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Chapter One

Runa huddled in her cloak against the
night’s chill, her sleepless vigil broken by glimpses of a wily fox
or a shy deer rushing past in the gloom. Beams of moonlight
filtered through twisted ghost-pale birch trees and the wind
touched leaves whispered a night song. She craved sleep, but
sinister dreams plagued her the last few nights, snatching precious
slumber away. The crackling fire dimmed. Runa ignited the flames
with a spark of magic. Warmth restored, she sighed and returned to
her empty bedroll a few feet away. Mellypip had been sleeping there
only moments ago.

Concerned, Runa called
through the bonding, Melly, where are
you?

I’m over here,
Runa! Mellypip
replied, poking his head up from behind the food packs.

What are you doing?
Runa asked.

Searching for yummy
treats! The furry wampu scratched his
enormous round ears, and then resumed his hunt for a
snack.

Don’t wander off like
that, she scolded.

But we’re surrounded by
mighty sorcerers and warriors, Mellypip
protested, sniffing a bruised apple. The
apples are pulpy. Not magnificent at all! He discarded it to hunt for more succulent
goodies.

Our mighty band is asleep,
except for those guarding Koll, Runa
reminded him.

Mellypip chose a slice of round flat
bread from the food sacks. He offered her some bread, but Runa
shook her head.

“I’m not hungry, but
thanks,” she whispered.

“You’re not sleeping
again?” Mellypip asked, joining her and nestling next to her for
warmth. “Need sleep to make magnificent magic.”

“How come you’re awake so
early?” Runa asked.

“Hard to sleep when my
sorceress is troubled.”

“I’m not troubled,” Runa
insisted. “It’s just that my dreams are filled with weird
images.”

“You cannot fib to your
familiar. Perhaps it was something you ate,” Mellypip suggested.
“Our food stores are dull. We don’t even have cookies or drobba.”
Mellypip sighed and looked at his bland piece of bread. “I miss
drobba. And jam. Bread is boring without jam. Do they make drobba
jam? That would be magnificent!” Mellypip nodded, his furry cheeks
puffed out as he chewed. “We’re dream bonded. That’s what Belwyn
calls it. I see your dreams. They’re strange, but all I remember is
fragments. Then I wake up so hungry! I thought if I had some
nibbles, I would get drowsy again.”

Runa opened her silver locket and
gazed at the tiny portraits of her mother and grandmother. Mellypip
waddled over to her and rested his head on her arm. The firelight
cast amber shadows on the tiny pictures of Runa’s mother and
grandmother. “They were so pretty. You look a lot like them too,
Runa, well except for the lack of pointy ears. Yllia and Rualla!
They had magnificent names too!”

“Magnificent is quite a
big word you’re fond of lately,” Runa observed with suspicion,
scratching Melly’s head. “What is going on?”

“Belwyn gives me a new
word every day for my vocabulary lessons. Yesterday it was
‘magnificent.’ I haven’t received a new one yet, so I am making
good use of it now. I never escape the schoolroom, even in the
wilderness.”

Caliste stirred and stretched. “Runa,
why are you up so early?”

“I’m sorry I woke you,”
Runa apologized. “Go back to sleep.”

Caliste draped her blanket around her
shoulders and sat down next to Runa by the fire. “You didn’t,
really. The rocky ground is a misery. At least we’re out of that
damned desert. I’m still brushing sand out of my hair.” Runa’s
locket glowed in the light of the campfire. Caliste’s eyes misted
when she looked at the pictures, her voice wistful with memory. “I
remember when they had those portraits painted as a special gift
for Cathal’s birthday. They wanted to include me, but I thought it
would be nice for Cathal to have a special portrait of just
them.”

“Which birthday was it?”
Runa asked with a grin.

“He never confessed. You
know, I was about your age when Cathal and Belwyn told Rualla and
me of their adventures during the Bloodstone Age. Cathal was
scarcely older than you are now,” Caliste whispered. “Cathal and
Yllia had some very exciting adventures. Belwyn is especially good
at relating their tales into thrilling stories.”

“We haven’t had much time
for stories since my birthday,” Runa said.

Caliste brushed back a wisp of Runa’s
short hair, and smiled, “We’ve been quite busy, haven’t we,
sweetheart?”

Runa grinned. “Battling evil mages and
scary wraiths is very time consuming.”

“Don’t forget Opaline
turning the slimy mage Gorvanus into a troll,” Mellypip
added.

“I wish I could have seen
it,” Caliste said, grinning.

“It’s a marvelous tale,”
Mellypip agreed with a vigorous nod. “I’ll write it all down when I
can spell better. I wish we were home. The journey is taking so
long because we have to—” Mellypip paused, looked around then
whispered, “keep the nasty one chained up.”

Runa cuddled Mellypip in her arms. “I
know it’s terrible having Koll here.”

“We’ll be rid of him
soon,” Caliste assured him. “That’s why we came to
Thill.”

Runa glanced over her shoulder at the
sleeping figures of Iona and Panthara. “I still can’t accept
Panthara is my half-sister. Yet, I cannot deny we share the same
blood though my father.”

Runa leaned against Caliste’s
shoulder. She gently stroked Runa’s short hair. “I know it’s hard.
I suspect Panthara received little love growing up, judging by what
we witnessed of her mad mother. Koll certainly wasn’t a good
influence. To her credit, Panthara chose to stop the
ritual.”

“At least Iona and Amun
will look after her,” Runa said. “And her familiar, Azmadu, is
still devoted to her.”

“That bond will never
break,” Caliste affirmed.

On silent wings, Belwyn landed next to
the fire; irate, golden eyes chastised Runa. “Humans must sleep,
else they go mad, you know.”

“So do sarcastic owls,”
Runa replied. “Can’t you rest either?”

“No—well, at least I’m
supposed to be nocturnal,” Belwyn replied. “Also, dragging Koll
across the continent is making me twitchy.”

“Koll makes everyone
twitch,” Runa agreed.

Runa looked at the end of the camp
where Koll sat cross-legged in the constrictive iron-barred cage.
Hands and feet bound with chains to prevent his escape through
mortal means and a collar of sorcerer bane locked around his neck
to prohibit magical escape. She sensed Koll’s stare as he sat
stony-eyed.

Belwyn looked at him suspiciously.
“Koll hasn’t spoken since we captured him. He just sits there and
stares like the village idiot, except I know how dangerous his mind
is. He refuses food and drink yet hasn’t had the courtesy to die
from it. His slimy familiar, Xabral, is still free. It all reeks, I
say. Just a question of time before Koll attempts something vile. I
feel it in my bones.”

Sanura, Caliste’s bronze-colored cat,
lifted her head. “It’s not even sunrise, please keep it down to a
purr,” she groused.

“Sorry, my sweet,” Caliste
apologized.

“Why did Grandfather
choose to take Koll to Thill? I thought we were supposed to deliver
Koll to Tarsicius?” Runa asked.

Belwyn shook his head. “Thill is
closer for one, plus we have old friends there. We lived here for a
long time. It’s too dangerous with Koll in tow to risk the long
journey across the bloody continent. Koll has too many dark allies
who would attempt to free him. There’s strife in the Ivory Kingdoms
now that Levandius is in exile. I also detest the way Tarsicius
treated poor Opaline after she risked everything to save his
pompous life. The Emperor can go rot! Many nations have a bounty on
Koll, but Thill has a strong and legitimate claim. The evil bugger
slaughtered thousands in Thill with dark magic during the Sorcerer
War. Time to pay with his bloody wicked head, I say!”

Runa clutched the locket in her hand.
“Koll’s soul is black with the murder. My father, mother,
grandmother, and even Striker, my mother’s familiar, are dead
because of Koll. If Striker had not rescued me, I would be dead
too. The seed of our all my family’s misery is Koll!”

