of here,” said Graile, gathering more firewood. He tossed it onto the flickering flames, sending a shower of orange embers into the graying sky.

			“Why not do your Fader thing? Turn into vapor and fly your little dark cloud home.” Unger demonstrated by snaking his hand through the air like rising smoke. “Trust me, we wouldn’t miss you.” 

			“Ha. You’re too funny,” said Graile in his monotoned voice.

			Unger patted the ground beside him and smiled. “Just kidding. Come soak in the fire. It’s cold this morning.”

			Gaia wrapped her arms round Barrett’s shoulders to give a long hug, then repeated the same to Unger. She chose a spot between Unger and Graile.

			“It’s a beautiful day and I’m happy to still be alive.” She furrowed her brow at Unger. “You must have slept really well. You look different. Even your aura is…,” she tapped her chin in thought, searching for the right word, “charged.” She rubbed his back with one hand. “It’s a good look for you. Whatever you’re doing, keep it up.”

			He smiled in sheepish fashion. “You could be right. I did sleep well. Maybe that’s it.” He curled an arm to flex his bicep. “Plus, I’ve been secretly working out.”

			Graile chuckled. “Sure. I can see it as plain as day. Straight up and down like a fence post is a shape, right?” 

			Barrett had a rush of panic, fearing the others would ask too many questions and discover their secret experiment. It was then he felt the pulsing. Glancing beneath his cloak, the dragon image on the back of his hand grew vivid as it wriggled beneath his skin.

			“What is that?” Zanora squinted toward the horizon. 

			“Not sure, but it’s coming this way,” whispered Gaia, as though her normal voice may hurry the thing along. “Clouds maybe?”

			“No, the breeze is blowing the opposite direction. That thing is moving against the wind,” said Graile. “And you’re right, it’s coming toward us.”

			As gray dawn paled to light blue, the undulating mass approached from the south, changing often with no two formations the same. Their shapes cast large shadows below as they swept over the snow-capped peaks. The figures soon swelled to clarity. One was blue and massive. 

			Barrett counted ten silhouettes. He breathed a sigh of relief to see the large, leathery wings and shiny horns reflecting in the rising sun. 

			“Dragons!” announced Graile. “Laelynn is here.”

			“Oh, I love the dragons! I’ve missed them so much.” Gaia clapped in her usual happy fashion.

			The friends turned to Barrett, who blushed as his hand continued to pulse. He slid his arm beneath his cloak to sneak a peek. The undulating dragon’s head wriggled again. Its face formed a silent roar, then vanished. 

			“I didn’t want to say anything in case it didn’t work. Since we have no idea where we are, I thought we could use a ride home,” he said.

			The dragons circled once, then landed, shaking the ground beneath the friends’ feet. 

			Like with the wolves of Tervenia, Gaia rushed forward, stopping long enough to bow to the enormous beast before hugging Laelynn’s thick, scaled leg. “I knew we would see you again. You’re even larger than I remember. You must have grown,” said the witch. 

			Laelynn chortled a deep sound. “It is good to see you all alive and well.” She noted the corpses and ruined surroundings, then sniffed the air. Her voice echoed within the forest as she spoke. “I smell magical workings. There are many dead. A great battle must have taken place.”

			“I don’t believe any battle is great,” said Graile, bowing low as the dragon’s piercing gaze touched upon him.

			She gave a slow nod. “Right you are, friend Fader.” Her eyes went to the prince. “It seems, Barrett, Prince of Westmore, son of Garrest, bearer of Eirendel’s Ring, Helserian, and our savior, you are a good ways from home. So how may we help?”

			He cringed at the last name. “I am no savior,” he mumbled.

			Dragon speech had always impressed him even though it was considered tedious and time consuming. Most legends proclaimed formality as the proper way to converse with dragons. Barrett had found truth in the tales. 

			The prince displayed his hand to indicate the blackened circle at the base of his finger. “Eirendel’s Ring is gone. Destroyed in the battle against Alesta.” Disappointment resonated in his voice.

