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Prologue: Ravick’s Final Stand

༻༺┅━━━┅୨୧┅━━━┅༻༺

––––––––

Month of Margozan, 10th Day, A.R. 27

Island of Shadows

––––––––

Ravick spotted them through the rows of gnarled trees, his keen gray eyes fixed on the enemy. The Danadorian Guardians in their fluid silver uniforms led the assault. Aside from the Kharandine they posed the greater threat so quick elimination was vital. The pathetic human Collosiite soldiers were in the ranks but their auto-rifles were useless against a Majeka like himself. Ravick suspected their king was present—either too stupid or excessively brave to have accompanied them.

He watched with a hungry grin as the first of his snares triggered. A thunderous crack split the silence as a section of earth ripped open beneath a handful of careless Guardians. They cried out as shadowy tentacles coiled tight around the nearest limbs and dragged them to the black chasm below. The small invading army stopped dead in their tracks. The four Kharandine moved their way to the front ranks.

The detest he felt for the Kharandine could have scorched the ground beneath his feet. They were abominations, something that never should have been! They had the power to command Wisps—neither living nor inanimate cognitive elements—from all six of the Realms of Kajim. Occasionally a human was born with the ability to command Wisps from a single Realm, but it was an impossibility for one to use Kajim without Danadorian lineage. Their very existence delved into a branch of evil Ravick himself never considered exploring. 

A tall muscular man with brown hair stepped forward—Ravick learned the monster’s name was Basolam. He commanded the other three Kharandine and was top general over the armies of Collosius. “We have you cornered, Ravick!” he shouted. A surprise, he was fluent in Danadorian. “Surrender, and perhaps you will be allowed to live.”

Ravick laughed in mock of the Kharandine’s threats, and said, “There is no surrender, only victory or death!” He gave a stare that matched the antipathy he felt. “Step closer, Kharandine. If death is your wish, I will grant it.”

A man dressed in the standard blue and gold uniform of the Collosiite military approached the front where Basolam stood. While he wasn’t as tall or well-built as his general, the King had a commanding presence that intimidated most—even with his dark blonde hair disheveled. Anson Call, the name left a bitter taste in Ravick’s mouth.

“We are prepared to fight to the death!” Anson spoke in Danadorian, but it was no mystery—Ravick had taught the King himself.

“So be it.” Ravick beckoned them forward.

Anson barked the order to advance and the invading army raced forward. Majek wrought traps were sprung. Fireballs lost their invisibility cloaks and barreled towards the ground. Basolam raised a hand to a flaming sphere targeting the King. As it touched the Kharandine’s fingertips it puffed into smoke—a trick of disassociating the Wisps. The red haired female Kharandine struck another with a blast of icy wind. The now frozen mass shattered on the ground into a million tiny crystals. Guardians raised shields of Wisp hardened air, Ravick assumed—unable to see Wisps from the Realms of Kajim—since the fireballs exploded inches above their heads without casualty.

Frustrated his traps failed, Ravick drew in Wisps from the Realms of Majek. While Kajim consisted of the Realms of Air, Earth, Fire, Ice, Light and Shadow, Majek—the gift bestowed from Skar, Lord of the Dark—had the Realms of Tempest, Blaze, Quake, Blizzard and Darkness. The Wisps of Majek differed from their Kajim counterparts in appearance and means of control—the exception being the Realm of Blaze and Fire which shared the same Wisps. While Kajim forcefully pulled Wisps through concentration, Majek lured through emotion.

Ravick filled himself with antipathy to attract Wisps from the Realm of Darkness, envy for the Realm of Quake. The Wisps eager to bend to his will, he smote the earth with his fist. A fissure split the dirt and hundreds of shiny black daggers rose upwards. He pointed a pale finger to his enemies and the projectiles obediently soared. Collosiites on the front line fell from their wounds before invisible barriers materialized. Anson was struck on his left shoulder, but wasn’t injured enough to slow his pace.

Ravick’s allies—the Nauks—hid in the shadows of the treetops. They resembled  Danadorians and humans in appearance, but were near invincible and possessed uncanny strength and speed. Their leader, Kovaughn—the First as the other Nauks referred to him as—awaited the signal to strike. With Blaze Wisps pulled from anger, Ravick sent red sparks towards the artificial velvet sky that blanketed the island. He watched as the Nauks jumped from the treetops unnoticed by the enemy. Screams filled the air as they latched on to their prey. It still unsettled Ravick that the creatures fed on blood.

“Unleash whatever you must to hold the line,” Ravick commanded the five Majeka standing beside him. “I will check on the Blackout’s progress.” 

The five he charged with defending the area wouldn’t persevere even with the Nauks’ help—their purpose was more a distraction. If the Blackout was energized to full capacity before the Grove of Midnight was breached the war would not have been in vain.

Ravick turned from the scene. 

After a two minute sprint he entered the grove where the Blackout was situated on a large circular riser. The four he ordered to charge the Blackout’s energy core looked winded, but he sensed they were eager to continue. The task was near completion, even the air seemed to quiver with the power of Skar. 

Ever cautious, Ravick used Darkness Wisps to form a jet of thick black vapor that wrapped the Grove of Midnight in a shadowy dome. A slight wave of his hand and the opaque cloak vanished from sight. No man or beast could pass through the Death Shroud and live. Perhaps the Kharandine could—he would see.

“Stop!” Ravick ordered as a cold breeze blew through his silver hair. The four black robed Majeka halted their action. “It is done. All it requires now is my blood and the full strength of the Realm of Blaze.” 

The remnant human and Guardian forces entered the grove sooner than anticipated, and  strode towards the dais with cautious feet. 

“Wait!” Basolam shouted, but his warning fell inches short of being useful. Three Guardians slumped over upon touching the Death Shroud, their lifeless eyes staring up at a starless night.

Basolam eyed the invisible barrier. Ravick gaped in wonder as the Kharandine leader raised his arms into the air. A white ray of light emitted from his palms and shined on the Death Shroud and its concealment waned. The beam grew brighter and burned through the black mist until there was a wide hole for safe passage.

“As you can see, Ravick,” Basolam said with a haughty grin filling his square jaw, “your ‘gift’ from Skar is no match for Kajim.” 

“You know nothing of the power of Majek!” Ravick growled.

“Give us your worst, Ravick!” Anson shouted and stepped through the gap in the Death Shroud without a flinch. “Even if you summon the dreaded Inferno Wurm you will not prevail!” Ravick had to give the King credit—for a powerless human he was courageous.

