
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
      
 
    "Do not look back Sarelli. Take your grandma's hand and do not look back," Sarelli turned her young eyes to her grandfather's face. He looked so sad. She wanted to hug him, but instead she did as he asked and took her grandma's hand. They had been walking since morning. She was hot and thirsty and wanted to go home. She had forgotten to bring her dolly. When the soldiers had come and taken them her doll had been in the barn. That was two days ago. Poor dolly probably thought she was never coming back. 
 
      
 
    "Grams," she whispered softly so her grandfather would not hear. The last time she had talked he had yelled at her. "I am thirsty Grams." 
 
      
 
    She felt her grandmother's hand tighten around hers. "I know child, I know." Sarelli hung her head down and watched the marks her feet made in the sand for a few minutes before turning her head back to her grandmother. "When can we go home?" she asked. Her grandmother did not answer and Sarelli did not ask again. She had been asking for days when they could go home and no one had answered her. 
 
      
 
    "We are not going back home," her grandfather's voice said. 
 
      
 
    "Mason," her grandmother said startled. 
 
      
 
    "She might as well know the truth," her grandfather stopped and turned to look at her. She and her grandmother both stopped and looked at him. "Sarelli, your mother broke the Temple laws," he spoke softly. Sarelli knew her mother had done something bad. Her grandfather told her the soldiers had taken her away and she was not going to be able to come back home. "As punishment for her crimes we have to live here now." Sarelli wasn't sure but she thought she saw a tear roll down her grandfather's cheek before he turned around and begin walking again. 
 
      
 
    Sarelli looked around as she continued forward with her grandmother, careful not to look behind her. "There are no trees here," she said tugging on her grandmother's arm. "How will grandpa build us a new house with out trees?" Sarelli looked expectantly up at her grandmother, but she gave no reply. 
 
      
 
    Sarelli kept looking at the sand that surrounded them. As far as she could see there was nothing, but sand. "Where are we going?" she asked wondering how much longer it would take to get there. Neither of her grandparents answered her. 
 
      
 
    She filled the silence of there journey with a song her mother had taught her, but after fifteen minutes she realized she really needed a drink. Her throat was raw from the dry air. Absently she brushed her hair from her face and gave a little squeal at the pain caused by the little action. Her skin was on fire and touching her face hurt really bad. "Grandma, Can I please have some water?" she begged. 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry Sarelli, but we do not have any water," her grandma was going to cry again. She had been crying a lot since the soldiers had come. 
 
      
 
    "Why not?" Sarelli asked. 
 
      
 
    "Sarelli just keep walking," her grandfather said roughly. Sarelli had never stopped walking, but did not say anything to her grandfather. 
 
      
 
    Her growling stomach reminded her she had missed breakfast that morning. "When will we stop to eat?" Sarelli stopped abruptly when her grandfather fell to his knees in front of her. "Grandpa," she screamed. "Grandpa are you alright?" Sarelli released her grandmother's hand and ran to him. She knelt on her knees in the burning sand next to him. 
 
      
 
    "Sarelli, I am so sorry," he whispered. 
 
      
 
    "What for?" her innocent voice broke the last of his resolve. 
 
      
 
    "We are being punished Sarelli, because of your mother. We can not go home. We have no food or water. The soldiers sent us to this barren wasteland to die," he softly whispered through his tears. 
 
      
 
    "Are you thirsty to, Grandpa?" Sarelli asked. 
 
      
 
    He nodded. He knew she did not understand what he was telling her. She was only five. Only five and destined to grow no older. What possible threat could she be to anyone? "Can I borrow your hat grandpa?" He took the worn leather cap from his hand and handed it to her. It would keep the sun from burning her face more than it already was. 
 
      
 
    He slowly stood and waited for her to put the hat on, but she never did. Instead she placed it on the ground in front of her and knelt over it. He watched her for a few minutes trying to figure out what game she was playing. After a few moments she lifted the hat to him and he stared in disbelief at the sight before him. Water poured over the rim and fell to the dry sand below. Gently he took the hat and held it to his lips. Carefully spilling as little as possible he took a drink. 
 
      
 
    "Sarelli, how?" her grandmother asked from behind them. 
 
      
 
    "Mother, taught me. She said to keep it a secret, but we need something to drink," Sarelli said meekly. Her mother said something bad would happen if anyone found out she had the gift of the elements. She waited trembling to see if her grandparents would yell at her. 
 
      
 
    "Praise be," her grandmother said falling to her knees crying next to Sarelli. "You have saved us Sarelli. You have saved us." 
 
      
 
    Three days later Sarelli and her grandparents top what appeared to be just another sand dune among many and stop in their tracks at the sight in front of them. "Oh grandpa have you ever seen a river as great as that one?" Sarelli asked with delight. In the distance a wide river snaked through an oasis surrounded by lush vegetation. Beyond the river as far as the eye could see was nothing but the welcoming sight of green. 
 
      
 
    "Dacca," Sarelli said hugging her grandmother. 
 
      
 
    "Dacca, Sarelli. What does Dacca mean?" her grandfather asked. 
 
      
 
    "Before father died he was teaching me to speak the language of his ancestors. He said Dacca means home. We are home." Sarelli turned and smiled at her grandfather. Returning her smile he reach down and picked up his granddaughter. "Dacca," he said taking his wife hand and leading them towards the great river. 
 
      
 
    "There will be others," his wife said. "Others condemned to die without cause." 
 
      
 
    "We will help them," he said. 
 
      
 
    In the centuries that followed thousands of lives were spared by those who made their home near the Great River. The descents of Sarelli and those saved by her grandparents never forgot the kingdoms that had sentenced their ancestors to death in the barren waste land. In time a vast kingdom emerged and Dacca became a thriving city from where the Emperor ruled the Realm of the Sun. While there where many who led them none where as great as the Emperor Descartes and his wife Leesha. It was her sight, one of many gifts from the Sun, which lead to the long awaited time of glory. The time when those of the Sun would return and seek revenge for their ancestors. The time to conquer those who worshipped the Moon, so the Sun could spread it's light through out all the kingdoms. 
 
      
 
    AN: This is going to be a really long one... Read and Review. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    Part One: Prophecies 
 
      
 
    In the great Palace of Dacca, the very soul of the Sun Realm, Descartes stood before them. The time for prophecy and the queen's vision to be fulfilled had come. Of the hundreds taken over the last 12 years since an Acumen first prophesized Descartes' own rise to the throne of the Sun only these seven remained. One would be his chosen. The child destined to fulfill the prophecy that proclaimed the Sun would rule the entire known world. Descartes smiled to himself. The sea bordered his empire on the North, East, and West. To the South were the mountains. On the other side of the mountains sat three vast kingdoms that defiled the Sun with their very existence. For years his spies from Dacca had traveled through the mountains to learn more of these kingdoms and to steal their children to serve the Sun. Only one of these kingdoms showed any promise of redemption in Descartes' eyes. Hokaren bound to the Sun much like his own kingdom would be a valuable ally against the other two; already he had made moves to secure that alliance. Once the other two were defeated he would allow Hokaren to peacefully be annexed into his own empire. Since Hokaren also followed the Sun and realized that the Sun demanded one true ruler, they would unite the two lands against the ungodly. At least that is what his Acumen had proclaimed. 
 
      
 
    Calandoria, the largest of the kingdoms, was a land that followed the Moon. It would have to be destroyed just as the kingdom of Pearoandorn would be. In Pearoandorn the foolish people actually believed their king to be a God himself. Descartes wondered if this land would still believe Maeorus a God when his lifeblood was spilled on the throne. More likely they would realize too late the power of the Sun. Only after war ravaged their land and thousands were slaughtered would they understand the Sun's greatness. 
 