			Laelynn’s armored eyelids blinked often as she comprehended the words. She raised her muzzle to snort a small fireball. “You fought the great sorceress? And you all still live. Most impressive, young ones.” Her muzzle moved closer. “Without doubt, you are the Helserian.” 

			Her offspring loosed tiny bursts of flames. Barrett was unsure if it was to honor him, show surprise, or to mourn the passing of the ring. Perhaps all three. 

			“Could you please give us a ride home?” pleaded Zanora. “We have no idea where we are.”

			“Or tell us where the nearest fairy ring could be,” added Unger. “That would help just as much.”

			“You are near Minapar which is some great distance from your home. How is it you arrived here? More great magic, I venture.” Laelynn placed her rump on the ground, then stretched her giant frame out, folding both wings into her sides. She placed a clawed limb beneath her chin and rested her muzzle on top.

			Graile tossed more wood on the fire once the friends gathered round. They began the tale, taking turns to recount each part, starting with their arrival in Ashton. The younger dragons soon lost interest and took to the air, biting at each other’s tails, zipping fireballs, or practicing aerial maneuvers. Meanwhile, Laelynn listened. She uttered many ohs, ahs, and gasps. Smoke rose from her nostrils and her tail swayed, uprooting patches of green shrubbery. After a long while, the story ended.

			“So, can you help us?” asked Gaia. 

			“How can I refuse? I’m in the Helserian’s debt.” Laelynn grunted a baritone sound.

			“You owe me nothing,” countered Barrett. “And if I recall our first encounter, you were going to eat us, saying we looked tasty. So I needed to ask instead of assuming you’d help.”

			“I still believe you would make tasty snacks.” Another ground shaking laugh. “A fairy ring is some distance that direction. I noticed it during our journey here.” She extended a clawed limb to indicate northeast. “We will show you the way.” With a roar that shook pinecones from tree branches, she summoned her children.

			“I’m not going to miss this place. I never want to see it again.” Zanora sprinted to gather her few belongings. 

			Barrett magically extinguished the fire, then took a final look at the burning circle. “Agreed. I hope we never come back here.”

			Unger laughed. “It wasn’t all bad. We’re alive and you did beat Alesta right there.” He jerked a thumb toward the flaming circle.

			The prince shrugged. “Maybe. Maybe not. Without proof, there’s no way to know. We can’t be sure.” His doubtful words shook his confidence.

			“Well, she’s gone and that’s what matters.” Graile placed fresh black circles around his eyes as he spoke. He raised his hood, making his visage more menacing than usual.

			“I hope you’re right, Unger,” said Barrett. “Yes, we beat Alesta, and with any luck she’s dead. But magic can be deceitful when needed. Like when I used thoughtforms to confuse her in battle. Maybe she played some sort of trick on us.”

			“That’s enough. Come on. I’m ready to go,” said Zanora as she sidled atop Laelynn’s large frame. She beckoned to Barrett. 

			Within seconds, after hard thrusts from their massive legs, the creatures headed toward the clouds. 

			Stories from school studies spoke of the enormity of the western lands. Never before had Barrett understood their true size until seeing them pass beneath his feet. Now, looking out upon the vastness of the world, he felt insignificant. Trivial, may have been a better word.

			Twisting creeks flowed like blue ribbons riding the wind. Deep hollows, some still shrouded in fading darkness, dotted the land. There were thick forests, crystalline lakes, and high, bald mountains. In some spots, morning mist lay unmoving as if hiding secrets within its white foam. Other spots lay open to the glory of the shining sun. The experience humbled him.
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			Laelynn made a large looping circle. She pointed with a claw. “There is the ring, nearly invisible in the surrounding forest. Study the path since things will look different on the ground.” She pointed again. “We shall land in the meadow to its west. You should have no trouble finding it from there, Helserian.”  

			The dragons glided to a sloping hillside with a level grass field near its base. After soft landings, the friends slid down and bowed.

			“Without you, we would’ve never found this spot or known which direction to take,” said Barrett. “I believe we’re even now.”