He ignored Anson’s threat and raised his hands. He filled himself with all the Majek he could handle. “There is something worse than the Kajim summoned Inferno Wurm,” Ravick said as an oval gateway split the air. It was transparent at first, seconds later turning a grayish purple as if a storm cloud. 

Some humans out of fear—or guts—fired their auto-rifles, but the bullets bounced off his shield of air. The Kharandine in a feeble attempt drew weapons and ran forward. With a slight wave of his hand, Ravick sent them flying backwards with Wisps from the Realm of Tempest. 

“Fools,” he muttered as the swirling mass of mist and shadow swelled and took on a spherical shape. “Did you really think you were strong enough?” He laughed. “Against the power of Skar, none can stand.”

The dark sphere flashed with explosions of lightning, and a tumultuous rumble shook the grove. None could guess that Ravick summoned a creature as old as Famaura itself. A terrible beast spawned from the never ending darkness that was Infrantis—Land of the Dead. A physical manifestation of fear brought to life by Skar’s infinite power.

It was done. 

Ravick grinned as a large pair of crimson eyes emerged from the portal. The Shadow Beast screeched as its head shoved through the dimensional vapor, baring its numerous rows of teeth. It looked to Ravick’s enemies with a starved gaze and leaped out as the gateway closed. It was twenty feet long and half as tall, but lacked true solidity. It kneeled before Ravick and awaited orders.

“Destroy them!” Ravick pointed to the Danadorians and humans.

The beast howled and flipped around, its spear-like tail poised in the air. It galloped towards the Guardians. Ravick signaled the Nauks to strike again with more red sparks, and climbed up the steps to the Blackout. 

He stopped in the middle of the circular riser where six amethyst spires encircled a black box. Once activated, the machine would send energy to the spires and precipitate a shockwave so potent it would travel across all of Famaura. Everything technological and powered by electricity would be disabled once touched by its dark energies. Collosius would be left defenseless and Ravick could burn it to the ground.

“Ravick!” a voice shouted. It was King Anson. 

Ravick turned to watch the human run through the scene of terror caused by the Shadow Beast. A Nauk lunged at the King. After a short struggle, Anson pulled a wooden knife from his belt and pierced its heart. Ravick shouldn’t have been surprised that Anson knew one of the only two ways to kill a Nauk.

The Kharandine had their hands full battling the red-eyed beast to no avail, and the humans fired their auto-rifles as if their bullets did any good. The Guardians were too distracted shielding the humans and contending with the remaining Majeka to be of any consequence. He just needed to deal with Anson.

The King reached the platform unscathed, his previous wound already healed by means of Kajim, no doubt. He held his gold-hilted broadsword in challenge. “Give up, Ravick!” 

Ravick sneered. With pride he attracted Tempest Wisps to lift Anson off the riser. A black rope materialized and coiled around the King’s neck like a serpent. “Do you think you’re any match for me?” 

“I ... have no powers ... like you!” Anson gasped for air. “But ... in a one on one fight ... no Majek ... I would defeat you!”

Ravick pondered the scenario while the King struggled for breath. “We shall see.” With a clap of his hands, Anson dropped to the platform like a boulder. Ravick held out his left hand and a black mist swirled about, taking on a shape similar to a Danadorian Chibran—a double-bladed staff. The weapon he summoned, Doom-bringer, was forged by Skar’s own hands and was granted to his most faithful. Ravick motioned for Anson to pick up his sword. “Come on then, show me your best!”

Ravick ignited his strength with a fountain of hate. “You cannot defeat me!” Ravick pushed Anson around the spires. “Skar has made me more powerful than you can imagine!”

Anson was quick. No matter how fast or hard Ravick swung, the King defended himself and came back with a tricky counter. “Your hatred will get you nowhere, Ravick!” Anson shouted and almost pierced his leg. “You used to be good!” The human swung again, but Ravick ducked out of the way. “Your intentions when you liberated your people—they were commendable!”

“And look how they rewarded me!” Ravick growled as he slashed the Doom-bringer and ripped a sleeve on Anson’s coat. “A death sentence instead of admiration! Banishment instead of a welcome home!” Ravick struck, throwing his full weight into the Doom-bringer. Anson parried like a stone wall but stumbled backwards from the force. “Darkness they repaid me with, so darkness I became.”

Anson regained his balance in time to elude a slice to the neck and pushed Ravick back. The King came again and after several fruitless swings retreated, earning a gash to his hand. “You used to have a light behind your eyes,” Anson persisted. “Do you really want to live your life in servitude to this, Lord of the Dark?” They locked blades, but Anson broke free and cut Ravick’s left arm. “It’s never too late to turn back from your ways!”

Ravick paused at a safe distance and kept his guard. This was too much. He laughed and shook his head. “Was this your purpose for coming here, Anson? To save me from an Eternity of Death?”

Seconds passed in silence aside from the raging battle, then Anson said, “It may not have been the intentions of the Kharandine, but it was mine. I was willing to risk my life for it.”

Ravick frowned and thought a moment. He and the King were close friends once, like brothers. But that was a memory from a another life. Now? He was beyond warm feelings. Love and compassion couldn’t dwell in his heart of ice. Bitterness and hatred filled the hole where his spirit once shined—it was the way of the Majeka. 

Ravick scowled and brandished the Doom-bringer. “I cannot be saved,” he laughed, “nor do I want to be!” Ravick charged at the human and their duel proceeded. He dredged up every negative thought and emotion he owned. As Skar taught, those energies were his most valuable assets. He struck at Anson faster. “I don’t just want to serve the Lord of the Dark! I want to become him!”

Ravick wounded Anson’s right leg and sword arm with a few well placed blows. The King stumbled to the ground—at his mercy. Ravick  raised the Doom-bringer for the kill. With no remorse he said, “It’s over, Anson.”

An ear-piercing shrill echoed through the grove and Ravick turned towards the commotion. To his shock, the Shadow Beast lay on the dirt and the Kharandine leader stood at the base of its neck. White fire burst from his hands and scorched the beast while the other Kharandine stabbed it.

He looked up to see a gaping hole punched through the cloak of darkness shrouding the island—daylight shined on the Grove of Midnight’s floor. Kovaughn and the other Nauks would be miles away.

“Impossible!” Ravick said in disbelief. His eyes scanned the battlefield and saw the last of his Majeka on the ground. Ten humans remained, seven Guardians and of course, the Kharandine.