      
 
    Descartes brought his attention back to the seven men kneeling in front of him. They all wore loose fitting white shirts and loose white pants tied at the waist with an orange sash. Only those of the royal household were permitted to wear the same color as the Emperor. On their feet they wore the simple leather sandals. Their light dress was necessary in the heat of the desert. The Realm of the Sun was a land mostly consumed by the desert in the south beyond the Great River. There were a few small rivers and fertile valleys that provided them water for crops and livestock, beyond the fertile lands of the Great River, but the sun still ruled the climate. Clothing had to be protective and cool. His people's skin was dark and dry, their hair bleached of color by the sun these traits the truly godly shared. 
 
      
 
    Damn prophecy, it gave him know way of knowing which of the men choose, Descartes continued staring at the men before him. Out of the seven one must be chosen to carry the knowledge of the Sun to the rulers beyond the mountains. It was the only way to ensure the Destroyer ruled the world. Descartes own wife Leesha had studied the prophecies for years. Her knowledge of prophecy, combine with her sight had laid his path clear before him. Even before meeting Descartes, Leesha had been searching for the one who would be named Destroyer. She was his most trusted advisor and it been her knowledge and abilities that led him to the throne. She had declared that he would be the Destroyer of the prophecies; the stars had led her to him. Leesha was Descartes greatest blessing from the Sun. Not only was her knowledge of prophecy and her sight useful to his purpose, but she also had powers that not even he understood. She was the one who had found him the Acumen years ago that had visions of the Destroyer. It had been her that told him the time to send the chosen one had come. Many called her a witch, he agreed with them. She had certainly bewitched him both with her beauty and her powers. Even now she carried his heir within her. It was another sign that the time had come for the prophecy to be fulfilled. When it came time to choose however, not even Leesha could tell him which of his children should go. She only knew the time had come and the Acumen who had spoken the prophecy was bound by his curse to lend no aid. 
 
      
 
    These seven were the only survivors of so many. He studied them closely looking for any sign from the kneeling men before him that they were the one he must chose. "Stand and look at me," He commanded. Together as if in one body the men rose and met his eyes. Descartes knew that if he made the wrong decision the Acumen who had given the prophecy would die, however that would only tell him his first choice was incorrect and not give him any guidance in making a second. 
 
      
 
    Perhaps it would not matter which man he chose. All were loyal to him and the Sun. They had to be or they would not have survived to be one of the final seven. With that in mind Descartes decided to rely on his faith in the Sun that his choice would be correct. 
 
      
 
    "The time has come for the Destroyer to rise and lay claim to this world" Each of the seven new of the Destroyer. They were considered blessed above all others in the Realm. There were no others in the Realm of the Sun that carried this knowledge, not even the temple priest. Descartes did not share his prophecies or his plans with the people, there was know need. He was emperor and his word law. His beliefs were the beliefs of his people. As he continued to study the men, he began to notice varying similarities. All of the seven men stood well above average height and all were well muscled. He also knew that each of the men was twenty years old and each had been born on the first full moon of the year. Descartes smiled remembering that fact. It gave him confidence, this choice was only fulfilling a small part of a bigger prophecy and the man he sent would make no difference in the out come. He had only to choose the one he thought most worthy of the honor. 
 
      
 
    During the raids that had brought these children to Descartes, he had ordered his soldiers to collect any male child under the age of eleven, but older than eight to him. There were no instructions on exact dates of birth or characteristics to be chosen over others. Yet, these seven men all shared the same birth day and were of the same height and build. The power of the Sun amazed even him and it was truly a testament to the Sun wisdom. 
 
      
 
    "Before my rise as Emperor of the known world, prophecy dictates that one of you undertake a difficult and dangerous mission." Descartes looked each of the men in the eye. They truly were like his children. He had given them the sacred title of Children of the Sun. Now that their training was complete they had more privileges than any other did in his kingdom, save Leesha. It was while staring each of them in the eye that he noticed the slightest difference in the men. All of them had blond hair varying from white to almost brown, save one. One of his children had hair that was close to black. Without the constant exposure to the Sun it would probably darken to the color of night. It was then he also noticed the men's eyes. All were blue save one. One of the men had soft gray eyes. It was the same man whose hair was dark instead of light. 
 
      
 
    "It is written in prophecy that whichever of you is sent will be killed by the Pretender in the final battle. This battle will decide the fate of the world. The pretender will slaughter you as you reveal him to the Destroyer. It has been seen. I will also tell you that the time of the war is at hand. Our armies will move through the mountains come spring. I expect this war to last less than a year given our strength. This means whichever of you, I send will likely die within a year." Descartes paused. The vision had troubled him. He had come to love each of these men. He knew he must send one to his death, but how does a father chose which child should live and which child should die? "I am asking for a volunteer," he said calmly. 
 
      
 
    Immediately all seven men took a step forward. He could only smile at them. They were his greatest achievement, truly enlightened souls that were willing to die in order to spread the glory of the Sun. "Thank you my children, but only one may be sent." Descartes began pacing in front of them recalling what each of their personalities and temperaments were like. During his pacing his eyes were constantly drawn to the man with dark hair and gray eyes. Taking into consideration the fact that someone in one of the lands he was to conquer might also know of the prophecies regarding the Destroyer, there was a chance that whom ever he sent might be expected and killed before completing his mission. If that happened the prophecy would fail and so would his chance of victory. If an attempt to thwart his plans were made by the enemy, those trying to harm one of these men would naturally look for light sun kissed hair and blue eyes. It was a common trait among the people of the Sun. This man was more likely to be over looked than one the others. "You," he said pointing at the young man. "Airian, do you remember the name your unholy family gave you at the time of your birth." 
 
      
 
    Airian bowed deeply to hide his shame. His long dark hair, which was secured by several bands of gold, fell over one of his shoulders. Save two small braids over his right ear, which fell over the other shoulder almost reaching the hem of his shirt. The braids were considered status in the Realm of the Sun. A braid could only be earned in service to the Realm of the Emperor. Descartes head was covered in covered in hundreds of long blond braids. "Yes, father. Please forgive me." He said almost weeping. 
 
      
 
    "The rest of you may go back to your studies. Airian, there is nothing to forgive. You were never asked to forget your past, only to understand the evil that dwelt in your heart during that time. It was the time before the light touched you and made you whole. It is to be remembered. The pain and sorrow of that life is the suffering of a life without Sun." Descartes knelt next to the man and raised his chin with his hand. "Rise and help me bring that light to the others beyond the mountains. Help me spread the light of the Sun to the world." 
 
      
 
    Airian slowly rose and stood straight before Descartes. He was still afraid to meet his eyes. He was afraid that he would see the joy he felt at being chosen. Descartes began walking up the steps of the large dais where his throne was located. Airian not being sure if he should follow did so slowly. Instead of sitting down as Airian thought he would Descartes walked around the throne and stood behind it. Grabbing the back of the golden seat he pushed it forward. This action caused the sand colored wall behind his throne to open, revealing the entrance to a room. Airian was surprised by this, but continued to follow Descartes when he turned to enter the opening. 
 
      
 
    "Acumen, do you live" Descartes was speaking to a figure of a man crumpled on the floor of the room. Muttering a few short words Descartes waved his hand and lit one of the torches on the wall in the room. With the added light Airian could see that the crumpled figure was actually a man who when standing would have been several inches taller than himself or Descartes. The man was chained to the wall and had been left little room move around. The ceiling was so low in the room that standing would have been extremely uncomfortable for the man, Descartes and Arian had to bow their heads slight to keep from bumping into the ceiling. There were no furnishings of any kind in the room except for a wooden pedestal. Arian noted a large worn book was open on the pedestal. He was curious about the book, but not enough to leave Descartes side so he looked back to the man on the floor. The man had the palest skin Airian had ever seen before. Airian was sure he could see veins just beneath the man's skin. It was a sign that this man rarely stood in the light of the sun. The man was also bald, only the temple priests were allowed to show a bald head to the Emperor. With a few more softly spoken word and another wave of his hand Descartes lit the torch at the other end of the little room. "Acumen do you hear me?" Descartes yelled at the man while giving him a kick with his sandaled foot. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, I live" the man's voice was so light Airian had barely heard it. He could not mistake the glare the man's eyes gave Descartes and then him. Airian had paused just outside the opening, but entered further as he was beckoned by Descartes' hand. 
 