			Laelynn laughed. “We were imprisoned for Ages. I do not view one ride as a debt repaid. Besides, we enjoyed the flight. We even noticed some rather yummy looking livestock along the way.” She rubbed her blue belly. “Now we shall return to the Alderion Mountains and await our next meeting, which will be some time yet.” 

			Barrett puzzled over that comment, knowing some tales said dragons were known to see the future. Does Laelynn know something she’s not sharing? 

			“Fairy rings are faster and will cause less commotion than arriving on dragons. People would faint straightaway if you flew over our city. You would unnerve them,” said the prince. 

			“Excellent point. You are wise beyond your years,” said Laelynn. “Then until we meet again, farewell, Helserian.”

			“Hold on. Why not take us straight to Westmore? Skip the fairy rings.” Zanora grinned. “I’d like to watch everyone scurrying around like ants at a picnic as dragons flew overhead. Running everywhere, stomping each other to reach cover, screaming and carrying on. Oh, what a sight it would be.” She laughed. 

			“Has anyone ever said you’re sort of sick? You have a few parts loose,” said Unger, tapping his forehead. “I know a good healer if you need one.” He winked at Barrett.

			She shoved his shoulder. “Shut up or I’ll stomp you. Then, you will need a good healer.”
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			​ Home Again

			The trek proved much harder than it appeared from the air and was taking far longer than hoped. The company navigated steep, winding paths to a dark forest which provided some comfort as they managed its cool depths. 	

			Barrett searched the surrounding wood as he went, believing some one, or some thing, lay hidden in the shadows. Rumors said the forests surrounding Minapar were filled with nameless creatures, ones so terrifying that, if glimpsed, would chill your blood. He imagined the terror of being frozen in place, his stare forever pointing outward to witness the decay of the world as time marched on. Helpless. Neither alive, nor dead. The thought made him shudder.

			Graile took notice. “What’s wrong? Did you see something?”

			Barrett shrugged. “I caught movement from the corner of my eye but can’t say what it was. Some branches snapped and leaves rustled, but it could be my mind playing tricks. Likely some squirrel, raccoon, or other curious creature.”

			Graile moved closer to lower his voice. “Are you sure it’s not coming from the talk about Alesta?”

			 Barrett hung his head in shame. “Maybe,” he answered honestly. “She does have me on edge, even if she is gone.”

			Gaia took his arm and led him away. “Graile is right, something is wrong. Your aura is swirling. I overheard part of what you said and don’t believe it’s all about the sorceress. Do you want to talk?”

			Barrett muttered a curse. “Fine. I’m afraid to see what Westmore looks like. I can only imagine what the battle has done to the city. And I’m trying to think of something else besides becoming a statue or fighting a sorceress again.”

			“You’re really wondering if the king is still alive,” said Gaia with steadiness. “I can help answer that, I think.”

			“Oh no, not again. She’s going to predict the future,” said Unger, inclining his head toward the witch. “I hate this part. I always fear the worst.”

			Barrett waved him off, bringing silence. “Let her be. I want to hear this.”

			Gaia halted and dug in her witch bag to retrieve a velvet pouch and large, square cloth. She knelt to clear a spot on the ground, then spread her belongings before her. Opening her pouch, she pulled the tarot cards free and shuffled them. After creating three piles, she restacked them into one, made a large spread, then examined each card with slow care. Her head tilted this way and that. Long moments passed before the witch stirred. Her face raised, filled with sadness. 

			“You know, it’s starting to get hot and I’m tired. Can we speed this along?” grumbled Zanora. 

			Graile frowned. “You can always go ahead. We’ll catch up in no time. I promise.”

			Zanora mumbled unintelligible words, then made a twisted face followed by an indelicate sound.

			“Oh, that was mature,” noted Unger, adjusting his tunic sleeves.

			Barrett’s nostrils flared. “Will you all shut it and listen.” 

			Gaia met the prince’s worried stare. “We should hurry home,” she said softly.

			An uneasy look passed between the pair. “What did you see? Tell me. I must know.”