A grey and white owl flew down by
Runa’s feet. The owl shimmered into Cathal, his flinty grey eyes
stern. “Young lady, why aren’t you asleep?”

“Sorry Grandpa. What about
you? Where did you go?”

“With Koll in our midst,
sleeping is a dangerous luxury. We have guests coming to relieve
that torment,” Cathal assured her. “King Caladynn of Thill is
meeting us here. I met him down the road. Caladynn is bringing an
escort of soldiers to welcome us—and take him into custody.”

“Can’t wait to unload the
annoying dark mage?” Belwyn asked.

“You know me so well,
Belwyn,” Cathal replied.

“They can take Koll with
my blessings,” Belwyn said. “I’m sick of babysitting the evil
one.”

“Perhaps we wake everyone
up, so we can properly greet them,” Cathal suggested.

“Quite a magnificent
occasion,” Mellypip agreed.

Cathal raised an eyebrow. “Vocabulary
exercises again, Belwyn?”

Belwyn chuckled. “Sorry. I must confer
to Furball the sin of repetition.”

Cathal grimaced. “Pick
another word, Belwyn. He’s used magnificent hundreds of times since
yesterday. Even Dabiro’s belching was magnificent!”

Belwyn chuckled. “Well, the old badger
is pretty vocal.”

“I heard that, you musty
old feather duster!” Dabiro grunted as he waddled by.

“Your manners aren’t
exactly resplendent, you mangy flea-ridden rodent!” Belwyn
retorted.

Dabiro responded with a thunderous
belch, and then resumed waddling to the shallow stream.

“Well isn’t that bloody
charming!” Belwyn called after him.

News of the king coming roused the
camp. Broda and Talwyn brewed fresh coffee. Runa longed for cream
and sugar, but drank down the strong, bitter coffee to combat her
fatigue. Mellypip clung to Runa’s shoulder to avoid getting
trampled in the early morning hubbub as they crowded around Broda
and Talwyn for the precious coffee. Runa grabbed a bucket in one
hand and Mellypip in the other to walk to the stream to fetch
water.

“Fair morning, Runa,” Ryen
said when she joined him at the water’s edge. “Girl, you look
tired.”

“Morning, Ryen. I think
everyone’s spent,” Runa commented and filled a bucket with fresh
water. Mellypip jumped down and drank his fill.

“Runa! Runa!” Rono the
gryphon cried out happily, bobbing back and forth.

“I have fresh water for
you. Hungry?” Runa asked, smiling.

The gentle black gryphon had been
adopted by everyone. Runa was glad the perytons helped look after
the gryphon, who though loving, was often confused.

“After breakfast, then we
fly?” Rono asked with bright and eager eyes.

“Maybe later,” Runa said
with a laugh, rubbing his head. After feeding him, they went back
to the group, Mellypip following with a drippy muzzle and soaked
paws.

Everyone was rushing to prepare for
King Caladynn’s arrival, except Jiana. She and her tiger hare,
Jasper, refused to wake up and remained snuggled in her sleeping
bag until they smelled Hinkleburr toasting bread.

Only Panthara was silent. Azmadu, her
crill lizard familiar, whimpered for her to play with him. She was
a placid statue as Iona combed out her beautiful black
hair.

Overwhelmed by a surge of pity, Runa
was tempted to go to Panthara; but the pain was still too tender
yet. Runa turned away.

Then Jadon walked by with Darkleaf,
his peryton. “Morning, Runa,” he said with a grin.

Runa smiled but lost the capacity to
speak in his presence.

“Perhaps you need some
vocabulary lessons,’ Mellypip suggested after Jadon had walked
by.

Sirah and her white wolf familiar,
Arial, were warming themselves by the fire. Opaline yawned as she
joined them and leaned against her mother for support.

“Good morning,
sleepyhead!” Sirah said with a laugh, putting her arm around
Opaline.

“If it’s morning, where’s
the sun?” Opaline moaned, rubbing her eyes. “And it’s so damn cold.
I almost miss the desert, except for the sunburn.”

Myrsalian joined them, his elf owl,
Felisia, perched on his shoulder, both looking tired.

“Morning.” Sirah nodded.
“You two didn’t sleep well either?”

“No,” Felisia replied,
sharp and cranky.

“I don’t think anyone has
lately,” Myrsalian replied.

Broda and Talwyn passed out cups of
coffee to everyone. Opaline accepted hers and sipped it, eyes
half-closed. Liat and Dabiro took their turn to watch Koll,
relieving Darcus for some much-needed rest. Ulan handed Darcus a
tin cup of black coffee, which he downed in one gulp. Only Riva and
his sloth familiar, Buzzy, were calm, floating in the air for their
morning meditation.

Runa accepted another cup and drank
it, hoping it would revive her. Dawn’s light brightened the sky,
and the fresh feel of morning felt good on her skin.

The thunder of iron-shod hooves
beating the earth proclaimed the coming of the Thill King.
Everyone’s attention was on the fifty green cloaked warriors riding
into their camp. The horse’s flared nostrils issued steamy breath
as they stomped the earth in triumph and circled them. These
warhorses were immense, indeed giants among the equine
clans.

“I’ve never seen horses so
big!” Mellypip gulped.

“The Thills are famous for
their warhorses,” Runa whispered back. “Now I know why. Pictures in
books do them no justice.”

The massive warhorses were larger than
the sleek steeds of Tarsicius’ stables in the west. Thill horses
had powerful, thick bodies; silky hair fringed the large hooves;
long manes and tails trailed almost to the ground. The horses pawed
the earth with giant hooves and shook their heavy manes with
pride.

The King of Thill urged his mount
forward and dismounted. Dressed in the royal red leather armor,
tall and broad; his girth was more muscle than fat. He removed his
polished golden helmet to reveal a vital middle-aged man; long
earthy brown hair streamed down his back and his short beard was
flecked with gray. He was the essence of potent manhood. He needed
no crown. Each powerful stride proclaimed his kingship.

Cathal bowed. “Welcome, King
Caladynn.”

Caladynn marched toward Cathal with
open arms. “Cathal, you old mage, I’ve missed you! Welcome to
Thill.”

“A magnificent king,”
Mellypip commented.

“Find a new word, Melly,”
Runa suggested in a pained voice.

“But I like magnificent!”
Mellypip protested.

“Get over it,” Belwyn
snapped.


Chapter Two

The black wolf twitched in his sleep,
disturbed by whispers prodding him to wake. He resisted the
urgings, seeking to stay in dream’s soft shadows. In dreams he was
not hungry, but bloated with fresh, red meat. His ribs did not
protrude but were covered with sleek muscle. He took up the hunt in
his dream state, running through open fields after a massive
elk.

Grimm was happy.

Grimm had never known happiness in his
waking life, only the stark loneliness of being a wolf without a
pack or mate to cling to in his desolation.

The whispers turned into
shouts.

“Wake up,
Grimm!”

Groaning, Grimm awakened to see a
shimmering black wolf standing before him, tongue lolling out of
his mouth, amber eyes glowing in the dim light of dawn.

“Oh, Midnight, it’s you
again,” Grimm said with a sigh.

“Yes, it’s me, Midnight,
your sire,” the ghost wolf chided. “It’s about time you woke
up.”

Grimm uncurled from his makeshift den
in the shallow hole beneath an old oak. “You interrupted a hunt
dream, Father!” Grimm shook damp leaves and grass from his
fur.

“Were you the victor?” he
asked with interest.

“I had not gotten that
far,” Grimm replied, impatient. “You saw fit to wake me, remember?”
Grimm sniffed the morning air for real prey. Hunger demanded
tribute.

The ghost wolf, Midnight, smelled not
of earth and blood, but of stranger, more ethereal essences Grimm
could not decipher.