      
 
    "Airian, this is the Acumen whose vision you are fulfilling. Since he lives I know for certain that you are the one meant by the Sun to fulfill this task." Descartes moved to the center of the room with purposeful strides. 
 
      
 
    "So you remember your name?" Descartes asked looking back to Airian. 
 
      
 
    "Yes father, it was Makren." Airian said still somewhat shamed by the fact. 
 
      
 
    "Good" Descartes said, "Do you remember your parents as well?" 
 
      
 
    "No father, not anything of them. I do still remember the name of the man who I believe was my guardian before you saved me. He is no longer living and I never had any feelings for the man." Airian did not share his other memories from that time. Descartes was not worthy of those memories. 
 
      
 
    "That is good Airian. Once I send you through the mountains I do not want you to become distracted from your mission. It is good you have lost your memories of your family. They would only try to turn you from the light if you sought them out." Descartes explained. "That was a life without the Sun and those you knew abominations to all we believe holy. There may come a time when they embrace the Sun, but for now they are the enemy." Descartes watched for a reaction from Airian at his words. 
 
      
 
    "I will not fail you father. Your trust in me is well founded" Airian said whole heartily as he knelt before Descartes once more. 
 
      
 
    "Rise my child; I have no doubt of your abilities. I only wished to warn you of some of the perils you might face." Airian stood as he was ordered. 
 
      
 
    "After declaring the intent of the Sun to rule the world to the leaders beyond the mountains, it has been revealed that you will find the Pretender during the final battle. You will be the only one who can reveal the Pretender to the Destroyer. I do not have details to tell you how this will be accomplished so you might prepare. I can only tell you that you will lose your life in doing so. Your sacrifice will guarantee victory for the Destroyer." Descartes overcome with emotion placed his hand on Arian's shoulder. "Protect yourself Airian. If you fail in your mission all hope is lost to us. Once on the other side of the mountain use your name of that land, it will arouse less suspicion." Airian nodded in understanding. His name was from an ancient language known only to those in the Realm of the Sun. If he were to use this name it might be discovered who he was. "I am proud of you my child. You have worked hard and withstood much to earn this. My Acumen also told me a great statue shall be raised in your honor for the sacrifice you will make in service of the Destroyer." Descartes smiled at him. "Go now Makren and meet your destiny." 
 
      
 
    Airian gave a slight bow "Yes, father," he said before turning to leave the room. 
 
      
 
    Back in his room Makren was smiling as he readied his packs for his journey, not for the honor Descartes had bestowed upon him. He was going home. It had been ten years since that day he was taken from the home of the family that was fostering him. Makren had seen that family slaughtered in front him. He still remembered the look in their eyes as Descartes men stole their lives. He had been young at the time, but he also remembered thinking that his father and his men would come to save him from the same fate at any moment. He held on to that belief during the relentlessly harsh journey through the mountains. While fall was just gripping the land, in the mountains winter had already arrived. It still pained him that after all these years no attempt was ever made to save him. He was the son of the king after all. Makren shook his head reminding himself that more than likely his family thought he died that day just as his uncle's family, whom he had been staying with. 
 
      
 
    With the hope of seeing his family again he quickened his pace at gathering his supplies for his journey. The trip through the mountains would be quicker than before. It was early summer and not even the highest peak would have snow. As he packed his memories drifted to the hundreds of boys he had seen die trying to make it to this moment. A few times he had been on the brink of death, but fate had interceded and he had survived. He liked to believe it was his bond to his sister that had saved him. Her face was the one he most wanted to see again. Three weeks at the most, he thought, and then he would reach Calandoria. He absently rubbed the medallion he kept hidden beneath his plain white shirt. Often he had to leave it behind in his room, but on days like to day when he was allowed to wear the loose shirt white pants he would risk wearing it. It was his only tangible connection to the life he had once had. At last he would see them again, embrace them. Descartes and his mission were damned. He was free now and no prophecy would change that. He would not be a pawn in the Destroyer's plans to rule the world. Makren was going home to Rorgrim and his family. As he was packing one of his knives he paused and held up the knife to his neck. In a single slash he cut his long hair off just above the first gold band. He did not cut the braids that hung loose over his shoulder, although he desperately wanted to. The price he had paid for them was too dear. He flung the hair onto his bed before placing the knife into his pack and heading out the door. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Come on Nog just a few more Moran and we are bound to find a town or at least a farmhouse." Darien pleaded with his horse to quicken its pace. When the white war horse only snorted he ran his hands through his black hair and uttered an oath loud enough for the animal to hear. He had been traveling south for three days with sparse few supplies and had not crossed a single stream or river to fill his water bags in all that time. The early summer heat was unbearable even though he only wore a simple linen shirt loosely tied at his neck and soft leather pants which tucked into his worn leather traveling boots. He had to constantly wipe his forehead with his sleeve to keep sweat from rolling into his gray eyes. Darien was furious at himself. Four years earlier, shortly before the death of his father, he had asked the temple priest for guidance in seeking his destiny. The God of the Moon's Soul had sent south, to Pearoandorn. 
 
      
 
    He had journeyed south from western Calandoria into Pearoandorn to fight with his friend Maeorus who was now the king of that land. It was Darien and the men he lead that had won him the crown. He had spent two years in countless battles and the pace of the war had caused him to break a promise he had made to his bother, King of Calandoria, to return home once a year. By the end of the second year of the war all those who opposed Maeorus as King of Pearoandorn had been crushed and he was finally ready to return to his own country and his family. 
 
      
 
    He had accomplished his goal to find himself in Pearoandorn with Maeorus. War had taught him a valuable lesson. Life was a fragile gift to be savored. He had learned to enjoy what he had while he had it and not dwell on it after it was gone. He had also learned that death came to everyone and no one could pick when or how. Learning to accept that had been the hardest lesson of all and only made him yearn to see his family all the more. He had left childishly at being denied marriage to a woman he fancied himself in love with. Both his father and hers had denied their union. Instead Geena was giving to Lord Ashbourne of Pearoandorn. The same man who fought Maeorus for the crown; the man Darien had defeated. 
 
      
 
    Less than fifty Moran from the borders of Calandoria at the end of his second year from home, Darien had been met on the road by his brother's men. The Calandorian soldiers were searching for a band of men who resembled those reported to have killed of his youngest brother. His brother, Makren had died in a raid twelve years earlier in western Calandoria. There had been witnesses who had seen the raiders in the area that day, but none of the raiders had ever been caught. The soldiers explained to Darien that the raiders had reappeared a few months earlier and were now killing any female Acumen they could find. The King of Hokaren had requested Calandoria's aid in finding the raiders. The raiders had already killed several Acumens in Calandoria before heading south into Hokaren. Since Jimreth already had men searching in Calandoria for them he readily agreed to Hokaren's request. Motivated at the thought of finally having justice for his brother's death Darien quickly joined the men in their search. If he had only known what a fruitless chase it was to be. For well over a year he and the men had followed the trail of dead girls born with the curse of the Acumen. 
 
      
 
    An Acumen delivers the prophecies of the Gods to man. It is an Acumen responsibility to see that the prophecy they speak is fulfilled. As punishment from the gods the instance a prophecy delivered by Acumen becomes impossible to be realized the Acumen will die instantly. It is not a pleasant life for those born as Acumen. It is also not a life one has a choice in. The curse of Acumen is something that a person is born with. They have no choice other than death to accept their fate and do as the Gods ask them. Darien had been taught that the Gods being merciful will release an Acumen that has proven their worth. At sometime during an Acumen's life the opportunity will be given in the form of a pinnacle prophecy. 
 