			She gave a timid shrug and looked away. “Understand the cards can—”

			“What did you see?” he repeated with force. Barrett squatted to take her face into his hands. “Gaia, I’m not blaming you for the reading. But it’s important. Tell me.”

			As if the gods attempted to hide her answer, the wind rose in great gusts and blew round the camp. The sun vanished behind puffy clouds to steal warmth from his heart. 

			“I believe our king, your father, may have been wounded…or...” She took his hands into her own warm grip. “I’m so sorry.” She began to tuck her belongings away, then sniffed and cleared tears from her cheeks.

			“This is ridiculous,” argued Zanora. “You can see whatever you want with those cards. They’re just drawings with colors and figures. They mean nothing. Children use them as toys.” She waved a dismissive hand and grunted.

			“That’s garbage and you know it. How many accurate readings has Gaia done over the years? In case you don’t remember, I’ll tell you…a lot!” Barrett cursed several times. 

			Was his father in imminent danger? Dead? Wounded? Missing? Or was the situation imaginary, one stirred up by the witch’s cards? Maybe Zanora was right saying it was simply a vision. With any luck, a false one. Were the gods playing a trick on the witch?

			“The reading isn’t the problem. We need to go see for ourselves,” said Unger. “I hope Gaia’s wrong, but we’re not doing any good sitting here.” He rose to extend a hand toward Graile, helping him to his feet. The witch followed next.

			[image: ]

			One by one Graile, Unger, and Gaia vanished with a swoosh, leaving Zanora with the prince. Dark thoughts ate at his innards. The trip had been a source of worry even before the witch’s reading. Her prediction made his hidden dread more palpable. With it came unresolved anger toward the wizard Elimar for whisking him away during the heat of battle. 

			Zanora’s warm embrace interrupted his thoughts. “It’ll be fine. Come on, everyone is waiting. Think of Westmore and don’t worry about what Gaia said. She’s not perfect, you know.” She kissed his lips before they stepped into the ring.

			With another swoosh, the pair stood alongside their friends in the familiar field high above the city. Barrett started off with a quick pace while the others struggled to keep close. None spoke as they moved through the meadow, down the hillside, and across the babbling creek to hunker in the tree line, hidden from sight. On the outside, the city stood in eerie silence.

			Thick plumes of black smoke rose high into the air. The columns spiraled upward, merging into one as the mass blotted out the puffy white clouds above, as if trying to steal away any hope of happiness below. There were no sounds or signs of ongoing battle. Still, Barrett knew the castle would never be the same.

			He rose and powered downhill with deliberate speed, reaching the road as a strong hand gripped his arm. 

			“Slow down. You’re driving yourself mad.” Unger’s eyebrows were drawn down in concern. 

			“I’m not using the elf gate this time. I don’t care who knows we’re home or how much trouble I get in. I need to get to the castle,” replied Barrett.

			“We will.” Unger gave a reassuring smile. “I know you’re upset over the reading but acting like this won’t help. Besides, we can’t change what’s already done.”

			Barrett halted to mull over the advice. “Your truth is harsh, but I appreciate it. I needed it, too. I’ve accomplished nothing other than looking ridiculous.” He pressed both palms to his forehead and sighed.

			From behind, the others followed with low whispers as the pair spoke on.

			“Does something feel different about those two?” asked Zanora, pushing her chin forward. “I can’t put my finger on it. Something happened last night, I know it.”

			“Who cares? We’re home again. That’s the part I’m interested in,” said the Fader. 

			“I’m sure the answer will come soon enough,” said Gaia, hoisting her bag higher on her shoulder. She stopped, pointed to her ear, and changed expressions as though solving a difficult math problem. “Listen.”

			 Horns blared and drums rolled, reverberating through the valley as the friends drew nearer the gates. Rhythmic drums boomed in Barrett’s ears, reminding him of the horrible creature Billam and the Trowken tunnels—the severe beating that brought him within inches of death. He cursed the recurring memory. 

			A flurry of activity arose as soldiers rushed to peer over the parapets. They formed small groups on the battlements, their shields and weapons gleaming in the sun.