“What was your prey in the
dream?” Midnight asked.

“Elk,” Grimm
answered.

“A grand feast,” Midnight
approved.

Grimm glowered at his father. “My
belly is empty. I must hunt.”

“We must hunt the future
first,” Midnight said.

“I need food!” Grimm
growled. “You are past hunger.”

“I have my memories. The
rush in my blood when I tracked my prey. Power surging through my
muscles. The thunder of my heart and the burning of my lungs as I
chased down the beast. The tang of fresh meat, skin, and bone
devoured in hunger.” Midnight looked at his son, “I wish I had
lived to teach you the hunt. I’m sorry the pack drove you and your
mother out when my rival killed me. I can only help you in other
ways now. Follow me.”

Midnight sprinted through the wooded
landscape, darting between twisted hawthorns and majestic oaks, a
specter of death in the host of vibrant life.

Grimm followed with reluctant
obedience. Birds chorused in lofty trees; their presence hidden by
thick leaves. His keen vision captured glimpses of squirrels and
wampus jumping high above, scavenging for sweet, meaty nuts and
plump berries.

Grimm followed his spirit father, for
he had no one else. His paws pads were damp with chilled dew, the
earth not yet been warmed by the sun. A rancid smell spiced the
air. Grimm stopped running and crouched low. He flattened his ears
with revulsion when he saw a stout, lumbering troll stagger above
him on the hill. Trolls hated sunlight. It shaded dull, red eyes
against the cruel beams of the sun with its shaggy arms.

Midnight’s ghost shape sat next to
Grimm. “Take care. Though the creature is stupid, it’s very strong.
It has only vague memories of what it once was.”

“Filthy creatures,’ Grimm
growled. “Trolls are neither magical nor animals, but monsters of
the lowest caste.”

“An aberrant quirk of
evil,” Midnight agreed. “Dragon fodder. Unfortunately, there are no
dragons around to feed on this feculent carrion with a
heartbeat.”

The troll’s fetid odor diminished
Grimm’s appetite. “Only dragons can eat trolls. They are poisonous
to all others. Why bring me here? If it was to spoil my appetite,
you succeeded.”

Midnight howled with amusement. “The
troll is part of your destiny.”

“How can this
thing be part of my
destiny?”

The troll began to screech and growl,
and spin about in circles. Something frightened it. Perhaps the
monster could sense Grimm—or his spirit father?

“What’s next?” Grimm
asked. “A family of ogres? A nest of goblins?”

“The troll will help you
find your path in this world, Grimm.”

“Maybe the long winter
alone after my mother died of the shaking sickness left me rabid?”
Grimm pondered aloud. “Maybe you are not here at all. Maybe you are
a curse of the bleak life in which I am an outcaste.”

“I named you well, Grimm
Darkrunner,” Midnight said. “You’re so morose; it is amazing you
carry a piece of my spirit even though we look the same, except you
have your mother’s eyes, silver as the moons. You must follow the
troll, Grimm!”

“I won’t go!” Grimm
retorted.

Midnight loomed over Grimm, and his
voice became ominous. “Obey me! Follow the troll. Keep your
distance. It hates the sun, so your travels will be by
moonlight.”

Grimm scratched at the earth with
frustration. His paw pads were damp with dew. “It smells
putrid.”

“Of course it does! It’s a
troll! But what else do you sense? Concentrate, Grimm!”

The young wolf obeyed, and shut his
silver eyes, sniffing, exploring. Another scent mingled with the
troll’s. It was neither foul nor evil, but pure and light. It
stirred Grimm’s soul.

“You sense it now?”
Midnight asked.

“Yes,” Grimm cried with
rare joy. “It is like a beam of sunlight. Pure. Mystical. The
troll’s unsavory essence hid it until now. What is it?”

Midnight barked with pleasure. “Magic!
What you perceive is the signature of the sorcerer who made the
spell.”

Grunting above, the troll uprooted
bushes and grabbed large branches to hide from the
light.

Curious, Grimm looked at Midnight.
“Signature? I do not understand what that is.”

“I forgot you don’t know
how to read yet,” Midnight grumbled. “Let’s call it marking our
territory. The troll was once human.”

“That troll was a
two-leg?” Grimm shook his head in amazement. “A powerful spell
indeed to change how the gods made us.”

Midnight agreed. “The troll was evil
in its human form. It was also a sorcerer. It’s still evil, though
its magical powers are lost, as are most of its human memories. It
killed for lust and greed and squandered its magical
gifts.”

“Is this the sorcery you
have told me about?” Grimm asked. “It is pure and sweet. There is
no mark of darkness or evil from the hand of this
sorceress.”

“How do you know it was a
woman’s magic?” Midnight asked.

“I just know,” Grimm
said.

“Very good, my son. You
will hone more of your magic, Grimm. That is why I am here to teach
you.”

“To be a familiar? To live
with the two-legs? Never.”

“You have no pack, Grimm.
You are a familiar, like I was. To find a mage and bond is your
only hope.”

“If they are so wonderful,
why did you leave that life?” Grimm challenged.

“Because death took my
mage during the Sorcerer War, over fifteen winters ago. I returned
to the wild in grief. Despite terrible sorrow and loss, I found my
beloved mate.” Midnight’s eyes dimmed with sadness. “Wolves mate
for life, Grimm. She waits for me on the Otherside, as does my
sorcerer. I cannot return to them until you are safe in this world.
So stop whining and obey me!”

“I don’t whine,” Grimm
protested.

Midnight’s voice softened as he
huddled next to Grimm. There was no physical touch, as Midnight was
not corporeal, but Grimm sensed warmth and love. “You’re my only
cub. Nothing can ever sever our bond of spirit and blood. Trust
me.”

Grimm hung his head. “I’m sorry,
Father.”

In the distance, the troll’s shrill
cries broke its uneasy slumber.

“What torments the
monster?” Grimm asked.

“It has few memories of
its human past, but a new force pulls the troll. Given it a new
desire to cling to.”

“What desire?” Grimm
asked.

“To serve the dark queen
who sings in his dreams.”

“I don’t understand,”
Grimm replied.

“You will soon,” Midnight
replied with a low growl. His iridescent form glowed, and then
faded into a single ray of light and vanished.

“I hate it when you’re
cryptic!” Grimm cried.

Frustrated, Grimm sat down on the
moist, cool earth and howled at the sky.


Chapter Three

The Thill king really
likes hugging people, Mellypip commented
through the bonding as Runa moved behind the others.
Why are we hiding, Runa?

I’m hoping we’ll go
unnoticed. Remember my last encounter with royalty? Tarsicius
didn’t like Ashur’s daughter. Who knows what this king
thinks!

Mellypip sensed this king
was different. King Caladynn is nothing
like the nasty old Emperor. He smiles a lot, though it is difficult
to tell because his face is so furry.

Cathal and King Caladynn embraced with
genuine affection. An attachment of soldiers departed from the
delegation and circled Koll’s cage with pointy spears.

Caladynn received Myrsalian and Sirah,
hugging them with boisterous enthusiasm. “My heart is glad both of
you are safe and sound. My Queen, Sorcha, has been worried sick for
weeks.”

Sirah guided Opaline toward the King.
“Your Majesty, I would like to present my daughter, Opaline. She
will be staying with me now, and with your kind permission, make
Thill her home.” Opaline curtsied before Caladynn gracefully, head
bowed.

“Rise, Princess Opaline,”
Caladynn commanded formally though he was grinning.

“I’m no longer a princess,
but merely plain Opaline now. My noble father has exiled me, Your
Majesty.”

“You will always be a
Princess.” He kissed Opaline on each cheek, “Thill is your home
now. Welcome.”

“Thank you,” Opaline
whispered with sincere gratitude.

