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      As what often happens throughout history, we are living in extraordinary times, which has affected everyone in one way or another. This book is dedicated to all of those who have had the courage to overcome their fears in order to continue to serve our communities. You are our heroes.
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            Just A Quick Note to My Readers

          

        

      

    

    
      Don’t be afraid to pursue your dreams, no matter how long it takes, or even if you have to set them aside for now. The first draft of Sword of Fate was written in 1986 on a typewriter! Life got very busy and it was not until very recently that I was able to return to my dream of being an author.

      I kept the original manuscript all of these years, until I had the opportunity to begin working on it again. I am so excited that the book I started so many years ago is now being published!

      Don’t forget your dreams, even if you have to put them away for a while. They will be there waiting for you, when you are ready.

      

      The Characters of Elayas and Terminology of Elayas are at the back of the book.
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        How fast you run doesn’t matter nearly as much as the direction you are going.

        ~ Dalbenian Saying

      

      

      

      “Go on ahead. I’ll be right there,” Rugal yelled over his shoulder to his classmates as he struggled to move the boulder out of the way. His palms were sweaty, and he was having a hard time getting a good grip. These rocks were heavier than he had anticipated. He strained so hard he thought his eyes would pop out of his face, and they stung from the sweat dripping off his forehead. The temptation to quit crossed his mind, but he refused to give up. After the landslide, he had promised Felan that he would clear the opening to the cave they used for storage, and he was not about to let his teacher down. With a determined grunt, he tightened his grasp on either side of the rough surface and prepared to try again.

      Bending his knees, he thrust his body upward while maintaining his hold, and just as he was about to sling the boulder away from the entrance, he felt a strange tingling sensation. Dropping the boulder, he fell over backward, eyes wide in surprise. His arms had suddenly thickened and sprouted coarse black fur. His gaze moved down to his hands, which were now leathery paws with fierce claws. His mouth opened and closed several times, but no sound came out. He tried to shout for Felan to help him, but all he could manage was a low moan.

      He stood back up, the boulder forgotten as he looked down at his body, which was as furry as his arms. His clothes were missing. His feet were leathery like his hands, and both were tipped with long claws. He reached up to touch his face and quickly jerked his hand away as it encountered something long, hairy, and wet. He had a snout that was much more prominent than his nose had been. His breaths came in rapid bursts, and he began to shake. What was happening to him?

      He did the one thing he’d always done when he felt troubled: RUN! Rugal sprinted as fast as he could, but instead of the even stride he was used to, he had a peculiar gait that wasn’t very comfortable. Finding he couldn’t go as swiftly as he wanted, he instinctively dropped to all fours and discovered he could move much more rapidly. He stretched his legs out and raced faster than he had ever been able to. Before he knew it, the storage cave was far behind, and he was out in the open fields surrounding the village.

      Nearing the outskirts, Rugal noticed some movement from the corner of his eye. Swinging his head that direction, he saw his classmates pulling weeds in the school’s garden. Maybe they could help him out of his predicament. He sunk his claws in the dirt to slow his momentum and started loping towards them.

      One of his classmates jumped up and yelled, “A bear! A bear! RUN!”

      Rugal looked around frantically. A bear? Was a bear attacking the village? They all needed to run to safety! He gazed down at his furry body and clawed paws and realized his classmate was talking about him. He opened his mouth to explain, but only grunts would come out. He tried again and found himself making huffing and clacking noises. Frustrated, he shook his head and opened his mouth wide in another fruitless attempt to speak, which only caused his classmates to drop their gardening tools and run pell-mell toward the village. Rugal galloped a few yards after them, then came to a stop and rolled to the ground, his now extraordinarily long tongue lolling out of his mouth. His heart pounded in his chest, and he closed his eyes tightly, wishing he was back to being a boy. He opened his eyes, and, much to his surprise and relief, he was.

      Rugal lay there for some time, trying to understand what had happened. Relieved the tunic and pants he’d dressed in that morning had reappeared on his body, he reached up and touched his nose. He was grateful to find it no longer stuck out so far, and his tongue had shrunk back to normal. He lay there listening to the birds sing as life in the fields returned to its normal activities, now that the bear had disappeared.

      His mother had urged him to come to the Sepharim’s school six months ago. He had never quite understood why he was admitted to the school since boys inherited dynamis from their fathers. As far as he knew, his father did not possess the supernatural power. He had died when Rugal was very young, in a hunting accident. The last six months had been hard as he tried to fit in. All of his classmates had already manifested dynamis, which they exhibited in different ways. Rugal’s bunkmate could talk to certain animals, and his study partner was able to move small objects with his mind, but no sign of the gift had emerged from Rugal. And now this happened.

      He didn’t understand it, and it was scary. He was glad to find himself back to being a boy but afraid that he might transform into a bear again. He had never heard of anyone being able to change into a bear and was worried that something terrible was wrong with him. These thoughts and others continued to run through his head. He closed his eyes, his heart aching for the safe familiarity of home.