			“The prince!” cried one, waving a banner in one hand, pointing over the edge with the other. “The prince returns.”

			The gates swung wide as a throng of riders sped from the city. The horses thundered across the ground as if heading for battle. Their leader, a freshly scarred, stout man, reined to a halt, leapt down, and dropped to one knee. His voice was graveled. 

			“My prince! We believed you were lost during battle. Commander Yaris ordered a search of every inch of the grounds to find—”

			“That’s impossible! Yaris fell during combat. I watched it happen. He’s dead.” interrupted Barrett as blood rushed to his head with pounding force. 

			“Begging your pardon, but no, my prince. Not long after your disappearance Elimar returned to save many. His great magic destroyed the portal and stopped the beasts. True, Yaris was gravely injured but is now recovering. He is a stout man. Come, Highness!”

			Barrett covered the soldier with a glance. He was missing two fingers and bore a frightful wound on his arm, one that seemed to be healing well.

			“What of the king? The king!” asked the prince with force. “Does my father live?”

			The soldier’s face turned fearful. “I’m certain your Warder Yaris will explain.” He pointed to his awaiting horse. “Make haste, Highness.”

			Barrett fears swirled. His knees weakened. Tears welled up, but he refused to cry before his men. 

			Riders bent from their saddles to help the friends swing atop the muscular horses. The animals were bumped into quick gallops, their hooves pounding the dirt road like an approaching thunderstorm as they raced to the castle.

			Barrett scanned the city during the approach. There, skilled craftsmen labored to repair gaping holes in the east wall. Other workers grappled with clearing away debris. Some unfortunates performed the gruesome task of transporting cartloads of beastly bodies toward a deep pit. Still others hurled them into the depths of a fiery hole, watching as flames consumed the stinking carcasses. 

			Barrett realized the burning pit was the source of the rising black cloud seen from the hillside. His face twisted in disgust as the thick, undulating smoke danced across the sky, its blackness smothering out the blue. Thankfully, the gods seemed to smile on Westmore this day as favorable winds pushed the putrid stench away.

			Passersby pointed and gawked as the prince sped along. Some raised their hands in greeting, but Barrett paid them no mind. The king was his only concern. Minutes later, before the horses had reached a full halt, Barrett leapt to the ground to race toward his father’s chamber. Suddenly, Zanora was beside him, matching his every step. He was grateful for her presence.

			He bounded up the marbled stairs, down the hall’s length to skid round a wide corner, then sprinted toward the doors. Seeing his approach, guards swung the heavy wood door open wide. 

			Against the back wall on a large four poster bed lay a linen covered body. Barrett sucked in several short breaths as he swayed from dizziness. Another wave of tears attempted to break loose. 

			He moved to the bedside, took a sheet corner, and prepared to peel it back, though Zanora’s soft hand stopped him. She shook her head. Her breath felt warm against his ear as she whispered. 

			“Remember him the way he was. Your father, our king, has already left here. He’s moved to his next life. This,” she placed a hand on the sheet, “is nothing more than his shell. Please, don’t do this.”

			Barrett pulled away, irate she suggested he not look upon his own father a final time. Then, the horse soldier’s wounds came to mind. Would his own father be rent or disfigured from battle? Perhaps not even whole. Was Zanora right? 

			He froze, imagining, hoping for signs of movement. Even a twitch. None came except the harsh reality the king was gone. A mournful moan escaped his lips as his hold loosened. He sank to his knees and wept.

			Despair yanked him into an endless pit of torment, darkening his emotions, allowing hatred to flourish. Reasoning slipped away. He blamed the wizard for dragging him from the fight. Graile and Unger were at fault, too. They had carried him away against his wishes. The prince had tried to fight beside his father. It was his duty as prince and son. All three men had stolen that from him. In this moment he hated them for it.

			Misery crushed in even tighter before a familiar touch jarred him to the present. Wiping the flowing tears on his sleeve, he looked up.