      
 
    If the Acumen can fulfill this prophecy the Gods will reward them two fold, first with a soul mate and secondly the prophecies will also never plague them again. They are giving the ability to live a normal life. The gift of a pinnacle prophecy is also cursed two fold. To receive such a vision is said to be excruciatingly painful and once revealed almost impossible to see fulfilled. The prophecy will always affect the fate of the known world. For that reason few Acumen have ever been able to accomplish the task. For those who do manage to fulfill the prophecy they are required to accept the reward of their soul mate. From the time the Acumen receives the vision they are granted one year to join with their soul mate. Death is the punishment for not only failing to fulfill the prophecy, but also for failing to accept the gift of a soul mate. 
 
      
 
    There is more to add to the suffering of Acumens. They are denied the pleasure of the flesh with anyone except their soul mate. To lie with anyone not deemed by the Gods to be their soul mate will also cause death to the Acumen. For these reasons it is not uncommon for Acumens to take their own lives rather than live with their burdens. Darien personally had never heard of an Acumen living past twenty. It was a true curse to be Acumen and Darien had always been thankful that the Gods had gifted none in his family with this gift. 
 
      
 
    The gift of Acumen is extremely rare, but will afflict any gender. Darien had only met a few in his lifetime. Having been both at court in Calandoria and Pearoandorn and having met so few, he wondered how the raiders so easily found the Acumen. It struck Darien odd that only the female Acumen were targeted. Targeting only the females seemed to give the killings some unseen purpose. While following the raiders path of death he found the bodies and witnesses to the savagery, but never any sign of the raiders. 
 
      
 
    All of the deaths had been the same. The girl's heads were cut off and eyes cut out. Then the bodies were quartered. The killers would place the decapitated head of the girls on pikes that had been driven into the ground. The eyeless heads always faced north. The deaths seemed ritualistic to Darien and having been educated by temple priest he concluded that it was likely that an Acumen's vision was behind the deaths. He could not imagine the reason, but he seldom found any reason to the Gods will. Eighteen months after the murders began, they suddenly ceased. It was believed that no Acumen female between the ages of seven and twenty-five had survived in any of the kingdoms. 
 
      
 
    Darien, no longer able to find any trace of the killers turned Nog north towards home. When he began his journey home again he had been at the Southern most tip of Hokaren on the Sea of Airian. It would take several months to journey the length of Hokaren to his own country Calandoria. Darien closed his eyes trying to remember what they had looked like on the day he left. Rachel had only been 15 at the time. She would be a full grown woman now. Lissandra at nineteen had already been accepted to enter the Order of Colondones, a blessing given her beauty. The Art of the Moon was the only thing saving her from marriage. 
 
      
 
    Darien had been close this time; he was only a week's ride from home when he met a young boy traveling on the road. If he had known that the ten-year-old boy before him was Acumen he would have ignored his hail and kept riding. Darien sighed rolling his gray eyes skyward; he was lying to himself. To ignore the boy would have given the child instant death, since Darien was part of the boys vision. Darien after hearing the boy's prophecy felt it was of such little consequence to fulfill and save the boys life he couldn't refuse. 
 
      
 
    "Sir, are you the second son of Raven?" the boy had asked. The boy had been dressed in rags and barefoot. Darien remembered thinking that the boy must have never washed his face before, it was so smudged with dirt. 
 
      
 
    "Yes" Darien had said, "Did my brother send you to meet me?" Darien knew Jimreth would not send a boy with news, but the boy look so scared of him he could barley speak. Darien only asked to prompt the boy to go on. 
 
      
 
    "No my lord" the boy held his head down sorry for what he had to tell him. "I am Acumen and only this morning the Gods gifted me with a vision for you." 
 
      
 
    The boy seemed so small to Darien. It was not right for the Gods to use the boy this way. 
 
      
 
    "And what would the Gods have me do in order to spare your life" Darien sounded more angry than he meant. All he had wanted to do was go home. 
 
      
 
    "The second son of Raven is required to travel south for two days then southeast. If by noon on the fourth day a wise man is not spared from death by your blade the Moon will never meet the Sun and the Pretender will reign forever." The boy looked at Darien to see if he words made any sense. There was more to the prophecy, but the Gods only allowed Acumens to say the words branded in their minds. They could not reveal the vision they saw. 
 
      
 
    "So in order to save your life I need to turn and travel south for two days then southeast." Darien waited for the boy to nod before continuing. "At sometime on the third or fourth day I will have an opportunity to save a wise man's life. Tell me does prophecy require me to stay with the man until the Moon meets the Sun or can I continue my journey after he is saved?" Darien asked the question knowing the answer he was given wouldn't change anything. He had already turned Nog to face south. If he could prevent the boy's death he would. 
 
      
 
    The boy looked puzzled by the question for a moment before replying. "Sir you may continue your journey once you save the man. Regardless of where you are when the Moon meets the Sun it will still happen." 
 
      
 
    "Then rest easy dear boy and I will fulfill this prophecy for you." Darien smiled at the child, "What is your name?" he asked. 
 
      
 
    "Horace, Sir." The boy smiled up at him. 
 
      
 
    "Well Horace you have delayed my journey only by eight days at the most and since it began almost four years since it began I can honestly say that eight days will not make much of a difference." Darien gently kicked his horse and began his journey south. 
 
      
 
    "Sir" Horace said running after the horse. 
 
      
 
    "Yes" Darien said stopping Nog abruptly and turning his head towards the boy. He could see tears in his eyes as he approached. "What is it Horace?" Darien said concerned at the sudden change in the boy's mood. 
 
      
 
    "This is my pinnacle" the boy wiped his eyes and looked up at Darien. "Thank you for your sacrifice and know that what comes is by the will of the Gods and the way they have chosen is easier on you than the alternative, if it does not seem so now." The boy turned and began walking up the road in the direction from which he came. Darien thought to himself for a moment. Regardless of his actions the boy was to die within a year if this truly was a pinnacle. What hope would he have of finding a soul mate? Darien shook his head, he could not remember a time the Gods had been merciful. To him their will always seemed overly cruel. 
 
      
 
    Darien knew the direction he was given would take him to the sparsely populated plains of Hokaren. There were only a few towns in that part of the kingdom and none close to where Darien was being sent. In three or four day's time he would be in the middle of no where. How could this possibly be a Pinnacle Prophecy meant to affect the whole world? Surely this boy would find himself with another prophecy as soon as Darien saved the wise man. "However, if it is a pinnacle prophecy Nog, this man must be important to the world. What I do not understand is if he is truly an important man why is he in the middle of no where." Nog made a snorting noise and continued forward at a steady pace. Nog was the greatest war horse Darien had ever seen, but he had never been a good conversationalist. 
 
      
 
    Darien continued to think about the prophecy. The Moon and Sun meeting must mean an eclipse, but the next eclipse of the Moon would not take place for at least another year according to the Order of Colondones, who studied such things. He had no idea when an eclipse of the Sun would come. The Colondones had no knowledge of the Sun, it was forbidden to study such things. 
 
      
 
    Darien could not imagine who the Pretender was. It was possible that the Pretender was an individual Darien would not want ruling anything. "I hate prophecy Nog. If I do not follow its dictates then a young boy will die and something disastrous enough to prevent an eclipse will happen. If I do see it through the Pretender's reign will end or never be. What if the Pretender is the greatest man ever to rule or the worst?" Nog merely snorted again. 
 
      
 
    As evening approached on the third day of his journey, Darien found himself hungry, thirsty and exhausted, so was Nog. With barley a hint of the Sun's glow left in the sky Darien could just make out a house of sorts in the distance surrounded by a field of crops. The house appeared abandoned except for a brown cow grazing behind it and a flourishing garden planted to the side. Prophecy or no prophecy, Nog could not continue without rest and nourishment and neither could he. Darien wanted to save this unknown man for Horace, but not at the cost of his own life or Nog's. He only hoped someone was home. 
 