      It seemed like hours had passed—but it was just a few minutes—when he heard feet crunching through the dry grass. He opened his eyes and turned his head to see who the feet belonged to, and saw his teacher, Felan, picking his way through the brush toward him. Rugal brought his hands up to his face to reassure himself that his palms were still normal and that the claws were gone. He decided he didn’t want to face his teacher just yet and closed his eyes again. The afternoon sun bathed his face, and he pretended to be asleep. Just as he knew they would, the feet came to a stop when they got close, and he could feel Felan’s gaze. He reluctantly opened one eye to see Felan smiling down at him, the familiar salt and pepper pattern of his beard somehow comforting.

      “Running again, I see, young Rugal.” Felan dropped to the ground next to him and sat patiently, waiting for Rugal to respond.

      Rugal felt so many emotions swirling inside of him. One part of him wanted Felan to hug him tightly and make everything better. But he was growing up, and something was changing, something he didn’t quite understand. Part of him wanted to stay a little boy and have Felan fix all of his problems, but a growing part of him wanted to face his problems on his own and come up with his own answers. The more he thought about it, he realized this was not one of those times.

      Rugal jumped up and dove into Felan’s chest, burying his face in his teacher’s rough woolen shirt and hugging him tightly. Felan embraced Rugal and made soothing noises as Rugal let his tears flow. After a minute or two, Rugal pulled away and wiped his eyes with his hand.

      He took a deep, shaky breath. “Felan, I was trying to move the boulder from in front of the storage cave, and I turned into a bear!”

      Felan smiled with affection. “Rugal, it’s okay. You have found your gift! You do possess dynamis and in one of the rarest forms of all. You are able to change shape from human to animal.”

      Rugal sat back and stared at Felan in shock. He had never heard of that gift, and he wasn’t at all sure if he wanted to have it. It was very scary changing into an animal, especially when he wasn’t expecting it. What good was it anyway? What would his classmates say about it? What would his mother think? Possessing dynamis affected his place in society, how he was viewed, and what would be expected. He had become very comfortable in his anonymity and the lack of responsibility that came with it. In that instant, he realized his life had changed forever. The urge to run prickled against his skin, but he ignored it. It wouldn’t do to run away from his teacher, and on another level, he was afraid that if he did, he might change form again. He rubbed his face with his hands and sighed. “But how did it happen? I didn’t make it happen.”

      Felan tilted his head, cocking an eyebrow. “What exactly were you doing when you changed into a bear?”

      “I was trying really hard to lift the boulder, when I felt a strange tingling.”

      “The tingling you felt is the power you have deep inside of you. When you had a great need, it revealed itself. You really wanted to move that boulder, didn’t you?”

      “Yes. I really did,” Rugal agreed. “I didn’t want to let it beat me. I wanted to keep my promise to you to clear that opening.”

      “Your strong desire triggered the transformation. A bear was a natural result since it would be strong enough to move the boulder.”

      Rugal’s mouth fell open as the significance of Felan’s words sunk in. “You mean, I can change into other things besides a bear?”

      Felan grinned. “Probably. The gift is so rare that it’s hard to say, but I would wager you will be able to transform into any animal you put your mind to.”

      Rugal took a few moments to absorb that information, realizing he had an even more important question. “If I do change into an animal again, how do I know I’ll be able to change back?” he asked, biting his lip.

      “How did you do it this time?” Felan responded gently.

      Rugal thought about it, trying to determine at what moment he had turned back into his familiar human form. “It was when I wished in my mind that I was a boy again.” He smiled at the thought. “It really wasn’t hard.”

      Felan leaned forward and patted his shoulder. “Then that’s all it takes. Now that we understand the nature of your gift, we’ll help you practice it until you are skilled in its use.”

      The urge to get up and run as fast as he could, as far away as he could, tickled at his mind, but he shoved it away. It was a bad habit, but sometimes it seemed like the best course when he felt overwhelmed. Felan looked at him, and he could tell Felan knew exactly what he was thinking. Rugal smiled a bit uncertainly at his teacher, who—in just a few short months—had become like a father to him. He decided he didn’t want to disappoint him by running away, at least not today. Rugal sighed again, knowing his life would never be the same.
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        2.5 YEARS LATER

        “All men have a destiny, but also have the choice of paths to achieve it.”

        ~ Tanan, philosopher of Selba

      

      

      

      The capital city of Cargoa was located on the plains of Ithos, in the northeastern portion of the kingdom of Elayas. The trade center for a vast region of sparse settlements, it was a frequent destination for merchants from other cities. As was the custom for the time, Cargoa was surrounded by a massive stone wall. A gate at the eastern end of the city was closed at nightfall, not only against unsavory characters, but even more so against the vicious gormalins which lurked about the countryside.