			“The lady is right. Your father wouldn’t want you to see him this way. He does not look like the man you knew,” said Yaris, wearing a kind expression. A large patch covered the warrior’s left eye. Even that could not hide the painful looking cheek and forehead scars resembling hideous claw marks. 

			Barrett sprang up to hug his Warder. “I thought you were dead! I should’ve known you were too stubborn to die. I am so happy to see you.”

			“And the sight of you makes me happy, too, my liege.” He pointed to his missing eye. “I can no longer say I’m keeping an eye on you. I have none to spare, so behave.”

			Barrett gave a weak chuckle, then hugged the big man again.

			Yaris stepped back to lower to one knee. He bowed his head. “My liege, Westmore is yours. Your father, my dear friend, was an honorable man. Now you shall be king and I will follow you as I did him. At your service, Majesty.”

			“He loved and respected you. The two of you made Westmore great.” More tears to contain. He helped the large man to his feet. “But I can’t be king yet. You must run Westmore.” 

			Zanora started, then slid her arm round his waist. “But the city needs you.”

			“I can’t,” insisted Barrett. His bleary eyes settled on the king’s body.

			The Warder rose with a confused look. “You must take the throne. It’s your duty and right. You knew this day would come. However, there is a problem, Sire. The Bureau of Mystical Affairs will appoint their own ruler until you reach proper age. You could lose Westmore if your coronation does not proceed with haste. Presently, the Bureau views the throne as empty and can allow their buffoons to run your city. Even with the ceremony they could oust you. But it will be much harder after you are crowned. They would need solid grounds to say you are unfit.”

			Barrett’s voice erupted, royal and confident. “My family has ruled here for over three hundred years. No one is taking my kingdom. And the next time I face Alesta she’ll pay for what she’s done.” 

			“Remember, she may be dead,” cried Zanora. “We watched you kill her.”

			Yaris seized the young man’s shoulders. “Is this true? Did you slay the sorceress? You have magic now? Your Helserian powers are growing.” He scratched his head. “That must be how you escaped the castle right under my nose all those times. Magic.”

			Zanora patted the big man’s arm several times as she winked at the prince. “Yes, that’s right. It was magic.”

			Barrett paced for a bit, then slumped in a chair. “I have a long story to share. This dilemma has no easy answer. Come to my room when you’re able and I’ll fill you in.” He rose for a final hug. This time the embrace lingered as they wept together.
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			​Decisions

			Time passed unnoticed and before the sun reached the horizon, having eaten and bathed, the friends sat in conversation inside the prince’s quarters. For a long while talk centered on the crowning and the extent to which Mystical Affairs could interfere. But Barrett soon grew frustrated with the subject and wished to hear no more. He turned his attention to his raven. 

			Samaren had perched beside him to caw loudly. He tried to shoo her away but the bird refused to leave, squawking disapproval at his every attempt, even pecking the back of his hand until he relented. Barrett gave in and caressed her head with one hand, his heart lightening at her presence.

			“Fine! Stay here,” he grumbled, rubbing his knuckles. Then, his demeanor softened as he smoothed her feathers. “I’ve missed you, too.”

			Four loud knocks came moments before Yaris entered and bowed low. “My liege.”

			“Please don’t do that,” replied Barrett. “It’s frustrating and I should be bowing to you. You’re king until I do what needs to be done.”

			Graile objected by tapping his fork on the tabletop. “That’s not true. The coronation will happen soon. Now you should focus on protecting Westmore.” The Fader indicated the balcony door with his utensil. The city lay glittering below from the last rays of the day’s dying sun. “Remember, Alesta may come back. She may not. Either way, your people and armies need to be ready.”

			“And they’re leaderless without a king,” added Zanora. “It’s your duty to stand with them.”

			The prince moved to the hearth where he stacked dry pine needles and wood in its base. “Flaminious,” he said to ignite the pile, sending gray smoke curling up the chimney. He stared at the flames to allow his mind to drift for a moment. Then, a woman’s voice entered his mind. Clear and calm like Gaia’s sweet sound, yet different. 

			You were born to be king, it said.