Ravick faced Anson who was already on his feet prepared to fight again—though by the looks of his wincing eyes it was a struggle. “Let’s finish this, old friend,” Anson said with a remorseful frown.

Ravick leaped at him. However, the King got his second wind and fought with more vigor than before. Ravick moved faster than he ever remembered, but it wasn’t quick enough. His Doom-bringer flashed like lightning, but fell short of flesh. Anson fought like a ravenous badger, ignoring his wounds and utilizing form after form with accuracy. Ravick couldn't lose to a human, but the King outsmarted him and pierced his shoulder and side. The blood loss was too much and Ravick’s concentration faltered. The Doom-bringer started to fade in and out until it winked away. Ravick disarmed the King with a blast of air and stepped backwards, falling to his knees and holding his side.

“I will not be defeated by the likes of you!” Ravick shouted to Anson.

“It’s over,” King Anson said in a soft voice, “you have lost. Your Children of Vengeance are dead or imprisoned. There is nowhere left to run.”

Anson’s right, Ravick thought with bitterness. He lacked the strength to operate the Blackout and fight them all off at the same time. The Shadow Beast had been killed and summoned back to Infrantis. The Nauks had retreated. He couldn’t heal through Majek either since he would have to pull the life-energy through animals and none were available.

He thought a moment and a cruel idea came to mind. He knew exactly what to do! Ravick laughed and filled himself with Majek. Emotions of anger, pride, antipathy, abandonment, and envy coursed through his veins like blood.

“What’s so funny?” Basolam asked.

“Before I leave Famaura I wish to bestow a gift,” Ravick said and turned to the King “For you, Anson, my old friend.”

Wisps flitted about by the thousands. Tempest Wisps exploded in a rush of air that knocked the Kharandine, Guardians and humans off their feet. With the last of his energy he conjured a great two-part curse he never before dared to try. A swirling black cloud soared from his hands and engulfed Anson and he was flung backwards into the trees. 

Life-binding wasn’t something Ravick had ever found a practical use for, but now? When he died, so would Anson. A fitting vengeance on top of altering the King’s appearance through Wisp induced Morphation.

Ravick recalled an ancient passage from sacred texts he came across years ago. It was written that any mortal being could challenge the Lord of the Dark for his throne and mantle. He didn’t plan on facing Skar until much later, but felt confident that—with luck— he could smite the Lord of the Dark. It was his only chance of attaining immortality.

If Skar was the victor, Anson wouldn’t suffer long in his new body. If Ravick won, Anson would be forced to wander without direction forever. Ravick might have lost the war, but Anson would lose everything he ever knew.

Ravick held his hands in the air and shouted, “I challenge you Skar, Lord of the Dark!”

Ravick felt a burning throughout his skin and his wounds closed. He felt his strength and energy return as a dark sphere formed around him. The Kharandine and Guardians hurled waves of Kajim-based attacks but the sphere absorbed it all as if they were throwing pebbles.

“I accept your challenge, my faithful servant,” rasped an inhuman voice from somewhere within the sphere. 

The blackness enclosed and Ravick smiled as he left the world of the living to the Land of the Dead.

​

Chapter 1: The Boy From Tekna

༻༺┅━━━┅୨୧┅━━━┅༻༺

––––––––

Month of Agosta, Eighth Day, A.R. 4003

Forsaken Woods Brotherhood Branch

––––––––

It was dark. 

The stars might have shined in the velvet skies above, but would have provided inadequate light had the pale beams managed to seep through the branches of the tree tops. It was far too tenebrous for Hulin’s taste, who preferred tromping about the woods by day. At least sunlight could penetrate the thick canopy—if barely. The short red haired man should have been in his comfy straw mattress by now instead of investigating a strange orange glow to the south east.

Hulin followed close behind his tall and shaggy haired companion. They were well outside their assigned parameters, and though Hulin fought him on it, Barren pulled rank and forced him on the unwanted expedition. The irony of it all, Barren was always a bit of a natter until tonight—followed every rule to the letter. Hulin on the other hand broke whatever rules he could get away with. Tonight was different though. Hulin had already been up for twenty-four hours straight. He was far too sleepy and hungry to be in the mood for mischief. It was also dark and their lanterns doused, which caused him to keep tripping over—

“Are you okay?” Barren turned around and masked.

Hulin grimaced at the slight chuckle from Barren as he pulled himself up. That was probably the hundredth root he tripped over that night—so far. Hulin thought it unfair how Barren navigated the dense shrubs and foliage unperturbed. “Jus’ fine, Barren,” he said catching up.

Barren flipped around in a blink, and even in the dark Hulin could see his glare. “That’s Squire Barren to you, Initiate Hulin! When will you learn?” 

Hulin put his head down. He and Barren had been paired up for a long time. He figured it must have been a cruel prank of the Instructors to stick him with Barren so he’d have a ‘good’ example. Meanwhile, the whole time Hulin was trying to rub off on him!. 

“Sorry, Squire Barren,” Hulin mumbled the apology while rolling his green eyes.

Hulin trotted off after the Squire who nodded, accepting his insincere apology. Barren paused by a thick cluster of trees and signaled Hulin to stop.

Barren skulked to a wall of interlocking branches and stuffed his head through a narrow gap. “There’s more of them,” he said after a minute, and stepped back a few paces. Hulin came over for a peek.

He must have walked over every crunchy leaf and cracking twig. Barren did little to hide his discontent at the unwanted noise, but past encounters with those people proved it didn’t matter how much they made. Hulin struggled to squeeze his round head through, but after a few wriggles it popped out the other side.

Barren was right—more Algathians! Under the moonlight shining on a patch of clear ground, Hulin saw their black and gold uniforms as well as the Algathian insignia—a black fist encircled with gold. There were five soldiers in this particular group, one of them high ranking. The other groups of bewildered Algathians they stumbled upon comprised of men wearing white like cooks or kitchen hands mixed with men in the standard military uniform.

It was the fourth group they encountered. Hulin couldn’t fathom why they were in the Forsaken Woods of all places. It was even more a mystery how they evaded the Watchers. All the poor sods did was murmur incoherent words and stumble around. 

“Why do yeh suppose they’re ’ere?” Hulin asked in a whisper, then added, “Squire Barren.”