Ambassador Hinkleburr Crowyn and his
aids made their way in haste to the King and bowed. Hinkleburr
bowed deeply. “Hail King Caladynn! I’m Hinkleburr Crowyn, and these
are my aids, Broda and Talwyn.” The two young men bowed in unison
and resumed their attentive stance behind Hinkleburr, who whispered
to the king. “Do you know if Sovereign Arawn is very vexed with
me?”

“He’s actually quite
pleased,” Caladynn replied. “In fact, Sovereign Arawn and Queen
Dagmar even sent you a purse for your recent expenses. Our Ironian
Ambassador, Thorgid, will advise you on the rest. In the meantime,
you and your aids shall be my guests at the palace. I do know
you’re excused from going back to Tiamet.”

“Thank the gods,” Broda
and Talwyn whispered together.

Hinkleburr bowed again and stepped
back, looking quite relieved.

Caladynn shook hands with Ilyrrans,
but Darcus intrigued him. “You’re the first human among the Ilyrran
Raven Wing for a thousand years. If Emperor Tarsicius had more men
like you, he would truly rule the continent.”

“There are none like
Darcus,” Cathal affirmed sincerely.

“The Ilyrrans saw your
worth,” Caladynn nodded in approval. “I commend them for seizing
your sword arm, Darcus; else I might have claimed you for
myself.”

Caladynn’s expression darkened when he
glanced to Koll. “You have the gratitude of a nation for delivering
Koll to me.”

“I relinquish Koll to your
justice,” Cathal said solemnly.

“Yes, please take him,”
Belwyn added.

“I’m pleased you came here
instead of the Ivory Kingdoms. It’ll gall Tarsicius too,” Caladynn
said with a laugh. “We’ll feast together at my palace when you have
properly rested. Now, I will personally escort you into the
city.”

Cathal summoned Runa with an impatient
wave of his hand. “Come over here, dear. It’s alright, no need to
be timid. He won’t bite.”

Runa obeyed, keeping her head downcast
as she walked toward them. She stopped before King Caladynn and
knelt as Opaline had done.

Amused, Caladynn lifted Runa back on
her feet. “No ceremony! Don’t be afraid, my girl. Let me see
you!”

Runa looked up at the king. His gentle
manner evaporated her fears. She could not help but
smile.

“My gods, your eyes are
pure Ilyrran!” Caladynn exclaimed. “Beautiful as my
emeralds!”

See, this king is
nice, Mellypip
added, I told you so.

Caladynn took her small hands into his
large ones. “The last time I saw Runa, she was just a baby! Why,
she is nearly a woman now!”

“Oh no,” Belwyn tittered,
“Not quite that old.”

“Hush, Belwyn!” Runa
laughed.

“You must burst with pride
each day!” Caladynn boomed. “She is so tiny, like a bird! Don’t you
feed her?”

“She eats quite
wholesomely,” Cathal assured him.

“Like a ravenous dragon in
heat,” Belwyn added.

“Belwyn stop!” Runa
protested.

“Your eyes are just like
your mother’s,” Caladynn said softly.

“You knew my mother?” Runa
asked eagerly.

“Yes, of course. Rualla
was a beauty, just like you. Rualla and Yllia often made the men at
my court salivate with desire. They could not help it, for the gods
blessed them with beauty and wit.” Caladynn’s attention then
focused on Mellypip, clinging to Runa, peeking over her shoulder
shyly at the great king. “Is this plump wampu your
familiar?”

“Yes, his name is
Mellypip. He’s just a baby.”

“I am not!” Mellypip
protested.

“Of course you’re not a
baby, Mellypip! You are a brave wampu,” Caladynn exclaimed, “A
pride of hungry lions couldn’t match your ferocity should your
sorceress be threatened.”

“I am quite fierce,”
Mellypip answered with pride.

The King is a great judge
of character, Mellypip
commented.

He is quite friendly.
Tarsicius terrified me.
Grandpa likes him. It’s a good sign. Even Belwyn
likes him. Belwyn doesn’t like just anyone, you know.

Belwyn can be a poopy
head, but he is often right about character, Mellypip agreed.

Caladynn eyed Cathal’s head
quizzically. “Tell me, why is your hair so gray now? I thought
mages aged more slowly!”

“Here we go again,” Belwyn
quipped.

“It’s going to be a long
ride,” Cathal moaned.

~ * ~

“Look at those pillars!”
Mellypip cried. “They’re enormous!”

Thanks for not using the “M” word,”
Runa said with a smile, “but even I must admit the pillars are
‘magnificent.”

“Belwyn said the word
‘magnificent’ needed to die a quick death or he’d peck me on the
head next time I used it. He’s threatened to peck me a lot
lately.”

“He’s just tired, Melly,”
Runa replied. “We’re all beginning to snap like dried
twigs.”

The two burnished stone pillars before
the city gates were two hundred feet high. The top of each pillar
carved into the stylized shapes of a horse’s head. The stone
columns were solid and resolute like an old oak with deep roots and
scarred by old battles.

Memories shadowed Cathal’s face. “The
last time I saw these walls they were burning. I’m glad these
pillars survived the Sorcerer War. They’re an ancient symbol of
hope for the Thill people.”

“I also got my feathers
scorched the last time we were here,” Belwyn grumbled. “Stupid
humans should never play with fire.”

When the gates opened wide enough for
their small delegation, they followed King Caladynn into the city.
Runa noticed many onlookers gathering. They began to cheer and toss
flowers at them!

“We’re getting a lot of
attention,” Opaline remarked to Runa, waving at the growing crowd
with a practiced wave.

“Perhaps we are famous
now!” Mellypip noted.

“Dust off your shiny
armor, Furball, and enjoy it” Belwyn sniffed, holding his beak
high. “It’s not every day an alliance of Sorcerers, Dwarves,
Ilyrran Rangers, and King Caladynn go riding together just for fun.
Remember, Cathal was the Archon for many years. Add the capture of
Koll the Sorcerer and that makes us victorious heroes. We’re as
shiny as a new coin for the moment. It fades fast, so enjoy
it.”

The crowds cheered and welcomed the
new arrivals by tossing sweet blossoms as they rode past—until the
people recognized Koll the Sorcerer. They pelted Koll’s cage with
rotted vegetables, rock, and sticks as his cage rolled by the
crowd.

Unlike Tiamet, Aybarr was rich in
color. Buildings lined broad streets, painted with rich colors,
blues, smoky grays, deep reds, but often artistic scenes covered
the walls. Trees and flowers were planted everywhere, adding a rich
green to the atmosphere. Tiamet was like bleached stone in the
unforgiving sun, even though many painted the buildings there; it
still had a harsh feel. Mellypip sniffed the air, which had hints
of spices, sweat, animals, and wood smoke. In the distance, a tall
structure loomed over the whole city.

“What’s that great
building in the distance?” Mellypip asked.

“The Cathedral of Rhone
and Araema,” Sirah replied.

“It’s a lovely city,” Runa
commented. “Unlike Tiamet, there are no slaves. I think that is
wonderful!”

“Slavery is illegal here,”
Sirah remarked with pride. “The Thill nation was one of the first
to abolish slavery. The Ivory Kingdoms still make a great profit
from slaves and war. I was a slave once.”

“I know,” Runa whispered.
“Opaline told me. How brutal for you.”

“It was,” Sirah replied.
“I was sold to Tarsicius as his bound concubine when I was fifteen
after he saw me dance in Rygon’s temple. For a time my life
changed. I was still a slave, but I had the love of a
king.”

“He never freed you!” Runa
exclaimed.

“It never occurred to
him,” Sirah answered sadly, “even though I was the mother of his
twin children. When my magic manifested, Tarsicius’ fears ripped
away any joy we had.”