      
 
    He had noticed no smoke floating from the chimney of the house, nor did any light shine through the windows. As Darien approached closer he earnestly began to fear that he would find this place deserted, save the cow. It was not a house he had been looking at, but an abandoned shack that was either very old or poorly built. There were large gaps in the side of the shack where the boards making up the walls no longer met. The only door, which faced the road, was short of meeting the ground by several inches. The top hinges of the door were broken. Someone had tied a rope latch on the opposite side that allowed the door to hang open a small amount. It was hard to tell in the fading light, but it appeared someone must have boarded up the windows of the shack from the inside. He could see the last of the light reflecting off the broken glass, but he could not see into the interior of the structure. Darien knowing the search for a person would be futile dismounted Nog and inspected the building closer. The roof was bowed to the center and would likely collapse into the middle of the shack with the next winter snow. As Darien walked around the building he noticed something he had not seen before. Hidden from the road by the shack there was a small barn several yards away. Darien could just make it out before the sun's last light completely disappeared beyond the horizon. From what Darien had seen in the faint light the barn looked to be in better repair than the house. Darien turned back to Nog. "Well at least there is a garden so I can eat. I suppose we could sleep in the barn. Perhaps in the morning light we will find a well or some source of water to fill my water bags." 
 
      
 
    "There's a well behind the barn" Darien turned to the unknown voice at the same time a small lantern was lit. A man of an average height and medium build stood before him holding the small light. It was hard to tell the way the light cast shadows on the man's face, but he looked to be close to the same age as Darien. 
 
      
 
    "So I take it you and your horse will require shelter from the storm tonight?" Not waiting for a reply the man turned and grabbed a rope, which hung around the cow's neck and began walking towards the barn. 
 
      
 
    "Nog, I think we have been invited to stay the night." Darien grabbed the horse's reigns and followed after the man. 
 
      
 
    Darien entered the barn a few minutes after the man had entered. There was a fireplace nestled along the back wall. The light from the fire along with the small lantern the man was hanging on the wall in between the fireplace and what looked to be a small door was enough light for Darien to see the outline of four stalls. 
 
      
 
    "You do not by chance know the Sun Arts, do you?" The man asked Darien this question as he began twisting a few pieces of straw together. Darien led Nog to a stall far away from the fire as he answered. "No, I am Calandorian" he said. 
 
      
 
    "It does not matter where you are from when it comes to the Arts" the man shrugged. "Well Emmy Lou it looks like it is the old fashioned way again tonight." Darien could not tell if the man spoke to the cow or to an unseen spirit. It was possible the man was senile. He saw the man place tip of the straw he had been twisting in the end of the fire until it to had been lit. He then hurried around the barn trying to light the many lanterns that were scattered about, before the flame reached the tip of his fingers. When he was done he tossed the flaming straw into the fireplace. 
 
      
 
    "I do not mind visitors" the man said, "but just once I would like one of them to be an elementalist or maybe even a wizard." The man had turned to address the cow as he said this. Darien figured the man talked to the cow much the same way he talked to Nog. The cow mooed at the man's lamenting. In understanding the man shook his head and rubbed the top of the cow's head. 
 
      
 
    "Sun or Moon it would not matter" the man turned to Darien finding a new source to discuss his feelings with. Darien had begun rubbing Nog down. He did not fail to notice the small trough in the stall was already filled with water and a bag of oats for Nog to eat was hanging on a nail nearby. "It appears you were expecting company this evening" Darien said ignoring the man's ramblings about the Arts. The man had lit all the lanterns in the barn and was now hanging a large iron pot on a hook in the fireplace. 
 
      
 
    "I saw you coming down the road" the man explained. "With night fast approaching and the nearest town still a good days ride from here I thought you might seek shelter from the storm, so I starting preparing as fast as I could. That is why I did not have the lights lit when you arrived. I had to haul water from the well behind the barn for both Emmy Lou and your horse before I lost the light." 
 
      
 
    With Nog's rub down complete, Darien strapped the oat bag to his horse and moved to the small table he had noticed in front of the fireplace. He was not surprised to see two place settings already on the table. "Do you have guest often?" Darien asked. 
 
      
 
    "Usually no, but in the last few months I have had more than I have cared to. Most have not been the friendly type," the man stated as he continued his work. 
 
      
 
    Darien continued to study his surroundings as the man worked. The barn appeared to be in excellent repair, unlike the shack by the road. The back of the barn had been made into a cozy living area. The fireplace was built with large gray stones. A large log had been cut in two lengthwise to make a flat surface then had been fastened above the fireplace as a mantel. Only a large brown clay pot with a lid sat on the mantle. The table sat to one side of the fireplace, on the opposite side sat two stuffed chairs, not in the best of condition, but still comfortable looking. Darien suspected that the man must lived in the barn. 
 
      
 
    There was another entrance to the barn next to the fireplace a little wooden door he which probably lead to the well behind the barn and more than likely a woodpile. Behind the table on the other wall instead of stalls the man had built a row of shelves which housed dishes and other household wares. The man had even taken the time to put down a wooden floor at this end of the barn. He turned towards the stalls to check on Nog and noticed a ladder leaning up against one of the stalls. It led to a loft where Darien could see that hay was stored. Darien saw no bed or tack, so if the man slept in the barn it must have been in the loft or one of the stalls. 
 
      
 
    "There, now that the fire is good and hot and the water is starting to boil I can start dinner." Darien cast his eyes back to the man who had began cutting up fresh vegetables, obviously from the garden next to the house. The man's shirt had been patched and repaired many times. Darien thought at one time it might have been blue, but was now faded into an indiscriminate color. It was threadbare in several places and had several stains. He was wearing sturdy brown pants with patches of bright green on each knee. Around his waist was a large thick black belt. Darien for the first time noticed the man had a sword shoved carelessly through his belt. One the man's boots sported a hole in the toe that was large enough for Darien to see that the man either wore no hose or if he did they too had holes in them. 
 
      
 
    While the man dressed more impoverished than anyone Darien had ever seen, he did not seem to be malnourished. The man was shorter than Darien by only a few inches and he was just as muscular if not more. Darien surmised the life of a farmer must keep his body in excellent condition. 
 
      
 
    Darien had been right about the man age being close to his own. No wrinkles marred his face around his green eyes and no gray tinted his hair wavy brown hair. Darien glanced back to the weapon shoved through the man's belt. It had not been properly cleaned or polished for sometime. A farmer would not take much pride in a weapon as beautiful as the one the man had. Only a soldier like Darien would. Darien was sure that the sword would be worth quite a sum if the man polished it to its full beauty. 
 
      
 
    The man placed the chopped vegetables in the pot along with some dried meat hanging from a nail near the fire. After wiping his hands on his pants he extended one towards Darien. "I'm sorry," he said. "I sometimes forget my manners. My name is Eranen Palek. What brings you to the middle of no where in the middle of a storm?" Darien after grasping the man's hand for a moment turned to look out the still opened barn doors. "I am Darien Raven of Calandoria," he said. "This is not the first time you mentioned a storm, but when last I looked the sky was clear." Almost as soon as the words were out of his mouth lightening flashed in the sky and was immediately followed by the crack of thunder. "Are you Acumen," Darien turn accusatory eyes towards the man. He was tired of prophecy and was thinking the shack might set on his nerves better than spending the night with an Acumen. 
 
      
 
    "Who me?" Eranen looked offended by the statement, which relaxed Darien instantly. After a few seconds the man caught what Darien had meant. "Oh, you mean the storm," the man let out a small laugh. "I have been studying the movement of clouds for a while and can make some pretty accurate predictions when it comes to weather. It has nothing to do with the Gods enlightening me, but more with understanding how clouds work along with the temperature and wind." It was more than the man had said since Darien had met him and Darien was a little shocked by the man knowledge the man seemed to have. Darien's first impression of the man had not been of a well read man who studied overmuch. 
 
      
 
    "Although," the man said showing some uneasiness "if I am going to be honest with you, which is something I always try to be, about a month ago I was in town peddling vegetables when a young man approached me." Eranen raked his hands through his hair before continuing. His green eyes met Darien's gray ones. "The man claimed Acumen status and told me to welcome a man and his Nog on a stormy night so the Moon would meet the Sun." 
 