“For the last time, Initiate, I don’t know,” Barren sounded frustrated—maybe looked it too. Hulin didn’t know or care. “Let’s keep moving, we’re almost to that light.” Hulin nodded and darted off after the Squire who was already ahead again. 

To Hulin’s relief, the orange glow brightened which meant they were getting close. The forest floor became less hazy, making for easier travel. Aside from the symphony of animal chatters and the two pairs of boot stomps, there was no other sound. The orange glow grew brighter until they exited on to a beach. That’s when they saw it.

A mile or two into the Sea of Fangs, beyond the endless sharp rocks and crashing waves, floated a structure engulfed in flames. It was difficult to perceive, but Hulin guessed the thing on fire was sticking ten feet above of the water. Wooden ships didn’t burn like that, at least none he heard of. What was it? He turned to Barren for an inquiry as always, but the Squire’s attention was elsewhere. A lump of grayish blue clothes were spread on the sandy beach only two yards away. Was that blonde hair sticking out?

Hulin ran to where Barren already crouched beside the lifeless figure. The Squire rolled it over with ease to reveal the pale face of a boy no older than thirteen. His shirt and part of his cloak were ripped as if by the claws of some ferocious beast. The Initiate was surprised to see only one visible wound—a puncture mark below the right shoulder, red and swollen. The boy was in bad shape.

“Is ’e? ...” Hulin asked.

“No, Initiate,” Barren said after listening for a heartbeat, “and I’m not going to let him. Get a blanket from your pack, Initiate. He’s freezing!”

Hulin hesitated. 

Every morning it was required that each Initiate had all their standard equipment neatly stowed in a travel pack—also called S-Packs. It was a procedure inspected on a routine basis by Instructor Cloins, a man notorious for being impossible to please. On more than several occasions, Cloins got Hulin reprimanded for not conforming to his outrageous standards. Hulin packed it near perfect today too, even earned a nod from that natter Instructor.

“Initiate! Quit stalling and hand me the blanket!”

You should have one in your bag too! Hulin thought with an angry frown. He sighed and dumped out his—for once— organized equipment. He winced as each item hit the sand one by one. Crammed tight at the very bottom was the woolen blanket. Before Hulin could relinquish it, Barren snatched the gray wrapping and bundled up the boy. It was then that the Initiate noticed something odd.

“’E’s not wet, Squire Barren.” Hulin pointed a stubby finger. “Not even a lit’l damp.”

“I noticed,” the Squire sounded unconcerned. “It’s a little strange, no?” How could the lad have washed ashore dry as cotton?

It wasn’t a big shock to find somebody near dead on Claw Beach. Two others that he knew of drifted ashore and took refuge at the Brotherhood. A burly man in his thirties no less than a decade ago, and a boy the same age as the blonde lad two years prior.

With careful hands, Barren pulled out the lad’s right arm to inspect the shallow wound on the shoulder. While he muttered to himself he palpated the surrounding flesh, checking the blood flow quality as they learned in training. Hulin studied the lad’s expressionless face. Something about him was triggering his memory but he was clueless as to what.

“Let’s get him back to base,” the Squire put the lad on his shoulders like a sack of potatoes gentle as he could. “He’ll live I’m sure, but he’s weak.” Barren started to jog through the small opening to the woods while Hulin shoved his equipment back into his S-Pack paying no mind to the sloppiness of it. Panting already, he chased the Squire.

Hulin felt nauseous. 

He never saw the boy in his life, yet a strong cord tugged on his brain telling him there was something important about the lad’s appearance. Something not good. His thoughts again were interrupted when he noticed how quiet it became. Minutes earlier his ears hurt with all the chirping and chattering of annoying animals, but now it was silent. The sun had risen some and lit the ground in sparse patches, but nocturnal creatures didn’t sleep so early. That was when he saw another oddity.

“Squire Barren?” Hulin asked, not masking his apprehension. “Yeh seein’ what I’m seein’?”

The shaggy haired man nodded and halted. There were dozens, maybe hundreds of them. Squirrels, small rodents, birds and other critters littered the ground. All dead. 

“What do yeh suppose ’appened to them?” 

Barren shrugged.

Hulin knew for sure it wasn’t some illness. No plague he heard of could ever set on so fast. On Izlund, the island where he was born, unexplained mass animal deaths were a sure omen for crop failure. It’s not that he felt sympathy for the critters, but it was strange. 

Since they were stopped, Hulin pondered again why the unconscious lad pulled at his memory. When Barren started hiking again, the blanket shifted and the sun reflected off of a shiny metal band strapped around the lad’s neck. Brass to be more specific. A collar of brass. 

The wheels in his head turned and the realization struck him. Blonde hair and a collar of brass. Hulin learned of this child’s description, and there were rumors that floated around the base here and there. Awful rumors.

“Barren!” Hulin shouted like a drunk loon while Barren continued his fast pace. He figured a lack of respect would be the easiest way to get the man’s attention.

Barren did an about face. “For the last time, Initiate, it’s—”

“Squire Barren! That lad! We ’ave to get rid of ’im! Just leave ’im ‘ere to die!”

“Have you gone mad?” Barren asked and shook his head. “He needs our help! Can’t you see he’s ill?”

“’E’s one of those monsters from Tekna!” Hulin was sweating now. “’E matches the description. Teenage boy with blonde ’air and a brass collar ’round the neck!”

Barren looked surprised. “What are you going on about, Initiate?” He stared with more intent now, ready to listen.

“Haven’t yeh listened to any rumors of the Three Judges?” .

Barren shook his head. “You know I don’t pay attention to stories.”

That, Hulin should have figured. “This lad and two others decimated the entire Algathian army!” 

“Look at him,” Barren said with a frown. “He’s helpless. I don’t know where you heard such preposterous rumors. Him vanquishing an army?” The Squire laughed. “Everyone knows it was the Teknites who drove the Algathians back.” Barren looked unconcerned, but Hulin was still afraid. What if the lad woke up?

“That collar too,” Hulin pointed. “I ’erd ... from somewhere ... about it. Like it controls ’im or somethin’.”

Barren’s eyes lit up. “Interesting. You know, I have heard of an object like that—Danadorian made. Don’t exactly remember the name, some Danadorian word that started with a ‘V’, but the Famauren Common word is ‘slave collar’. Whoever places the collar on another individual, that person has control over their every action.” Hulin couldn’t fathom why some Teknite would be wearing a piece of cursed Danadorian jewelry. 