			The tone came soft and mature and of all those around him, this voice stood out. The others sounded small and insignificant. Barrett turned, puzzled over the source. He peered round the room. Nothing. Besides Zanora and Gaia, there were no others who could make such a sound. Even the fairy, Taleen, was nowhere to be seen. 

			As though a brilliant morning sun crept over the horizon, slow dawning entered his mind. Samaren sat perched nearby, cawing each time the voice filled his mind. 

			I must be more tired than I thought. There’s no way my bird is speaking. Unger moving past snapped him back to the present. 

			“It is so hard to focus on any of this right now. My father’s death, a funeral, a coronation, Mystical Affairs—all that was just piled on me in a single day. Yet, Alesta is freshest in my mind. Did she survive and will she threaten the kingdom again? I won’t rest until we find an answer. So how would we do it?” Barrett struggled up an inner mountain of anger and hate against the woman who caused his life to fall to ruin.

			“I can think of several options, but each one comes to a dead end,” added Unger.

			“I thought of asking her family, but I think we know more about her than them,” said Barrett. “From the beginning, Elimar and Nirith have been difficult to reach.”

			“So true,” chimed Gaia. “They’re like ghosts, with Elimar appearing when he wishes and Nirith hiding away in her mountain home, rarely dealing with people.”

			“Of them all, Trishar holds my respect. But she vanished after the Ashton attack, during the Order of Witches festival,” added Unger. “Any path to Alesta will require luck and strategy.” 

			“She could be anywhere.” Barrett felt for every foot gained, he slid back two. It was true Westmore needed him. And it was indeed time to start acting like a king. After all, within days, he would be. The crown would sit on his head. Still, the heat of revenge was smoldering, bordering on flame.

			“Westmore was attacked. Your subjects are terrified. And their king is dead.” Zanora gasped and placed a hand to her mouth, then corrected herself. “I mean, their king needs to be here for them. Forget Alesta.” 

			“My liege, listen to your friends. They speak wisely. And how would it look if you abandoned the city in its greatest hour of need? Faith in their new ruler would plummet,” stated Yaris. 

			Barrett scowled. Lines of concern creased his forehead. “Fine. Get to the part where the Bureau can rule my city.” The smallest of thoughts hurt the prince’s head as though a Quezen earth-eating worm was trapped inside his skull trying to break free. “I’m going to lose the throne if I don’t declare myself king. And without that blasted coronation these Bureau fools will take my kingdom. But if I take the crown, I can’t hunt the sorceress.” 

			Samaren gave several croaks to mimic his disgust. 

			The friends’ voices fought over one another as they shouted objections or blurted out questions. 

			The Warder’s voice boomed over them all. “Remember, Sire, they may do it anyway due to your age. Your inexperience is a hinderance. They will say you’re not mature enough to run a kingdom.” His one eye swept over the young friends. “Unfortunately, they’re right in many ways. Begging your pardon, my liege, at fifteen, your decisions can be…well, hasty and erratic. Perhaps consider turning the city over for a little while. We could find a suitable Steward.” He raised a finger as an idea seemed to strike him. “Timorin would be a great choice. He is stable and extremely knowledgeable concerning politics and matters of state. Not to mention, he is fair. People like him.”

			Barrett spun with a reddened face. “But Yaris, he’s a banker! This is why I tried to give you the crown. I trust you the most.” 

			Samaren squawked from behind. No voice this time.

			“Barrett, you stop that right now,” demanded Gaia, brushing stray hairs from her face. “You’re being a blamer. You can’t push this on Yaris. It’s not his fault. He’s giving good advice. Apologize.”

			Barrett released his anger and heaved an exhale. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I just don’t know what to do. I feel lost, like I’m a child again. I hate it. It’s unfair.”

			“Life is unfair,” offered Graile. “It doesn’t mean you get to be angry or whine over it. You are king and should act the part.”

			Exhaustion and conflict ruled Barrett’s mind and heart. If he could only dismiss his grief he was certain it would lift a great burden.

			“Sire, I am your guardian. An old soldier who maintains your armies and has responsibilities leaving me precious little time as it is. Even if I desired it, I could not possibly run Westmore. 