      
 
    Darien tensed again. "The Moon and the Sun" he repeated softly. "I too had an Acumen vision giving to me. It brought me here to complete a task or risk the Moon not meeting the Sun." 
 
      
 
    "Really" the Eranen exclaimed excited at this news. "This is truly fascinating." Eranen went to the shelves and pulled a jug from one of them. He then grabbed two wooden cups from another shelf. He sat the cups on the table and began filling them with what looked like good quality ale. "I would say the Gods wanted us to meet Darien Raven. For whatever reason, we were destined to be here at this moment and it was important enough for the Gods to give two Acumen prophecies to help ensure it happened." 
 
      
 
    After handing a cup to Darien, Eranen took a long sip from his cup and then refilled it. "Of course I will have to check my books, but I am sure this has not happened before. If it has it was not recorded." 
 
      
 
    Darien tasted the ale in his cup. It was the good stuff. Smiling he pointed to one of the stuffed chairs. "Do you mind if I sit" he asked Eranen. When Eranen shook his head, Darien removed his own sword from around his waist and leaned it against the arm of one of the chairs. After seating himself he took another deep drink from the cup of the ale. "Which book would you check?" Darien asked even though he had no desire to discuss anything involving prophecy. 
 
      
 
    "Well I have several" Eranen said thinking. "I have read them all at least a dozen times. I can not recall a single instance where two people have been given prophecies so similar in circumstance." Darien considered the man and his words. Eranen seemed to be a fine man, but not the type that the fate of the world would rest upon his shoulders. Considering the size of Eranen's farm, at least what he saw of it, he did not think the fate of the closest village having food enough to make through the winter rested on the man's shoulders either. 
 
      
 
    "While both the Moon and the Sun were mentioned in both prophecies, they were not exactly the same. Perhaps this is merely a coincidence and neither have anything to do with the other," Darien said holding out his cup for Eranen to fill. He heard the wind pick up and rain began to echo off the roof of the barn. 
 
      
 
    Eranen refilled both their cups before placing the jug on the wooden floor between the chairs and removing his own sword. He casually tossed the sword against the wall next to the fire and sat down in the other stuffed chair. Darien cringed inside at the treatment of the weapon, but said nothing. A man's weapon was as personal as his woman was. It was up to each man to decide its worth. Something made Darien think that Eranen would treat his women better than his sword. Darien look down to his cup, it was already empty again. That certainly explained why he thoughts were wandering in such absurd directions. He causally picked up the jug and filled his cup again. When he was finished he turned his mind back to the matter at hand. "Eranen, I think we should discuss this further. My Acumen was a young boy no older than ten and I would hate to see him dead because we did not thoroughly discuss the situation." 
 
      
 
    Eranen looked at Darien curiously. The man was three cups ahead of him and the night was still young. Prophecy made just as good of a subject to discuss when drinking as any other and while the subject seemed to make Darien uneasy, Eranen was fascinated by all the gifts given to mortals by the Gods. 
 
      
 
    "Eranen, do you consider yourself to be a wise man?" Eranen had been in the middle a drinking when Darien asked the question. He was so shocked by the question that he choked momentarily and was forced to spew what liquid remained in his mouth out to make room for the laughter that was building. Eranen's laughter was deep and echoed off the walls of the small barn. 
 
      
 
    Eranen waited for his laughter to subside before he took another drink and answered the question Darien had asked. "It would be very egotistical of me to admit such a thing would it not?" He smiled to himself thinking of the vanity a man would have to posses to call himself wise. When he turned to joke more on the subject he noticed Darien did not find the statement humorous at all. "Did your Acumen say wise man?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes he did" Darien admitted. Both the men finished the contents of their cups before continuing. 
 
      
 
    "Well" Eranen started, "I suppose I am more educated than most strive to be, but I think my age alone would prevent me from being considered wise." Eranen picked up the jug and quickly refilled their cups. 
 
      
 
    "Since I was fifteen I have been traveling the known world studying with various learned men and collecting books for my library. Only in recent months have I returned home to my family's farm." 
 
      
 
    "Library" Darien repeated as he looked around the barn. "What library do you speak of?" 
 
      
 
    Eranen turned several shades of bright red at the question. "The house is bursting at the seams with books" he said somewhat embarrassed. "It so full of books I no longer have room to live in it and I have move to the barn." Darien laughed wildly at the man's confession. 
 
      
 
    "It's really not funny. I only meant it to be temporary. Even now I am building a new house for myself with a large and sturdy room for the books. I am constantly worried that fire or flood will take both my books and that dilapidated shack as well. While it might not look like much it is the house I grew up in. I have no desire to live there, but I would hate to see it fall to ruin." 
 
      
 
    After he had stifled his laughter Darien tried to move the conversation back to the prophecy that had brought the two of them together. "I need to ask you another question Eranen. Can you think of any reason anyone would want to see you dead?" 
 
      
 
    Darien noticed Eranen pale at the question. "I am just a simple farmer who enjoys reading. I can not imagine anyone thinking I would be a threat to them." Eranen rose from his seat and moved across the barn to close the large doors. Darien noticed he latched them and checked the strength of the latch's hold before returning to his chair. Once seated, Eranen drained his cup and then refilled it. "A few times in the last month several men, unknown to me have attacked me without cause." Eranen had spoken softly enough that Darien had barely caught the words. Turning to meet Darien's eyes he continued. "I have driven them away with my sword many times, but they always come back. I fear a time is coming when either they will kill me or I them." 
 
      
 
    Darien could not imagine Eranen using the forgotten sword well enough to stay off more than one man, much less several. Darien however had also learned that appearances where not always as they seemed. 
 
      
 
    "Come now Eranen, you can not think of any reason some one might wish you harm. If men have been attacking you it would seem you are in some kind of danger." 
 
      
 
    Eranen considered Darien's word before continuing. "Not a natural reason. I will admit that I have trained to use my sword and even though have never enjoyed the thrill of battle or killing another, I have used it in service of the Pearoandorn army to help earn gold to buy more books. As one who has also lived by his sword you understand that life." 
 
      
 
    Darien was surprise to hear that Eranen had served in Maeorus's army at least for sometime. He also understood what Eranen was saying. Regardless, whether you were on the winning or losing side of a battle in a war, you were to busy fighting to survive to memorize the faces of your enemies so you might seek revenge later if necessary. "What of the men you who fought along side you, did any of them take a dislike to you for some reason?" Darien asked afraid that before noon tomorrow he might have to kill some of Maeorus's men. 
 
      
 
    "Not that I am aware of. I am a generally likable enough fellow. I make friends easy and I am smart enough to avoid the corruption that plagues all wars." 
 
      
 
    Darien knew Eranen's words were true. He had just met the man and already he felt as if they had always been friends. "You mentioned natural reasons Eranen. Does that mean there might be an unnatural reason for someone to want to harm you?" 
 
      
 
    It took several moments and several drinks before Eranen answered the question. "I was given another prophecy several years ago," he began slowly. "Once while I was fighting for Maeorus in Pearoandorn, I was approached by an Acumen during an overnight leave I had been given. The army was camped near the town of Bolsters," the men grinned at each other. Bolsters was known for its houses of ill repute and gaming halls. For a soldier on leave it was a paradise. "At first I had thought the young woman was going to make me an offer. I was very disappointed that all she wanted to give me was a prophecy. She claimed it to be a pinnacle. While I have thought of that lady many times since meeting her I have rarely thought of the prophecy she gave me. Only this last winter has it entered my mind." Eranen looked Darien over. His hair was as black as coal and his eyes the color of steel. All those who had attacked him had brilliant blue eyes and pale blond hair. Eranen would have to trust his instinct and believe Darien to be here for the reason he had stated. 
 
      
 
    "I will tell you my prophecy Darien Raven, perhaps you can help me to decipher it." He turned his gaze from Darien's and stared into the fire while he recalled the words. "I was told that before my twenty-seventh birthday not to resist my desires. My desires would ensure that the Moon and Sun would meet. Their meeting would signal the rise of the Destroyer." 
 