“If he is who you think he is,” Barren continued, “and this collar is what I think it is, then any rash thing you hold him accountable for was perhaps not his fault, Initiate!” Hulin was stunned by the sudden outburst. Barren continued, the heat in his voice rising. “If all of this is true, this boy is innocent! And you want to leave him here to die? That goes against everything the Brotherhood stands for!”

Hulin’s mouth gaped open in attempt to word an answer that never came. Teeth clenched shut now, Hulin pondered the Squire’s words with guilt. If everything Barren just said was true, maybe the boy was innocent. 

The new bit of information forced his ignorance to evolve into consideration. According to the Brotherhood laws he swore to uphold, leaving an innocent to die was anathema. If the lad was being controlled that would indeed make him a victim. Likewise, if the lad woke up, whoever controlled him could force him to attack. Hulin shivered.

As if Barren sensed the uneasiness, he set the lad on the dirt and examined the collar. For the first time, Hulin noticed a word embossed with gold lettering on the brass—Tydis.

“What’s the matter, Squire Barren?”

Barren looked shocked. “Oh,” the Squire returned to his normal staid expression, “Tydis is probably his name, huh? He doesn’t look like a ‘Tydis’, that’s all.” Barren placed a hand behind the lad’s slender neck and the brass band slipped off.

Hulin would have thought a Danadorian enchanted collar would be more difficult to remove, but reasoned the lad’s weakened condition was to blame. Innocent or not, Hulin still felt uneasy about hauling him back to base. He continued to think on the subject.

Enslaved or not, the lad had horrific powers. If he guessed right, the collar didn’t grant power, only allowed another to control that said power. The blonde lad was still a threat. What if he awoke and thought he and Barren were enemies? Hulin wanted nothing more than to find a way to get him back to Tekna before it was too late. 

Thinking it over, he realized what the right thing to do was, and gave up his designs. “I won’t peep a word about the lad’s identity,” Hulin said, not convinced he meant it. Barren was right as always. After all, Hulin didn’t have to be around the lad ever again.

“That’s a wise choice, Initiate,” Barren said as they continued their trek to base. “It’s not easy to overcome fear and doubt. With a good heart like yours, I’m sure you will go far in the Brotherhood. Your father would be proud.”

Hulin blushed a bright red hue that outshined his hair. That had to be the first compliment the Squire ever gave. Hulin hoped his father would be proud of his actions.

The two men trudged through the tangled mess of trees and greenery in silence. They were close to base now, but Hulin remembered they forgot one important thing. “Squire Barren?” Hulin asked, catching up after tripping again. “’Ow are we goin’ to explain this lad?”

“We lie, Initiate.” 

Hulin nearly tripped into a patch of poison ivy. The Squire never told a lie or broke a single rule! “Lie?” Hulin laughed. “I see I’m startin’ to influence yeh some! I have the perfect story!”

Hulin could conjure up a number of tales with ease! His thoughts were shattered in an instant when Barren said, “We lie by telling the truth!” The Squire smiled back at Hulin. It was too good to be true. Only Barren would lie by telling the truth.

“What do yeh mean?” Really. Hulin needed to hear it.

“It’s simple,” the Squire explained. “We tell everyone we saw a strange glow and went to investigate. According to the Brotherhood handbook, chapter three paragraph four, that’s protocol for suspicious activities. We found the boy and according to what Chapter Ten says about rescues and hostage negotiations, we carried him to safety. We leave out the part of the collar and the flaming wreckage.” 

Hulin was now aware of how tired he was. “What about coming in late?”

“Come on, Initiate,” Barren chuckled, “that one is covered by the golden rule of the Brotherhood Handbook. Last sentence, last page.”

Hulin recited it with pride, as it was one of the only things he remembered from the handbook. “‘All above rules stated in this text are void if it is necessary to break even one to save an innocent life.’”

“Correct, Initiate! Lives before rules!”

They walked on in silence again until Hulin thought of another thing they needed to do. Hulin suggested dumping water on the lad to make it look like he washed ashore, followed by another compliment from the Squire. They also agreed Barren would do the talking. Nobody would believe a word spewing from Hulin’s mouth.

More time passed and the two men exited the woods into an unnatural clearing. The clearing, a lush verdant stretch of land, wouldn’t take a keen eye to see it was man-made. It also required stringent care to keep the forest from reclaiming it. The sun barely peeked its head above the tree tops, but was enough light for Hulin to perceive the tall palisades of the Brotherhood base. 

Home. 

Most wouldn’t consider a mercenary base a home, but Hulin couldn’t think of any place better. It ran like a normal city, albeit not as grand. There were no kings or lords. A Head Master, Counselor and other administrators ran day-to-day operations. Everyone had jobs to do and there were no rich or poor amongst them.  

When a man or woman came of age they could enlist in the Brotherhood as an Initiate. Those who chose not to enlist—or failed out of training—were assigned a civilian job. There were bakers, blacksmiths, weapon-smiths, and carpenters. They needed very little outside supplies to thrive. Oftentimes neighboring cities purchased goods from them.

The training to become a Brother took three years at the least, and the path was never easy. Once a Brother,  an individual could move on to a specialized Guild. There was the Hero’s Guild whose elite members went on the most difficult Assignments. The Watchers kept their eyes peeled for any danger around the base and Forsaken Woods. The Archer’s Guild was comprised of—as the name implied—experts in ranged combat. Enforcers were the law of the Brotherhood, and the Spy Guild members did recon and other espionage related tasks.

Then there were the Instructors who taught various subjects during training, whether it be academic—arithmetic, geography, literacy, history—or combat related that included hand to hand fighting, weapon’s training and wilderness survival.

He wouldn’t trade his life for any other, even if he had to do late night Training Assignments.

Dreading a late return following an over-night Training Assignment was typical for Hulin—the reprimands were never pleasant—but his excuse for tardiness this time was valid. Hulin was nervous anyway. Not because the lies they would tell concerning the thing Barren lugged, he feared it would awaken upset and strike them down. He tried to keep those thoughts out of his head, but it was a struggle.

Hulin squinted and saw dark silhouettes move with a stealthy grace behind the sharp tips of the wooden walls. They were the Watchers. Tradition mandated they stand guard night and day, their zealous eyes alert for intruders that would never show. No more than ten feet from the front gate, Barren and Hulin came to abrupt stop as a bestial shadow emerged from the palisades’ tops. Even in the poor sunlight and the shadow of an awning cast over the right watchtower, Hulin knew of a single Brother whose silhouette mimicked a bear. Any moment, Brother Zerrinn—The Eye—would shout—

“Halt!” Zerrinn’s voice boomed throughout the clearing. “Who seeks entrance to the Brotherhood?”