“Opaline’s so lucky to
have you for a mother,” Runa said sincerely. “I don’t know how she
stayed away for so long. Tarsicius was lucky to have Opaline’s
devotion, but he rejected her, despite the fact she saved his
life.”

“Tarsicius is a deficient
emperor, who makes poor choices,” Arial, Sirah’s wolf familiar,
remarked as she ran alongside. “Runa, the gryphon is wandering
again.”

Rono’s excitement overwhelmed him, and
he followed a streamer of colorful ribbons. Runa steered the
gryphon back along the road to keep him from exploring each new
sight. “Thill has two capitols. Aybarr is the southern capitol and
Karujat is the northern capitol. Have you ever been to Karujat,
Sirah?

“Yes, often,” Sirah
smiled. “It’s quite cold there because it snows most of the year.
Karujat is quite beautiful. There are tall forests of conifers,
snow-capped mountains, and lakes as large as oceans transformed to
glittering ice so brilliant they can blind you with its
brightness.”

“It sounds magical,” Runa
said.

The procession stopped when they
reached the gates to the royal palace. In the distance beyond the
wall, Caladynn’s palace of bluish stone rose in beauty. By now,
hundreds had gathered in the streets, their voices loud with cheers
for the visitors or cursed insults for Koll.

Caladynn raised his hand and the
people fell silent to listen. “I now take custody of the criminal,
Koll the Sorcerer. Koll will stand trial for his crimes. He will
know Thill justice!”

A rush of cheers filled the air, and
after a brief interlude, Caladynn raised his hand, and they hushed
like obedient children. “We owe our thanks to my devoted friend,
Cathal the Sorcerer, and all of his friends, for bringing this foul
monster to our rightful justice,” he said. “They are
heroes.”

Another series of cheers thundered
around them. The sorcerers and their familiars all looked a little
proud, even Belwyn was showing off, spreading his wings and looking
regal.

Mellypip tugged on Runa’s sleeve. “Is
Belwyn showing off?”

“I think he is, just a
little,” Runa said with a giggle.

Koll’s cage, under heavy guard,
creaked over the road on its large wheels toward his prison.
Soldiers kept their hands poised on the hilt of their weapons,
ready to draw blood if Koll even blinked the wrong way.

“What now?” Mellypip
asked, relieved to be rid of their wicked prisoner.

Cathal smiled broadly. “The Sorcerer
House!”

~ * ~

The Sorcerer House of Aybarr was three
stories high, much like the one in Tiamet. The yard had lots of
rich trees to climb and lush grass to snuggle in. It was
intoxicating to his nose, and Mellypip itched to ascend the big,
gnarled oak tree in the front yard.

“Looks like a great place
to play, just like our tree tower back home, but with borders!”
Mellypip commented happily.

Rono’s large eyes followed him, “May I
play too?” he begged.

Runa dismounted the gryphon and patted
him on the neck, “Of course you can, after we have groomed you
down. You must be tired and hungry too.”

“No, Rono not tired at
all, but hungry, yes. I want to play with fuzzy Melly.”

“I’ll take care of Rono,”
Jadon offered, taking Rono’s reins. “Melly will play with you later
after you’ve eaten and rested.”

“We go fly now?” Rono
eagerly asked, dancing back and forth.

“Perhaps later this
afternoon, just for fun,” Jadon assured the black gryphon as he
firmly took his reins. Darkleaf, Jadon’s peryton, walked alongside,
nudging the gryphon when its attention wandered.

“Come along,” Opaline
cried excitedly, tugging Runa by the hand. “I want you to meet my
brother, Taran!”

A young man rushed out the door. His
long pale blond hair was tied back with a leather cord, and he had
the same blue-grey eyes as Opaline. He hugged Opaline with fierce
emotion.

Opaline wiped away tears. “Runa, this
is my little brother, Taran! This is Runa, my best
friend.”

Taran hugged his sister again. “We’re
twins. How can you be older?”

“I was born first. I am a
full five minutes wiser than you,” Opaline replied with smug
humor.

Taran was as handsome as his sister
was beautiful. Their coloring and features similar. Opaline had a
round face and softer features, where Taran had a narrower face and
high cheekbones like his mother, Sirah.

Taran hugged Runa and scratched
Mellypip. “I’m glad Opaline is home at last. I’m glad you’re
finally away from that harsh palace, Opaline. It’s about time you
came to your senses and came home to us.”

“Thank the gods! I was
beginning to wonder if I should scry for them,” an older, rotund
man with close-cropped brown hair shouted. He was wearing garish
robes of purple and yellow silk and a large porcupine was waddling
at his heels. The chubby man embraced Sirah and Myrsalian with
great gusto, and then lifted a stunned Opaline in the air like she
was a feather.

Breathless, Opaline laughed. “This is
Eberr. He often brought me messages from my mother and brother. His
familiar is Pointessa. She’s very sweet. Pointessa, this is Runa,
and Mellypip, Runa’s familiar.”

“Hello Runa and Mellypip,”
Pointessa said sweetly. “Don’t worry, children. My quills are
reserved for enemies.”

“Hello Pointessa!”
Rosepetal chirped as Ulan walked by with her cupped in his
hand.

“Hey Pointy Butt.” Dabiro
burped as he shambled up to her. “Poke anyone’s eye out
lately?”

“Dabiro, you’re such a
crude pelt,” Pointessa remarked.

“I am a badger, madam,”
Dabiro replied. “I am also the bravest pelt you will ever
meet.”

“Really? Hug me!”
Pointessa dared him, her spiny back rising with
irritation.

Dabiro grunted and squared off nose to
nose with Pointessa. “Your wimpy needles aren’t such a threat, but
I bet your fat bottom is dangerous.”

“Oh no! Not again. Dabiro
stop!” Arial growled in her throat, backing away as Pointessa’s
quills bristled high on her back.

“Should we take cover?”
Mellypip whispered to Runa. “Or run?”

“Dabiro, I suggest you
apologize,” Runa begged in a tight voice, scooping Mellypip
protectively into her arms.

“Go on chubby,” Dabiro
grunted at Pointessa. “I dare you.”

“She dared!” Mellypip
yelped, covering his eyes.


Chapter Four

Xabral despised flying.

The devastating vacuum of icy air
between Xabral and solid earth made him dizzy. He was a noble
scorpion snake, fashioned by the gods to glide across the desert
sands, not fly above them on an idiot gryphon guided by a nervous
Rashurkeen warrior. Xabral tightened his coils around the warrior
as they flew higher. The man sweated fear. Xabral enjoyed
that.

Koll still lived. For once he was
grateful for the enemy’s foolish sense of morality, so prone to
mercy and mistakes. It gave Xabral time to plan.

They finally landed in
Kra’zum, Capital of Urgonclaw, before Rygon’s Temple at midday.
Mitigated by their descent to terra firma, Xabral permitted the assassin
to lift him off his shoulders and lay him on the dusty ground, as
one would lay precious flowers upon a grave. Xabral felt the man’s
effort as he lifted his bulk, being over nine feet long and quite
solid. The man’s dread was palpable and amusing, since this man was
a death dealer. Even the nervous twitches of the gryphon amused the
scorpion snake. Gryphons! Were they a bad joke from the gods? Why
imbue a race of creatures with magic that did not even have the
sense to come out of the rain.

“You may leave me now,”
Xabral ordered.

The Rashurkeen, face swaddled in black
and red cloth, merely inclined his head, mounted his frightened
gryphon, and flew away —very fast.

Xabral tasted the air with his tongue
and enjoyed the vivid and familiar sights. The streets were ripe
with priests and soldiers, hawking street vendors, nobles in bright
silks, whores begging for coin, strutting half-naked with
kohl-painted eyes and red lips, and slaves in drab garments,
trudging along with downcast eyes.