      Shops lined the streets with a large variety of goods available. It was a market day, yet the usual sounds of shopkeepers peddling their wares were muted. A mother gripped her child’s hand and shook her head sternly when the girl pleaded to go play. Other children walked sedately by their parents, looking wistfully at the inviting open spaces perfect for a game of tag. Shoppers walked with their heads down, discouraging any friendly interaction. Oldag’s rule had settled like a dark, low-hanging cloud over Cargoa.

      Two plainly garbed men surveyed the street as they slowly walked through the town square, passing a blacksmith shop, several taverns, and a shoemaker’s storefront. The mouth-watering smells from a baker’s booth were at odds with the dismal atmosphere. They continued down the main street, which led to the old arts district. That section of the city now catered to travelers in need of a place to stay.

      A high-pitched scream erupted from the direction of the town square, stopping both men in their tracks. Automatically placing their hands on their weapons, they scanned their surroundings and then ran toward the square. Rounding a corner, a grey-haired old woman came into view. She shielded her face with her scrawny arms as a stout middle-aged man in a black robe with a crimson stripe lifted his whip to strike. Her shopping bags lay scattered in the dirt, and her purchases were strewn across the ground in a broken mess.

      Bellowing with rage, the taller of the two men leapt between the woman and her attacker, towering over him. The whip fell on his broad shoulders as the old woman stumbled out of the way. His companion and the old woman watched as the attacker stepped back with a roar of anger and pulled out his sword. He attempted to run it through the old woman’s defender, who easily escaped the deadly thrust by diving to the side. Rolling back to his feet in one graceful motion, the tall man drew his own weapon, ready to parry any additional attacks.

      The man in the black robe eyed his adversary. “Whoever you are, you will regret your interference in King Oldag’s business,” he spat, his dark eyes flashing and his voice rough with hatred.

      “I am known as the Swordsman. And you will regret your abuse of this poor woman.” The Swordsman tensed his muscular body as he considered his best strategy.

      Jackal, the Swordsman’s companion, reached into his cloak to find the reassuring cold steel of his long knife. Fingering it, he weighed his next move. Realizing the need to preserve their true mission, which would be put in jeopardy if they injured or killed one of Oldag’s men, Jackal forced himself not to react. He did not want to make their presence known to Oldag prematurely and affect their chances for success. Instead, he signaled to the Swordsman, who reluctantly stepped back, eyes wary and watching, giving his opponent room to exit.

      Oldag’s underling, seeing he was outnumbered, shouted, “You’ll pay for this!” as he made his escape down one of the side streets and disappeared.

      Jackal gently gripped the old woman’s arm and helped her into the safety of the shoemaker’s shop while the Swordsman salvaged what he could from her belongings. The old woman sat on the stool Jackal brought for her. Somewhat dazed, she assured the Swordsman and Jackal she was physically unhurt. “May I have the names of my rescuers?” she asked.

      “Certainly, my Lady,” Jackal offered her a sweeping bow. “My given name is Aldon, although most people know me as Jackal. My friend here is Zander, better known as the Swordsman.”

      The old woman grabbed Jackal’s hand and squeezed it, intently gazing at something only she could see. She spoke in a quavering voice, “I used to love hearing Ethiod strumming his lute in the square. I couldn’t wait to see Bendar display his latest paintings on the sidewalk—right where Oldag’s guardsman attacked me. The children ran through the streets laughing and playing tag.” She released Jackal’s hand and shook herself out of her reverie. Grinning impishly, her voice became stronger. “You gallant young men came just in time. Thank you for saving an old woman from her foolishness. I knew better than to sing in public with Oldag’s thugs around, but on a pretty day such as today, I just couldn’t stop myself.”

      “Nor should you have to, my Lady.” Jackal turned to the shoemaker who had been hiding behind his workbench during the attack. The man was trembling and clutching his cobbler’s hammer as if to defend himself. “Who was that?” Jackal asked the distraught man.

      “That was one of Oldag’s guardsmen.” The shoemaker slowly stood up from behind his workbench, still gripping his hammer. “He is called Krent, and he’s more abusive than most.” With loathing for the man evident in his voice, the shoemaker continued, “He fancies himself a leader of Oldag’s followers and often mistreats those unable to defend themselves. Krent is a coward, but he has Oldag’s support. He can do whatever he pleases. At least he could until today.” The man glanced down at the hammer still in his hand and set it down on his workbench. “My name is Jardan. We are grateful for your help.” He narrowed his eyes and peered more closely at the two. “I don’t recall seeing either of you around here before….”

      “We’re traveling on business and are passing through to meet our associate, Rugal, on our way to Selba,” Jackal leaned towards Jardan, meeting his eyes with reassurance. “We’re here for the market days, to see what treasures we might find for our shop back home.”