Tradition. 

The Brotherhood was all about tradition, and as the tradition went. ...

“It is I, Squire Barren Yamato, son of Glendon.”

“It is I, Hulin Snodesly, son of Legend Andon.” 

A painstaking routine. Hulin was bored of the ritual well before he was an Initiate.

“You are granted entrance to the Brotherhood as friends, Squire Barren, son of Glendon. And you, Initiate Hulin, son of Legend Andon. You are late. What is it you carry?”

Barren hoisted the bundle, revealing it to The Eye. “We rescued this boy from Claw Beach, Eye Zerrinn! He is in need of the Healer’s assistance right away!”

The bear-like man nodded and used his thick fingers to signal. Seconds later, the well oiled gears rolled together and the wooden gate swung open without a squeak. “Enter in peace,” Zerrinn boomed as the two young men ran forward.

Hulin’s sore feet were grateful the Healer’s Quarters stood by the South Gate. The crimson tiled roof of the large off-white building came into view after few bends around the dank storage sheds. Barren pounded on the giant pinewood doors until the locks clicked open. A woman in white opened the door and sported a grimace—ruining what could have been otherwise handsome features.

“We have patients resting,” she said in a whisper, but the words managed to penetrate Hulin’s ears like a screech. Women had a talent for that. “What is the meaning of this?” Her frown disappeared when Barren held up the blonde lad from the bundle. “Very well.” She muttered something to her backside and two men appeared. Barren surrendered the lad into their arms.

“Will he be okay?” Barren tried to peek behind the Healer who managed to block the whole doorway despite her slender frame.

“He’s in good hands, Squire,” she said, “and why is the unconscious boy soaked head to toe?”

“He washed up on Claw Beach,” Barren attempted to peek behind her again.

“Another one?” The woman rolled her eyes. “Children seem to be popping up all over that dangerous shore!”

“He has a wound,” Barren said, “below his right shoulder. Please be careful. It’s infected, but I couldn’t tell what caused it. Perhaps you might be able to.”

The Healer placed her thin hands on her hips. “When it comes to protecting the base from intrusion I’ll ask for your assistance, Squire. I thank you for your preliminary diagnosis, but leave health problems to the experts.” With a curt smile she excused herself and shut the door.

In the early light of day, civilians and Brothers emerged from their homes—or quarters—to begin their sometimes menial chores. Hulin’s nose signaled that the baker was well into his work day, the air filled with delicious smells of bread and pastries. A cow shrilled in the distance indicating the butcher was preparing meat. Hulin realized how hungry he was. Breakfast was hours away, but spending the night running about the woods worked up his appetite.

Hulin followed the Squire to the backside of the closed mercantile shop, and Barren let himself slide down to the dirt. Hulin was grateful for the overdue break, and since Barren outranked him, followed his lead. Hulin wanted to utter some words of comfort to the distraught Squire, but nothing better then an ‘’E’ll be okay’ came to mind. When Barren stayed quiet, Hulin joined him in silence.

With three late returns in a row and expulsion eminent, there were three people Hulin wished to avoid. Barren had rules to shield himself, but Hulin wasn’t confident those quiet laws would save him. 

Hulin cringed. 

A familiar sickening shuffle crept its way towards them from behind the building. He groaned and peeked over his shoulder. The first and least harmful of the three he wanted to hide from limped their direction.

––––––––

Chapter 2: A New Family

༻༺┅━━━┅୨୧┅━━━┅༻༺

A short leathery man with scars blotting his face hobbled right next to them. His beady blue eyes glared with antipathy. He wore the standard Brotherhood Traggs—a hooded brow-green shirt and matching slacks—that Brothers and Trainees alike wore. Hulin expected Quail’s uniform to be as wrinkled and soiled as the Instructor himself, but the curmudgeon’s Traggs were neatly pressed and spot free. Quail was furthest from the top of Hulin’s favorite Instructors, and was positive he wasn’t Quail’s top Initiate. Barren looked up, but wasn’t bothered by the Instructor’s presence.

In his notorious croaky voice, Quail shouted, “Squire! Initiate! Explain yourselves at once!” The strain on his throat made the Instructor cough so hard Hulin thought the man’s little eyes would pop. 

Barren, with a calm and respectful tone, relayed the story they came up with. He and Hulin were on their nighttime Training Assignment. A mis-navigation landed them at Claw Beach where they found the boy washed ashore. Following protocol, they brought him to safety at once. For somebody who never told a lie, Barren was flawless.

“Impressive, Squire Barren,” Quail said when he finished. “A convincing tale you conjured, I’ll give you credit for that. I might have believed you if the ‘Sower of Tricks and Lies’ wasn’t in your company.”

That gnarled ol’ ... Hulin fought hard to keep his temper controlled. The man wouldn’t think a building was on fire if he was standing in the middle of it! What was that he called Hulin? Sower of Tricks and Lies ... The Instructors had a nickname for him? Hulin couldn’t have been more proud! Much better than Barren’s nickname, the ‘Perfect Brother in Training’.

“Stop your grinning!” The Instructor yelled at Hulin and he straightened. “Now tell me the truth, Squire.”

“Pardon me, Instructor?” 

“E’s callin’ yeh a liar,” Hulin couldn’t hold back anymore. His people were known for  their short tempers. “Instructor Quail,” Hulin asked after calming himself, “why don’t yeh just ask the ‘Ealers for the lad’s pants and match the sand samples to samples from Claw Beach?”

“I may just do that,” Quail said, “but for now, Squire and Initiate, you are guilty until proven innocent. Now let’s see,” he grinned, “what punishment is fitting?”

“Forgive me, Instructor Quail,” Barren interrupted the Instructor’s sinister planning, “but according to the handbook’s last sentence we should be absolved of any reprimands. ‘Lives before rules’.”

“As you should be aware,” Quail said, “that rule only applies to Brothers. Whether or not there was an innocent life to save is still in question, so according to Chapter Five paragraph seven you must be sentenced while the investigation is carried forward. If it turns out you are telling the truth you both shall be acquitted.”

“What part of the ’and book prohibits me from sayin’ yer face looks like an ’orse’s—” Hulin was grateful he wasn’t able to finish.