      
 
    "Again the mention of the Moon and the Sun" Darien said mostly to himself turning to Eranen he continued his thought. "My Acumen spoke of the reign of the Pretender never ending if the Sun and the Moon did not meet. Do you think the Gods' will is for the Destroyer to rule instead of the Pretender?" 
 
      
 
    "Rule what?" Eranen questioned. "Maeorus rules Pearoandorn, Harold in Hokaren and your own brother rules Calandoria. What is left for this Pretender or Destroyer to rule, other than the barrens beyond the Northern Mountains?" As an after thought he added, "Why would any one care, which ruled there. Nothing can live in that harsh desert land?" 
 
      
 
    Darien was a bit shocked that Eranen had known who he was. He had made no attempt to keep it concealed. He had even given Eranen his surname, but the fact that Eranen had not mentioned it before now spoke volumes of his character. Eranen was not a man to judge another by his rank or appearance, but rather his actions. Darien wondered if that was why Eranen dressed as he did. If a man could treat him as an equal even though he dressed as a beggar, then that man would be worthy of his respect. 
 
      
 
    Taking another long drink Eranen calmed himself. He too was uneasy by the similarities of the prophecies. "Perhaps if we examined the prophecies exactly as they were spoken to us they would make more sense." Darien said before taking another drink himself. "Tell me is it rare for a man two have two pinnacle prophesies related to him." 
 
      
 
    Eranen's eyes were drawn back to Darien's. "How did you know that the prophecy regarding a man and his Nog was also said to be a pinnacle by the Acumen who gave it to me?" 
 
      
 
    "I had no idea at all," Darien confessed. "The prophecy that sent me here was a pinnacle." 
 
      
 
    Both men sat lost in there thoughts for a few moments. They were now dealing with three pinnacle prophecies and the lives of three Acumen hung in the balance. 
 
      
 
    "Eranen, if it is rare for two pinnacle prophecies to be given regarding the same event then I can only assume that an event involving three pinnacle prophecies would carry enough consequence that all life would be effected by the outcome." Eranen did not respond to Darien he only nodded in agreement. He had been thinking the same thing. 
 
      
 
    "The second son of Raven is required to travel south for two days then southeast. If by noon on the fourth day a wise man is not spared from death by his blade the Moon will never meet the Sun and the Pretender will reign forever. That is what my Acumen spoke to me." Darien turned to Eranen to see how he would take the news that soon he would be facing death. With a determined look in his eyes Eranen met Darien's gaze. 
 
      
 
    "So you have come to save my life?" He asked. Darien only nodded continuing to meet Eranen's gaze. "I will not forfeit my life so easily, but I would welcome your blade in what I must face." 
 
      
 
    In that moment a thought occurred to Darien. "Perhaps that is it," Darien said. "Your desire is to live. I am from Calandoria the land of the moon and you are from Hokaren land of the Sun. What bonds men more strongly than sharing combat? From this experience perhaps we will become great friends. Thus the Moon and the Sun meet" 
 
      
 
    "And what of the Destroyer and Pretender?" Eranen asked. "I can see how in someway you might have some sway on the rulers of the known world, but I am just a farmer, and not even a good one at that." 
 
      
 
    Darien did not have an answer for Eranen. He had forgotten about the Destroyer and Pretender. "I can not say. Why must the Gods speak to us in riddles? It would be easier to see their will done without them." 
 
      
 
    Eranen could only nod at Darien's words. 
 
      
 
    Eranen rose picking up the jug and placing it in the middle of the table along with his cup. He moved to the shelves and pulled out bowls and utensils. "We will drive ourselves mad trying to understand the Gods and their will," Eranen said to Darien. "Come eat my friend and let's discuss other things. I often find that when I am not thinking of a problem the solution presents itself." Darien rose and joined Eranen at the table. They enjoyed the simple stew Eranen had made and talked of their lives, forgetting the prophecies for a while. 
 
      
 
    Darien found himself telling Eranen everything about him, even about Geena. At the age of eighteen Geena had been the woman Darien would have chosen to spend the rest of his life with. Her father, a nobleman in Calandoria refused Darien as son a son in-law. He desired his daughter on a throne as queen which would give him more political power. He chose instead for her, Markus Ashbourne of Pearoandorn, the same man that warred with Maeorus for two years over the crown. It was the loss of Geena that had caused him to leave Calandoria in search of his destiny. 
 
      
 
    Eranen told Darien stories of his own family long dead. Eranen had never known his father who died when he was an infant. His grandmother had helped his mother raise him, but she passed when he was thirteen. Shortly after Eranen left home at fifteen in search of his fortune, his mother died a short time later. Both men had suffered great loss. It was while Eranen spoke of his grandmother who had passed when he was thirteen that the topic of Acumens came up again. 
 
      
 
    "My grandmother use to tell me a story of an ancient Acumen who had been cursed with a special prophecy. This man was denied death and force to live and watch any he became close to grow old and die. The only way this man may be released from the curse is by fulfilling his prophecy." Eranen smiled fondly at the memory of his favorite childhood bedtime story. "It is a wonderful fairy tale. I would think a real Acumen would welcome this curse considering what they have now. Could you imagine living forever? The man would have to be near nine hundred years old, since the tell is set before the kingdoms were formed." Darien studied the far away look in his new friend's eye and softly laughed. Eranen smiled as he glanced at him. "It sounds as if you believe this fairy tale," Darien teased. 
 
      
 
    "I have studied many ancient books of prophecy and I have found things in those books that certainly make me wondered if it might not be possible. I am not an expert on the Acumen or their abilities, but the ancients seemed to have a different view of the curse." Eranen did not continue to elaborate. They had a mutual understanding that the subject of Acumen would be avoid for the rest of the evening. 
 
      
 
    "I will only say that one of these days I would like to travel to the Northern Mountains of Calandoria and see if I can find any trace of him." 
 
      
 
    Darien remembered hearing as a child the same fairy tale of the Ancient Acumen. Nothing that Darien knew of the Acumen curse supported the tale. "What was it that his prophecy was?" he asked Eranen not remembering himself. 
 
      
 
    Eranen gave him a faint smile rather than an answer. "It seems unlikely that two warriors drunk off a good ale will discover the secrets of ancient prophecy over their stew." 
 
      
 
    "True," Darien consented, "but I would like to hear it again just the same." 
 
      
 
    "If Knowledge does not find the Moon with valor, then the Moon, Sun and Destroyer will fall and truth shall perish." Eranen had known those words since he could remember. Only now did it seem that they anything more than part of a child's bedtime story. "What do you think?" Eranen asked Darien. 
 
      
 
    "Honestly I am beginning to think that you may very well be the most important man who has ever lived." Darien said uneasily. 
 
      
 
    "Perhaps we should retire for the night. The hour is growing late." Darien said suddenly anxious for morning to come so that he could leave this place. He had a desperate unexplainable need to see his family. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    Alli stopped pacing a few moments to look at the closed door of her father's private office. She began nervously wringing her hands. When she realized what she was doing she rolled her deep blue eyes skyward and forced her hands to be still and then she continued pacing. It was only a matter of minutes before her fingers began wrapping themselves around each other again. She was nervous. Never before had her gift taken her away from Hokaren. Taking a few deep breaths and brushing a few of the golden curls that had fallen into her face behind her ear she reminded herself that her father loved her despite her unique talent. They had known this time would come. Acumen were slaves to their visions, force to fulfill the will of the Gods or to perish. She had been granted years of simple visions all located close to her home. Now the Gods required more, it was to be only to be expected. Her father would understand, in fact he would aid her in anyway, even if this vision was different than the others. Her life depended on it. It was only a matter of time now before the secret of her gift would become known. The people of Hokaren would learn that the only heir to Harold's throne was Acumen and more than likely destined to die before him. They would not be left without a ruler though. Her cousin Moraken would be there. 
 