Rygon’s Temple in Kra’zum also
represented the Hallowed Dark Trinity. The temple towered over the
city like a watchful shadow, a sacred symbol of the city. Ancient
in design, it was fashioned after the old steppe pyramids from over
a thousand years ago and consecrated in blood; it had stood
resolute since the glorious era of the bloodstone, when Obsydia
ruled over mortals. The exterior walls decorated with rich
paintings—smoky shadows, ancient battles and sacred symbols, were a
work of rare beauty. Scores of black-robed temple guards lined the
entrance, their scimitars gleaming in the sunlight.

Within these sacred halls, the rituals
of sacrifice were performed by its priest-kings for centuries,
whose tradition of war and blood sacrifice was a virtue.
Constructed of dusky stone, the temple spiraled to the heavens, but
no homage was paid to the Light, only the Dark Eternals reigned
here.

A black-robed priest, his long hair
tied back with crimson leather cords, walked down the steps to
greet him. He was shadowed by a dozen temple acolytes,
distinguished by their shaven heads stained with red ocher and
simple grey robes, billowing in the hot wind.

The priest bowed. “Welcome, Xabral,
familiar to the chosen one, Koll. Zhelon is expecting
you.”

“Good. Take me to your
master now,” Xabral commanded.

The priest clapped his hands and the
acolytes rushed to do his bidding. They returned with a velvet
litter. Xabral slithered onto the soft cushions and welcomed the
comfort. The priest guided them into the temple as they carried
Xabral aloft.

Zhelon’s suite of rooms was near the
top of this celestial haven. The temple vibrated with hymns sung by
the acolytes to Rygon, the God of War. Incense burned, its smoke
creating a comforting atmosphere as Xabral was carried in his
splendid litter. Xabral was eager to see Zhelon, for he had a new
bargaining rune from his own discovery in the caves of Mowad—a
treasure that would make Zhelon Thor salivate with
desire.

They reached the double doors to
Zhelon’s private suite, the long corridor secured by a dozen temple
guards carrying lethal spears. The priest opened the great doors,
and they entered the private throne chamber.

Zhelon reclined in a chair, reading a
scroll. His bracers of burnished gold and the beaten gold collar
glittered in the sunlight streaming into his reception chamber. His
black silk robes, woven from the best spider silk, shimmered
softly.

The priest prostrated himself on the
floor, awaiting permission to exist.

Zhelon, appearing bored by their
intrusion, rolled up his scroll and laid it on a golden table.
“Speak.”

“I have brought Xabral to
you as commanded, Holy Majesty.”

“I see that,” Zhelon
replied. “The rest of you may return to your duties.”

“I obey, Holy
Priest-King.” The priest bowed and backed out of the chamber, his
acolytes following his example.

Xabral slithered off the litter, black
and red scales glittering against the glow of the brazier fires in
the sumptuous room. His stinger pointed up, Xabral slithered toward
Zhelon, and greeted him with the customary salute. “Hail Zhelon,
Priest-King of Urgonclaw.”

“I’ve been expecting you,
Xabral. Come with me,” Zhelon invited, guiding Xabral to his
personal suite, an honor offered to few.

They relaxed on a luxurious velvet
couch. Zhelon’s chamber was opulent as was his right. Silk and
velvet cushions covered exquisite chairs and couches, tapestries of
delicate weave covered the walls, tables crafted from fine ebony
and teak gleamed, and giant bronze braziers made by the finest
artisans burned bright with flame.

“Were you implicated in
the assassination attempt against Tarsicius?” Xabral
inquired.

“I was not directly
implicated. Gambling on Levandius was a mistake. The added
interference of Princess Opaline and her friends was unexpected. It
changed all of our plans.”

Xabral agreed. “Opaline was an unseen
flaw we could not have anticipated. Who knew she had such
deviousness within her? The clever wench secretly possessed
sorcery! I almost respect her for it, if I did not want to pierce
her heart with my stinger. Still, our goals are united.”

“What goal is that, snake?
Everything Koll promised has come to nothing. I am still bound to
submit to Tarsicius as my conqueror.”

“There are more important
things to consider.”

“Like what? What have you
done lately, except hide under a rock while your sorcerer was
captured by his greatest enemy.”

Xabral’s ego was raw from hiding like
a frightened rat after the catastrophe in Mowad. Reduced to
cowering in the shadows like a sniveling wampu vexed him! Mellypip,
an impotent, fluffy, and useless creature had opposed Xabral and
won! The shame would forever haunt Xabral. He vowed revenge.
Mellypip and his sorceress, Runa, would pay one day for their
violations! Xabral often imagined eating the wampu while his
pathetic sorceress was forced to watch! Then he would sting Runa
and slowly strangle her with his coils. It was a shallow balm, but
one Xabral devised to soothe his loss of Koll.

“Too much has changed,
snake. We failed to assassinate Tarsicius. Gorvanus was transformed
into a troll by the fugitive princess. Levandius was exiled; and is
now a refugee living at my expense! He only survives because
there’s a chance to use him as a puppet in the future should
Tarsicius perish. He has no heirs. They are all banished or
proclaimed dead. More importantly, Koll is a prisoner in
Thill.”

“Koll lives because he is
chosen.”

Zhelon’s tone became threatening.
“Yes, you keep saying that, snake. But how long can one be chosen
before they fulfill their destiny?”

“The secrets of the gods
are not for me to speculate. The Dark Trinity chose him. Now Koll
languishes in a Thill prison awaiting death. I have traveled long
and endured much to reach you, Zhelon. Only you can help Koll
now.”

“How? I’ve no diplomatic
relations with Thill. Caladynn despises our people and our faith.”
Zhelon leaned against the pillows. His delicate beauty of long
flaxen hair and pale blue eyes gave a false impression of softness;
he relished violence and cruelty. “Thill law demands a trial and
trials take time, even for the guilty, but I fail to see how I can
help him.”

Slave women carried in chilled fruit
and fragrant tea on golden trays. The handmaidens who served
Zhelon’s personal needs were chosen for their beauty and youth. The
only physical imperfections permitted were the slave brands on
their thighs, in the image of Rygon’s sacred scythe.

Xabral perceived the women’s fear of
him. He shook his stinger at one, who jumped and dropped a goblet,
but the thick carpet cushioned the glass. The young slave scooped
it up with quick fingers, but Zhelon noticed her
clumsiness.

“Come here, whore,” Zhelon
summoned in a smooth tone.

The girl swiftly obeyed. She dropped
to her knees at his feet and pressed her forehead to the floor, her
lush black hair spread around her like a cloak. Zhelon grabbed her
by the hair and pulled her up. She winced but did not cry out.
“Better to die, than have such a life,” Zhelon remarked. “How do
you respect such a lowly creature?”

“Forgive me, Holy
Majesty,” she wept.

“Clumsy idiot,” Zhelon
snapped with menace. “As a woman, you’re less than nothing in my
world. As my temple slave, you’re lower than the dung beetle
crawling in the filth. You should be grateful, slut! Your duties as
my body slave are gentle and clean. Surely it is better than
scrubbing away the stains of sacrifice or scouring in the laundry.
If you are not worthy to serve me as my slave, perhaps you would
better serve me as a sacrifice.” Zhelon waited a moment, relishing
her terror and tears, and then let her go. She crumbled to the
floor, trembling with fear. “I will show mercy, slave. This once,
you are spared the blade. Now go. All of you!”

“You handled that well,”
Xabral commended after the slaves fled. “Slaves need to be reminded
of their low caste. My stinger frightened the slave girl. Forgive
me.”

“It’s your nature.” Zhelon
shrugged. “Death is your purpose.”

“Death will be my
sorcerer’s fate unless I can free him.”

Zhelon took a fresh red pear from the
fruit dish and bit into it with slow relish. “You know I’ve always
honored Koll as a brother and fellow priest.”