A set of light boot steps made the world pause. Quail made Hulin’s stomach upset, but the newcomer’s presence almost made him lose last nights dinner.

Counselor Alheran. 

The Forsaken Woods Brotherhood Branch’s second in command glided towards their group, his gray cloak flowing behind and his long white hair looking neat and pressed. Hulin guessed he was handsome—considering the way women of all ages swooned in his presence. So what if the Counselor was elegant and ... tall! Hulin thought he himself was just as delightful even if he was round faced and on the heavy side.

“Good morning, Counselor,” the Instructor forced a bow that fell short of sincere. A hundred feet short. Barren and Hulin made a real bow as was custom.

Alheran nodded, and with his polished voice said, “Good day to you, Instructor. I trust you weren’t harassing the young Squire and Initiate?” Quail cringed and muttered a ‘no’. “Good,” the Counselor went on with a smile, “because these young men are heroes.” The Counselor knew already? Hulin was amazed! Word traveled quick around base but never that fast. “You are excused now, Instructor,” Alheran said to Quail. “Any unlawful reprimands you implemented or planned are null. Good day to you.”

Hulin frowned as the disgruntled Quail stalked off, flashing angry glances every now and then. The Initiate almost wished he stayed. Whatever disturbing sentence the Instructor was cooking up was nothing compared to what the Counselor could do. Hulin was willing to work in the kitchens a whole year if it saved him from expulsion.

Hulin tried to get on Alheran’s good side and said, “Thanks for saving us from Quail, Counselor.”

“That’s ‘Instructor Quail’ to you, Initiate,” the Counselor’s tone was serious but his eyes betrayed he cared less for the lack of respect. “Come,” he turned away, “follow me, and no dawdling. The Head Master requests your immediate audience.”

Hulin almost fell over which made Alheran shake his head. The Head Master only met with a Squire or Initiate for two reasons—promotion or expulsion. A promotion was doubtful, and  they weren’t being invited for an early breakfast. The Initiate sped up, seeing Barren and the Counselor were already ahead.

Passing the Hero’s Guild, Hulin gave it a long sad glance. His father was once their leader, or Legend as the title went. Only a Brother as good as the Counselor or Head Master earned that title. Hulin sighed but it went unnoticed.

It had been years since the expedition his father led had gone missing. Many called him foolish for thinking any Brother—no matter how good—could survive the Sea of Storms. That was Hulin’s purpose for joining the Brotherhood. It meant a chance to find him, and the Initiate knew his father was alive somewhere out there. 

The scent of baked bread got stronger and Hulin’s stomach growled, making Alheran look back. He was hungry, but Hulin was too nervous to eat anything—a situation he never thought possible. He peered over to the mysterious Spy’s Guild as they passed it. The dark gray building had no windows or doors, yet he knew the Spies had to get in and out somehow. A highly guarded secret no doubt.

Hulin groaned as they approached the tall white tower that overshadowed the base. The Headmaster’s Quarters, but most referred to it as the Head Master’s Tower. Alheran led a confident Barren to the outer walls while Hulin walked as slow as the Counselor’s pace allowed. The steel spikes lining the iron fence were more un-welcoming, as were the two uniformed Brothers in black standing at attention by the gate.

Black uniforms meant Enforcers, the Law of the Brotherhood. The Initiate avoided those people like he would a sour turnip. At one point in Hulin’s career of mischief, he discovered that Enforcers had no sense of humor. The Enforcer in question never found incriminating evidence, but Hulin always caught him watching his every move. So the Enforcer smelled like rotten fish for a week! Everyone else thought it was funny.

The two Enforcers weren’t the one he tricked, that brought some relief. They nodded to the Counselor as he walked by and to Barren, nothing. When Hulin went through he saw their eyes full of hate, urging him to keep moving.

A large well tended courtyard was beyond the wall, full of healthy green grass and various colored wildflowers. Another Enforcer bowed to Alheran as he held the door open for the three to enter. Hulin avoided eye contact with him altogether but could feel the Enforcer’s eyes burning at his back. When the doors slammed shut the butterflies in his stomach went into a frenzy.

The lobby felt like a dungeon—cold, dark and empty. It wasn’t his imagination either. Unmanned desks decorated the spacious floor but in a few hours would be busy with clerks coming and going. The incessant scratching of quills on parchment would have been some comfort. He assumed their lot were at their quarters sleeping where he wished he was.

Barren was serene as a dove. No outside worry or apprehension as to where their fates lied. Hulin on the other hand, sweated despite the cool temperature. His heart pounded so loud he was surprised no one else heard.

The Initiate looked up the spiral staircase Alheran brought them to the steps directly carved into a the walls. Countless portraits of the base’s prior Head Masters decorated the plain white stone of the tower, and few candles were lit to even see most of them. It was no more than two minutes climbing the stairs, but each step felt like an eternity and his feet grew heavier..

A large metal door was at the end of the hall and that’s where Alheran stopped. There were so many locks and other mechanisms securing the thing that it would take an army to break through. The white haired man knocked three times. “Head Master Knaythens, I have brought the two young Trainees as you’ve requested.”

A couple of seconds passed by, and Alheran nodded and pulled a metal stick from his cloak about seven inches long. With a single tap on the center of the door, the locks clicked and unlocked themselves. Hulin stared in amazement and wondered how such a contraption worked.

The Counselor pushed the door open and light flooded the hallway. Now was the time to make a run for it, but Hulin realized he wouldn’t get far. The Initiate and Squire entered as Alheran motioned them.

Knaythens’ large office looked ransacked. The huge desk was littered with papers, trinkets, open books and food from ages long past. The numerous bookshelves were filled with gadgets and ... stuff. Things Hulin never before witnessed.

The Head Master himself was a wizened man with an authoritative presence. The wrinkles, glasses and few strands of gray hair on a shiny scalp was not the image Hulin had of a Brotherhood Head Master. The man looked more like a grandfather than the Brotherhood’s most powerful and dangerous member. Hulin was no spud-head though. The kind looking old man could fell any Brother barehanded—one couldn’t be Head Master any other way.

“Thank you, Counselor,” Knaythens said, “you are excused now.”

“As you command, Head Master.” Alheran bowed and left the office.

“Take a seat, Squire, Initiate,” he removed his specs to rub his blue eyes and placed them back. “We have a lot to discuss.” The tone made Hulin sweat even more. He wished he could learn Barren’s trick of remaining calm. “I understand you two brought in a youngster this morning,” the old man continued. “Tell me, how did you come across the child?”