      Jackal’s answer satisfied the shoemaker, whose attention was diverted by a potential customer standing in the doorway. The Swordsman and Jackal exchanged troubled glances. It appeared that the task ahead was larger than they initially thought. Not only were the people of Cargoa being oppressed, the license to physically abuse helpless citizens had been extended to Oldag’s minions. After making sure that the old woman had recovered, the Swordsman and Jackal excused themselves and went in search of a meal and a place where they could talk without being overheard.
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        * * *

      

      The two men walked by a large building crumbling in disrepair. An awe-inspiring edifice in its day, layers of dirt crusted the intricately carved pillars, making it impossible to see the designs. This particular building had been one of the finest schools for training in music and the arts that the kingdom of Elayas had to offer, but that had been years ago, before Oldag’s rise to power.

      Settling on a nearby inn that contained a dining hall for its guests, the pair entered the simple but well-kept building. The Swordsman automatically ducked to avoid banging his forehead on the top of the doorway. They emerged in the dining area, where the dim light made it difficult to make out the contents of the food or the facial features of the patrons.

      It was an odd hour for a meal. Only a couple of customers lingered, trading good-natured jests with the owner, a large man with an unshaven face and heavily stained tunic. Jackal gestured to a stout wooden table in the far corner, and both men seated themselves. The owner bustled over with two large mugs of ale. “And a good day to you, sirs. Would you be needing any further refreshment?”

      The Swordsman, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth, replied, “If you could provide some meat and bread, we would be grateful, but we shall also require a fair amount of privacy if you don't mind.”

      Sensing the aura of power that came from both men in addition to the Swordsman’s huge frame, the owner backed away, almost tipping over several chairs in his desire to escape. He signaled to a serving boy who was sweeping the floor, and the lad appeared a few moments later with a tray laden with food. He placed it on their table and made a hasty exit. Both the Swordsman and Jackal fell to the task of eating, and soon the contents of the tray had completely disappeared.

      “We've got a long way to go,” the Swordsman leaned back and let out a weary sigh. “Ever since the Tamadar excommunicated Oldag from the Sepharim for murdering King Rosin, Oldag’s power has grown. The attack on that old woman shows his boldness is increasing.” The Swordsman rubbed his neck tiredly and shook his head in exasperation before continuing. “Our mission would be easier if the Tamadar would state our purpose more clearly. Secrecy due to necessity is reasonable, and I understand the need to keep the identity of the leader of the Sepharim secret, but being duty-bound without knowing exactly why frustrates me.”

      “The Tamadar’s orders are for us to obtain the Key of Power.” Jackal’s eyebrows furrowed, “I wish I knew more, but the message only indicated that we need to wait for one of our younger members to meet us and that his dynamis will be useful for our task.”

      “Do you know who the Tamadar is?” The Swordsman asked eagerly. “I have a friendly wager as to who the leader of the Sepharim might be.”

      Jackal laughed. “I wish I did! Who do you think he is?”

      The Swordsman took a sip of his ale, allowing a small smile to cross his face. “I think I’ll keep that close for a while, Jackal. I would hate to spread rumors that could affect our mission, especially if I’m right. I just want him to hurry up and reveal his plans, whoever he is.”

      “His course of action is mysterious at the moment, but I trust in his purposes for the Sepharim. Do you doubt the Brotherhood?” asked Jackal with a serious expression.

      For a man possessing the Swordsman’s skills, waiting to act was almost unbearable at times. Frowning wearily, the Swordsman pulled absently at his sleeve. “No, of course not. Patience is not my greatest virtue, as you well know.”

      Jackal chuckled, recognizing the truth of the Swordsman’s words from personal experience. “Come, noble Swordsman. I think we should retire and await the third member of our party. Rugal recently graduated from the Sepharim’s school in Dalben.” Jackal’s voice grew solemn as he continued, “He studied under Felan before he was murdered. Felan was killed by one of Oldag’s guardsmen while defending an old man accused of being a Patriotes. What a terrible shame to lose such a fine person and teacher. We must fight to get rid of Oldag and his ilk.” Jackal’s voice lightened. “At nightfall, there is much work to be done that will help satisfy even your need for action. When was the last time you slept?”

      The Swordsman stifled a yawn. “I can’t remember.”

      “Then that’s too long.” Jackal rose to his feet and called, “Innkeeper! My companion and I are in need of a room!”

      “At once, sirs, at once. Come this way,” the man stuttered. Avoiding eye contact, he led them up some stairs to a sparsely furnished room and quickly took his leave.

      Once inside, Jackal paced around the perimeter of the room and paused at the only window, where he extended his senses far into the city. The afternoon sun had already reached its zenith and was on its downward journey. “Nothing unusual, that I can tell. I’ll keep watch. You go ahead and get some sleep, and I’ll wake you up in a couple of hours.”
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