			Barrett heard the rumble of his mentor’s voice but was not listening. Instead, he pondered all the companions had been through: fairy rings, dragons, magical training, riding Hathius’s wolves, and battling Alesta. Nor did he forget using Eirendel’s Ring, finding the Soul Vial, or the beating he received at the hands of his Trowken captors.

			“I’ve got life experience. More than most, if truth be told,” he said, rubbing his hands together as thoughts brewed. “I’ve seen and done quite a few things. But hunting Alesta comes first. We’re the only western city she didn’t conquer.”

			Zanora faced Yaris. “Why are you asking the rightful king to give up his kingdom?” she protested. “How is that helping?”

			“Shut it, please,” griped Barrett. “Your anger doesn’t solve our problems.”

			The redhead clenched her fists and lifted her eyebrows. “You were just yelling. So it’s okay for you to do it?” 

			Her words bit hard but Barrett didn’t respond. He was being hypocritical and knew it, but believed his point was more valid. He tried to apologize but grew flustered as Zanora harped on. Yaris and the rest of the companions were quiet, looking away as she continued to rage. Barrett pressed his lips together, unable to keep a scowl from forming. 

			The redhead caught his expression and fell quiet. She plopped in her seat seat to huff, then sank into the chair back looking scolded. Mumbling, she grabbed a book and flipped it open, unaware the book was upside down.

			“This is my decision. It belongs to no one else. I am to be king. My kingdom, my choices,” he said. “War may be just over the horizon again and I have little time to think or plan.”

			Silence grew heavy. Zanora snorted. Barrett glared at her. Her hot reactions were becoming a concern. What if she became queen? Before, her fiery attitude and warrior spirit were alluring, an attraction he never denied. Yet if she sat on the throne, her anger could turn his people against his decisions. They would despise her rashness, view her as unwise, or worse, uncaring. His parents had been kind and fair rulers. The city was used to that style and would not take to her impulsiveness. Even worse, he fed off her emotions. Her uncontrolled energy affected him, making his blood boil at times.

			The simple truth was she was not even his girlfriend. They were in love but had kissed no more than a few times. Would he have to choose between their happiness or his kingdom? He wished to talk the problem through with Unger. His friend always gave good advice.

			Yaris shook his head at Zanora. “That type of outburst is why the Bureau will take your kingdom. They’ll say you’re influenced by hot tempered friends who, like you, are often incapable of wise decisions. You may have the throne’s bloodline but you’re not officially king. Without the coronation you’ll never hold power. I beg you to do it soon or Magical Affairs will sweep in here like the vultures they are and take what’s rightfully yours.” 

			The raven landed on Barrett’s knee to stare up at him. Her round, black eyes seemed wise and kind. The prince stroked her feathered body, drawing strength from her gaze. Their comfortable connection was nothing he could explain but made him long for his parents. They would know what to do, how to guide him. Yaris was doing his best but the prince longed to see them again.

			The Bureau was his most pressing danger, but they felt unreal—fictitious, even. After all, he had never seen one of their members. Before today they were nothing more than words on a page. Pages he had never read. 

			With a curse, he looked to the bookshelves, wishing he had read those law books closely. But the subject was so boring he had skipped great portions. Law was so tedious he would “accidentally” lose his book to avoid studying. Could the knowledge have helped him now when needed most? It was far too late to know.

			“My father’s funeral pyre must come first. We’ll hold it on Saturn’s Day,” announced Barrett. Those words stung his tongue, leaving a foul taste. “The coronation shall fall the following Moon’s Day.”

			“Taking the crown is the right choice,” said Gaia, displaying a smile. “Go be king. That’s your true destiny. Well, that and being Helserian.”

			Her optimism proved another reason he valued her opinion. Barrett lowered beside her to place a hand on her forearm. “My first official duty will be making you my advisor. You’ll be called Gaia the Wise. Or maybe the King’s Sage.” He pretended to stamp a document with an official seal. “Done and done!” 

			“They have a nice ring to them. Either one fits you
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