Barren told the whole story as he did to Quail, though better this time. At the end, the Head Master nodded and chuckled before fire blazed behind his glasses. “Do you take me for a fool, Squire!” Hulin melted in his seat from the outburst. “You left out some pretty important facts! The confused Algathians in the woods and their Mark-2 battle cruiser a flaming heap on the Sea of Fangs. The boy’s collar! And why? Tell me why you soaked the child head to toe!” Hulin knew his skin was white. How did Knaythens know any of that?

“I bet you two are wondering how I know,” Knaythens sat back in his chair more relaxed. “I’ll explain. Every Nightly Assignment you Trainees go on, a member of the Spy Guild follows and reports everything that happened.” Hulin wanted to slap his head for not realizing it before! The Instructors always somehow knew when he made a blunder! “I’m sure you’re familiar with Yansero Bladen?” 

Any civilian on base would be familiar with the man’s name, if not his face. He was the most prestigious Spy Master in all the Brotherhood’s history. Many strategies and techniques he devised while a Trainee were now taught to Squires and Initiates as canon.

“He was assigned to your pair last night,” Knaythens said. “You can imagine the news he brought was disturbing to my old ears. Tell me everything. Now. You are seconds from being stripped of your ranks and condemned to the kitchens the rest of your lives. Speak!”

Hulin blurted everything—in tears—before the Head Master even finished the sentence. He explained the orange glow, Algathians, the boy with horrendous powers, and of course why they soaked him with their canteens. It was puzzling why he wasn't wet in the first place, it made no sense how he came to Claw Beach if not through the Sea of Fangs.

When Hulin finished and was panting, the Head Master nodded. “One of the Three Judges. ...” He shook his head. “How does a Squire and Initiate know their descriptions? Rumors have flown around the base here and there but nothing about how they look.”

“Actually, Head Master,” Barren said, “I’ve never heard of such rumors. It was Initiate Hulin who told me.” Hulin wanted to pounce the shaggy haired natter for squealing!

The Head master looked with intent at Hulin, waiting for an answer. Lying was out of the question, suppose the old man already knew? The truth would mean expulsion, but he was already doomed. “Well,” Hulin said, “I was doin’ somethin’ I wasn’t supposed to. ...”

Knaythens’ fists pounded on the wooden surface of the desk and shook it, knocking some papers off. “Speak up, Initiate! The morning is almost over and I’m terribly busy!”

Hulin turned more pale and his eyes froze open. “I snuck out after hours! I was ‘ungry an’ went to the kitchens to nick some food. Then I saw some strange people in robes outside the mess hall.”

The Head Master asked in a normal tone, “Do you know who these men were? How many?” Then he added, “Everything you told me so far and from here on out is off the record.” That gave Hulin some relief.

“They didn’t see me so I snuck over to listen,” Hulin said more calm. “There were three of ‘em. All tall with funny accents. I never learned anythin’ useful about the men, but they spoke of three youths with destructive powers. Said they fended off the Algathian army and described what all three looked like in detail.”

“That story is too far fetched to be the truth!” The Head Master yelled, making Hulin jump again. Knaythens calmed in a blink and added, “But I believe you. Your honesty is worthy of a king and I pardon you of your late night excursion. I trust you wont repeat that same infarction of the rules?” Hulin nodded and felt more relieved then ever. “Now, these robed men,” the Head Master went on, “I can’t fathom how they breached our walls undetected, but I’ve heard reports like this before. I suspect there’s a traitor amongst us. Will one of you please hand the venthrala over to me?”

Barren nodded and retrieved the brass collar from his pocket and Knaythens took it. The old man looked baffled. “I expected both of you question what it was I spoke of,” he looked at Barren. “Very few people outside a Danadorian Tribe know what these dangerous devices are. Tell me, Squire, how did you know what I was asking for?”

“The city of Alarquis where I fled from during the Algathian invasion held Famaura’s largest collection of books,” Barren answered, “not to mention the oldest. If the Great Library still stands, that is. There were many books that held what little information humans know about Danadorians, and one of them mentioned the slave collar. As I told Hulin earlier, I didn’t quite remember the name, just that it started with a ‘V’. I assumed you meant the collar by sheer logic alone. Knowing what a device like that was capable of, and Initiate Hulin's description of who the boy resembled, I removed it as a precaution.”

The old man stared deep into Barren’s eyes, searching for an answer Hulin was oblivious to. “These devices are despicable,” Knaythens said as he slipped the collar into a drawer and locked it. “If it’s true that the Danadorians gave Tekna this slave collar to control the boy ...” He frowned and shook his head. “Well, at the same time I hate to think of what Famaura would be like under Algathian rule.

“You two stick to the story you tried feeding me. It’s not bad and if I attest to it so will everyone else. His identity is to be a secret between you two, me and Shadow Yansero. I command your word on this.” Barren and Hulin nodded in prompt agreement. “Good,” the old man sat back in his chair. “The boy will stay on base with us. He’ll have a much better life here than being used to battle armies, if he is indeed one of the Judges. I have no intentions of informing Tekna regardless the consequences. Now then, Squire, Initiate, I’m leaving him in your care. You are his new family from here on out. Teach him well.”

Hulin gulped. Him raise a thirteen year old? He didn’t like taking care of himself! The boy wasn’t normal either. He had powers that could vanquish armies. It wasn’t the lad’s fault for the deaths caused, but still—Hulin objected. “’Ed Master, I don’t think I’m fit to be raisin’ a boy.”

“You’ll do fine,” Knaythens said with a smile and cut him off from saying any more, “and while we’re here, Initiate, I think it’s time you’re promoted to Squire. From what I hear your bookwork is lacking but your weapon proficiency and tactical training are phenomenal. What do you say?”

Hulin knew his face was bright red but didn’t care. “I ... I think so, Head Master,” he said while shaking, and Barren gave him a congratulatory pat on the shoulder.

“Splendid!” The Head Master said. “We’ll take care of the paperwork later. And you, Squire Barren, I think you are ready to become a Brother. Your Instructors do anyway and I trust their judgment. Have you found yourself worthy to take on the rights and responsibilities of Brotherhoodship?”

“Yes, Head Master,” Barren said without a pause, “my worthiness will be tried and judged by my Brothers.”

“Very well,” Knaythens chuckled and shook Barren’s hand. “Your Trials will begin one week from today. Squires, get some rest. I’m
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