“Koll is a devoted black
soul, a true apostle of the bloodstone way, Zhelon. Do not abandon
him now! We cannot allow the infidels to execute him!”

“Koll should die as
penance for failing me,” Zhelon replied.

“Rygon is testing your
faith, Zhelon. Koll came to this temple when he was just seven
years old and offered himself to the Dark Trinity—Rygon, Obsydia,
and their dark father, Ahridum. Koll proclaimed Obsydia came to him
in a dream and demanded he come to the temple. When he offered his
heart on the sacrificial altar, his sorcery manifested.”

Zhelon glanced at Xabral with hooded
eyes. “I know the legend well. Over three hundred years ago, when
Koll was offered as a sacrifice in this very temple.”

Xabral nodded with passionate fervor.
“It happened on the Feast of Obsydia’s Birth. An orphan boy with
black hair and eyes ran to the priest willingly, saying destiny
brought him. Koll was laid upon the stone slab, still steaming with
the blood of the last sacrifice. As he awaited death, another
vision came to Koll. Obsydia did not demand his heart’s blood, but
his life in service as her liberator! When the blade of obsidian
glass was raised, Koll’s first sorcerous spark shattered the knife.
Then a crimson glow fell upon the wild-eyed Koll, who stood upon
the altar in defiance cloaked in the blood light of the dark gods!
People fell to their knees, calling him a prophet. The Priest-King
embraced Koll, whose sorcery had just been born to serve the
shadows, not the light. He decreed Koll was chosen to free Obsydia
and restore Ahridum’s Darkness in the world. Faith is the core of
religion, Zhelon, but on that day your temple received proof of
that faith! Do not abandon us now.”

“Three hundred years is a
long time to make promises,” Zhelon replied with an arched
tone.

“Eternals are forever,”
Xabral replied. “We’re mere mortals of flesh, molded by the fate of
an indifferent universe. I can offer you more proof. There is a new
scroll.”

Zhelon rose, his robes sweeping the
floor, “There is always a scroll.”

“This one is different.
It’s what we have sought for centuries. I found it in the rubble in
Mowad. It tells exactly where Obsydia’s temple palace is
buried.”

“Can it be true? Koll has
promised me such things for a long time,” Zhelon replied. “We made
the mistake of thinking resurrecting Ashur would reveal those
secrets. We were wrong. When the demon possessed Ashur’s body, his
soul and memories went to the Otherside, leaving only the demon
consciousness that controlled the body. Mowad was a failure. I lost
an old friend in Azrul. He was my mentor and guided me to glory. Be
glad I do not cut off your head, Xabral, as payment for my
loss.”

“That failure led me to
the path of the scroll. After the wraiths ripped through the cavern
in Mowad, I took refuge in the tunnels. When they took Koll
captive, he was unconscious; else they would never have captured
him. At first, I thought his soul was taken by the wraith demons;
but he lived! Koll was exposed to the angry Wraith Guardians! They
are of Eternal forging—yet they spared Koll their deathly touch!
Cathal bound Koll with sorcerer bane and locked his body in chains!
Yes, I cowered in the cave tunnels until they left. I intended to
follow them and free him somehow. The quakes the wraiths caused
unearthed a rare treasure, a box of ebonite. I discovered it when I
crawled through the rubble in the tunnels. It reeked of mystical
promise! I opened it and found a bloodstone scroll from a survivor
of the final battle who witnessed the mystical fall of Obsydia’s
temple palace.”

Zhelon shook his head, bored. “A tale
well known. For centuries dark pilgrims haunted the region to find
her lost temple! They failed and died in their quests.”

“The box contained a map,
a very detailed map, to Obsydia’s lost temple palace where she was
defeated by the scions of light. I possess it now!”

“Where is this treasure,
worm?” Zhelon inquired.

Xabral could sense Zhelon’s heart
beating with excitement and knew he had won. “Hidden, until my
sorcerer is free.”

Zhelon Thor’s expression was deadly.
“Are you blackmailing me?”

“No, I am protecting my
interests and Koll’s. My sorcerer is the chosen one. You know this.
Koll has devoted himself to finding Obsydia’s lost tomb! Now we
have a genuine path to the dark goddess.”

“Koll failed me too many
times.”

Xabral lowered his head in regret.
“Yes, my Koll failed. But he has served the Dark Trinity for
centuries. The resurrection of Ashur was a failure. It’s a mistake
we will never make again.”

“No, you will not,” Zhelon
replied.

“You know Koll can
find Her! Help me
free him. Summon one of Koll’s former apprentices, perhaps Dagon
and his familiar, Gethen, to assist me. They have a talent for
diabolistic magic. We will need only a small force of assassins. I
know what to do. I have a plan.”

“If I assist with Koll’s
escape, you will owe me one obligation—find Obsydia’s temple. If
you do not, you will both offer your unworthy hearts on the
sacrificial altar in payment,” Zhelon demanded.

“A fair bargain,” Xabral
said, shaking his stinger.

~ * ~

Gabriel waited in the moonlight,
impatient. He took a swig from his canteen, welcoming the taste of
warm beer on his dry tongue. At last, a small cloaked figure rushed
toward him. She reached him, breathless and shivering. He suspected
her shivering was not from the brisk night air, but
fear.

“Are you alright? What
happened?” Gabriel whispered.

“It’s Zhelon Thor. I was
clumsy and dropped a goblet. He threatened me with sacrifice and
called me names. The usual dark promises.”

“You can’t do this
anymore. It’s too risky.”

“But I have news, Gabriel.
You were right. That scorpion snake is here.”

“Xabral?
Where?”

“He was with Zhelon
himself.”

“Like I asked—where? I
need a new belt and Xabral’s skin will do fine. I’m happy to cut
down Zhelon too. He’s a monster.”

“There are more important
things to think about. Zhelon will help Xabral rescue Koll, because
he claims to have a map to Obsydia’s lost temple palace. You must
warn your friends of this.”

“I will,” Gabriel replied
and took her by the arm.

“I cannot leave. I’m a
slave. They will hunt me and then I will be sacrificed.”

“Slavery is the product of
evil men. You’re coming with me. You have risked too much. You’re
not safe here. No one is in this hell.”

“Where will I go? How can
I escape?”

“I have friends in the
north who help people who’ve escaped from slavery start new lives.
I will take you to them. Then I must go warn my friends their
troubles are a little more complicated.”

Gabriel whistled and a sleek horse and
clouded leopard stepped into view.

“That’s a leopard!” she
gasped.

“My name is Namir,” the
leopard replied. “I’m a clouded leopard to be precise about my
clan. Gabriel, should you be riding a horse? You’ve had a lot to
drink.”

The girl gasped. “You’re a
sorcerer!”

“Of course,” Gabriel
grinned. “Why else would my traveling companion be a chastising
leopard. He’s my trusty familiar.” Gabriel mounted the horse and
pulled her up to sit in front of him.

The girl’s eyes were eager but bright
with fear in the strong moonlight. “What about my fellow slave
maidens? They serve Zhelon Thor and may be blamed for my escape.”
She turned and gestured, drawing three terrified young women out of
the bushes.

“Will you help them too?”
she asked directly, though her face was pinched with
fear.

“I can manage,” Gabriel
grinned. “In fact, the more the merrier.” He waved his hand, and a
shimmering cloud enveloped the women. When it vanished, all the
slave girls had been transformed into priests complete with black
robes, shaven heads, and red tattoos. One girl shrieked, though it
had a male signature, when she saw her reflection in the
pool.

“Fear not,” he assured
them. “It’s only a surface illusion. You are all still beautiful.
They’ll just see a group of priests riding off the temple grounds.
When they look at Namir, they’ll even see a mangy old hound. Let’s
go the stables and see who I can beat up for some more
horses.”

“I resent that,” Namir
grumbled. “Despite our disguise, I would suggest you add a dusting
of silence to our retreat from this miserable temple. It’s getting
dark, so once we’re outside the gates and in the city streets we
can bolt before they notice anything. The sooner the better. I
despise this foul place.”

Gabriel took another long drink from
his canteen. “See, Namir always looks out for my better interests.
Follow me, ladies. We ride to freedom.”

They silently followed Gabriel to
freedom in the shadow of the dark temple. The leopard walked with
them, watching the path for danger, his eyes glowing the
night.


Chapter Five

Tired and hungry, Runa and Opaline
wandered into the kitchen, lured by delicious aromas. Mellypip
followed, rather glum after the short and terrible battle of
Pointessa and Dabiro. It left him lachrymose. That was Belwyn’s new
word for him today. He wondered how many times he could use
it.

Eberr stirred a large iron pot on the
stove, its contents rich with spices.

“Something very savory is
cooking,” Opaline commented.

The yummy smell even perked Mellypip’s
mood again.

“What smells so heavenly?”
Runa asked. “I’m starving.”

Eberr tasted a spoonful with a
satisfied smile. “Barley and vegetable stew, my dears. Do help
yourself to the honey buns and hot tea on the table.”

They sat around the table, happily
eating honey buns. Sirah walked in and fetched a jar of ointment
from the cupboard. “How’s the stew coming?”

“I haven’t burnt it yet,”
Eberr replied.

“How’s Dabiro?” Runa
asked, grabbing another honey bun from the platter and sharing it
with Mellypip.

“He’ll recover. Dabiro
always does. Liat managed to pull all the quills out of his
bottom,” Sirah told her. “My ointment helps take the sting out.
Dabiro retreated to the backyard to sulk over a jar of
honey.”

“Do they always fight like
that?” Mellypip asked, apprehensive.

“Pointessa and Dabiro
frequently banter, though not always with such painful
consequences. They’re old friends, actually.”

Opaline tore off small bites of her
honey bun. “I didn’t realize porcupines could actually shoot their
quills, especially with such deadly accuracy.”

Sirah laughed and took over the
stirring from Eberr, adding a dash of seasoning. “They don’t. It’s
a familiar thing. Pointessa’s true power is levitation. Mellypip
really loves those pastries!”

Mellypip rolled onto his back, purring
as he gobbled the roll, cheeks puffed out.

“That explains his
chubbiness,” Arial, the snowy wolf said.

Jiana joined them in the kitchen. Her
tawny hair was tangled, her leather tunic and pants were ripped and
stained. She grabbed two rolls and gave one to Jasper, her tiger
hare. “These buns are great! I could eat a dozen.”

“We can make more,” Sirah
offered, watching Jiana stuff a whole roll into her
mouth.

“I think the wampu has
competition,” Arial remarked dryly.

Jiana wiped her hands on her tunic.
“Thanks. I’m going to bed early. I’m exhausted.”

Jasper protested, hopping in front of
her. “Bath. Now!”

“Why?” Jiana asked,
scratching her armpit.

“Because you stink,”
Jasper replied.”

“Alright, fussy. I’ll take
a damn bath,” Jiana complained. The sorceress went downstairs,
griping about demanding bunnies.

Taran and Caliste walked in, drawn by
the platter of rolls and fresh tea.

“I’m actually desperate
for bath,” Runa said, eating another roll.

“Me too,” Opaline yawned.
“And a real bed to sleep in.”

“I’ll show you to your
rooms first,” Taran offered.

They passed Belwyn in the hall. “Did
you give Furball sugar?” Belwyn inquired, seeing the wampu
squirming in Runa’s arms. “He’ll be climbing the walls for
hours.”

“I’m lost in a lachrymose
state,” Mellypip told the owl.

Belwyn sighed and shook his beak.
“Right now, you are the opposite of lachrymose.”

“There are some impressive
trees in the backyard,” Cathal commented, collapsing onto the sofa.
“Let him run it off.”

Mellypip’s long bushy tail swished in
anticipation. “I can play?”

Belwyn tempted him in a tantalizing
voice. “Yes! There’s a large cottonwood tree, a hawthorn, plus if
memory serves, apple and cherry trees.”

“Our backyard does need a
wampu to appreciate it,” Sirah added. “Plus, along with the stables
and a small pond, there is a large vegetable garden you can help
defend. It has long needed a wampu to look after it
properly.”

“Go play, but stay in the
backyard,” Runa whispered in his ear. “Don’t poke the
badger.”

Mellypip leapt down, brushed the
pastry crumbs off his muzzle, and bounded out the back
door.

“Don’t worry, I’ll watch
him,” Belwyn promised. “I think the old gang and I will take a
sojourn to the backyard for a spell while the humans wash.” He
swiveled his head around to Cathal. “Have I mentioned what a high
maintenance species you are?”

“All my life,” Cathal
sighed in a weary voice.

~ * ~

Runa and Opaline placed their meager
belongings in their new room. It was cozy, with two beds, polished
oaken chests at the end of each bed, a table and chairs, a few
light crystals to brighten the room after the sun set; a large
window offered ample sunlight with creamy damask curtains pulled
back with matching rope ties. A blue cotton quilt covered Runa’s
bed and Opaline’s had a pink quilt with a rose pattern.

Runa fell onto her bed with abandon
and kicked off her shoes. “This is bliss.”

Opaline got up and looked out the
window. “Don’t get too comfy. We need to get to the
baths.”

“How’s Mellypip?” Runa
asked.

“Running up and down a
tree—repeatedly. Goodness, but he’s fast! I wish I had a familiar.
Can you believe Taran’s had a familiar for almost six months? He’s
a marmalade tabby named MacTabbish!”

“Sounds adorable,” Runa
remarked sleepily. “Where was he when we met Taran?”

“Sleeping. Taran says he’s
a very slothful kitten. Taran wrote me about how quickly they
bonded and how they practice magic together, when it’s not nap time
that is.”

Runa looked at her friend. “Are you
jealous?”

“Terribly.” Opaline
pouted. “I so want a familiar! I’m so far behind. You already have
a familiar and a staff!”

“You just need to control
your sorcery. Remember, you hid the fact you were a sorceress from
your father.”

“Speaking of magic, did
you see the way Jadon looked at you?” Opaline asked.

Runa blushed and looked away. “Not
really. I’ve been far too busy.”

“Liar. Would you rather
skip the bath, Runa? You look rather beaten.”

“Thank you.”

“I’m sorry,” Opaline said
with a laugh. “The dark circles beneath your eyes speak volumes. A
young lady must watch such things.”

Sirah entered, carrying fresh clothes
and towels. “Until we go shopping, we will have to make do. My
trousers and tunics will fit you well enough, Opaline, but Runa is
much shorter, so I hemmed a couple pair of trousers for
you.”

“Thank you, Sirah.” Runa
happily took bundle, which smelled faintly of lavender. “It will be
heavenly to have fresh clothes again. Mine are a little ripe.” Runa
turned to Opaline. “I could weep when I think of all those
exquisite gowns you left behind.”

Opaline shook her head. “I’m done with
being a princess. Though I will admit, I looked quite fetching in a
tiara. I look forward to a simple life where I can finally study
magic openly and wear comfortable clothes.”

Runa grinned and rolled over on her
side. “You don’t miss it, just a little?”

Opaline smiled. “Well, I miss the
pampering. What girl wouldn’t? I never truly had a home with my
father. I thought I could erase his fears about magic, and he would
want his family back. Was that wrong?”

“Of course it wasn’t,”
Runa said, taking her hand.

“You did what you could
for your father,” Sirah said.

“Mother is right. I have a
new life. I’m Opaline the Sorceress now, not Princess Opaline.” She
looked at Sirah. “Mother
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