      
 
    Moraken was not really her cousin, but that was a truth he did not know. He was actually the son of a prostitute left abandoned at the temple of the Sun's Soul just a few Moran from the palace. Alli had only known the truth herself a few months. Her father wanted her to know the truth. He refused to tell Moraken though. Harold thought the news would break his heart and make him refuse the responsibilities they both needed him to accept. 
 
      
 
    Moraken believed he was the only child of Harold's sister Maggie. Both Maggie and her husband were killed in a fire the same week Moraken was left at the temple. He was only a baby at the time so he would not remember his parents. Since Maggie and her husband lived on a country estate in Southern Hokaren near the town of Forsters and rarely visited the palace it was easy enough to say Moraken was there child without anyone becoming suspicious. 
 
      
 
    Harold and his own wife Esmeralda had long given up all hope of having a child of their own when Maggie died. When his sister passed away both Harold and Esmeralda were already pass their fortieth year. Moraken was Harold's only hope for continuing the Forstar line, even if he was not technically a Forstar. Four years after Moraken had come to live at the palace as a Prince of Hokaren Esmeralda died while giving Harold the child neither of them believed was meant to be. 
 
      
 
    Allista and Moraken had been his life since then. Harold had always dreamed of having many children and he did anything in his power to see both Allista and Moraken happy. He had never shown Alli favoritism over Moraken because she was truly his blood. Moraken, after all would rule Hokaren when both Alli and Harold were gone. For years Harold had been grooming both Moraken and Alli to rule the kingdom. Alli knew she would never be given the chance. She was ruled by the fates. 
 
      
 
    In the last few years the frequencies of Alli's visions had completely consumed her time, leaving none for the responsibilities of her birthright. She had only been home for a week before she received her latest vision. Given the intensity of this vision she knew in her heart she would never rule. This time it would be different than the others. This time it would take months to fulfill the prophecy if she even could. She was not worried about the cooperation of Hokaren for her life; her father would give anything. It was the unknown individuals she had yet to meet and the steps she had to take to meet them that worried her. 
 
      
 
    Most people did not like Acumen interfering in their lives, especially individuals with power. The more powerful the individual the less they appreciated it. This time she needed the aid of the King of Calandoria. The difficulty with that was the king she needed assistance from was not the king currently on the throne. He would be though she told herself and it would not be long before he ascended. 
 
      
 
    "Alli, What are you doing pacing the halls at this late hour?" Alli turned at the sound of the rich voice. She beamed her brightest smile at Moraken. 
 
      
 
    Moraken returned her smile with a dashing smile of his own. Moraken always dressed to his station, but Alli noticed that to night he was dressed in his finest evening clothes. He was wearing the best-imported black velvet from Pearoandorn. His black knee high boots shined from being freshly polished. He was wearing the green silk cape she had brought him back from one of her journeys last year. It made his blue eyes stand out even more. The cape was clasped at his neck with a gold and emerald brooch in the design of the Forstar Crest. He had a thin jewel crown circling his head just over his brow. Soft brown curls gathered around the band in the front. The silver jewel encrusted sword that hung at his hip had been chosen for decoration rather than a weapon. "You look handsome this evening," she said feeling inferior wearing her soft leather britches and boots. She wore a loose fitting white cotton blouse with long tight sleeves. She was in her traveling clothes. 
 
      
 
    "I was entertaining this evening," his smile grew broader. "I know why I am here" he nodded towards the door, "What about you?" 
 
      
 
    "I am waiting for father to finish up with Sir Cate. I have an appointment," She said running her fingers through her long golden curls. Moraken smiled when she did that. She always fidgeted when she was nervous. 
 
      
 
    "Since when do you need an appointment?" Moraken asked taking a seat on the small wooden bench by the door. He motioned with hand that she should sit next to him. Quickly Alli sat down and laid her head on his broad shoulder. 
 
      
 
    "I always make an appointment when it is regarding my curse," she said looking up at his green eyes. Moraken smiled and took her hand. "Another vision" she nodded in reply. 
 
      
 
    "Is it serious," he asked sobered by the news. 
 
      
 
    She could feel tears starting to form behind her eyes. Moraken was more than a cousin; he was her best friend. He was one of the few people who knew her secret. Growing up he had been the one she had confided her fears of being Acumen with. 
 
      
 
    "Very serious" she hung her head and began wringing her hands again. "I have never been scared by my visions before. I am worried that this time I will not succeed." 
 
      
 
    "Can I help?" he asked almost pleading with her. 
 
      
 
    "No, this time I leave Hokaren." She absently brushed a tear from her cheek. "This time I may not come back." 
 
      
 
    Moraken had known when he had seen her standing in the hall dressed the way she was that she would be leaving again. Alli had never been given a difficult vision before. Most seemed so ridiculous that it was almost inconceivable the Gods would even bother with them. Last year she had to make sure a middle-aged woman from Turells named Agatha Whitton won first prize with her crookleberry pie in the local country fair. Neither even knew what a crookleberry was, but Alli had done it. Somehow she made sure Agatha won and no one found out that she had interfered or that she was Acumen. He had laughed for hours over the tale. 
 
      
 
    "When do we leave?" he said having made up his mind. 
 
      
 
    "You know you can not come. This journey will take me to other kingdoms and there will be danger. You must stay here for father and Hokaren." 
 
      
 
    "Nonsense, uncle and Hokaren will be fine. I will go and see to your protection." She laughed at the idea. Moraken had never been in any kind of fight. He learned to use a sword in one of the smaller ballrooms mock fighting with a tutor. 
 
      
 
    "I will be protected enough. The vision at least gives me that assurance." She tried to keep her smile as she said it, but it crumbled when their eyes met. 
 
      
 
    "Can you tell me?" he asked softly. 
 
      
 
    "No, not this time, you can not aid in this task, so I can not divulge any detail to you." She turned her head from him when she saw the hurt in his eyes that her words had caused. "I would like you to hear what I can tell father though," she said quietly. "You need to hear it as well. If anything happens to father before I return you will need to know what the vision has required of Hokaren." 
 
      
 
    "Surely you do not believe it will take you so long to complete this vision?" Moraken said. "Uncle has several years in him yet." 
 
      
 
    "I do not know how long it will take. The Gods gave me no indication." 
 
      
 
    Moraken took her hand to stop the fidgeting. This time she was able to give him a real smile. "Why does this vision worry you?" he asked softly. 
 
      
 
    "Because this time it is about me," She said waiting to see his reaction. 
 
      
 
    "What do you mean about you?" he looked startled. He had never heard of an Acumen having a vision that they were included in. 
 
      
 
    "I mean it is a vision of something I must accomplish. If I do not I am afraid others besides me will die, a great many others." Alli was growing uncomfortable discussing her vision with him. She had always discussed them with him before, but for some reason alarms were suddenly sounding in her head. 
 
      
 
    "It's your Pinnacle then?" he questioned. 
 
      
 
    "No it is not my Pinnacle. That scares me as well. How much more could the Gods ask of me, before giving me my freedom? I feel the fate of the world depends on this vision, but it is not the most important vision I will ever have." He was silent at her words. She understood there was nothing he could say. The way things looked now she would probably perish before ever receiving her Pinnacle. It was enough that he was holding her hand and offering what little comfort he could. The sound of the heavy door opening drew both their eyes. 
 
      
 
    "He's ready for you" Sir Cate said motioning in the room. 
 
      
 
    "Of course" she said rising from her seat. Moraken rose as well still holding her hand. They entered the room together. 
 
      
 
    Harold watched the two of them enter the room. He remained seated behind the large ornate desk that sat in front of a tall arched window which reached from ceiling to floor. He had never seen more somber faces in all his life. Perhaps this meeting was more than the vision he thought his daughter must have had. A vision was the only thing that caused her to make an appointment. Any other time she would have simply walked in. Looking at them he felt more confident in the decision he had made. He had not known Moraken would be here as well, but it worked better for what he had planned. 
 
      
 
    He lightly stroked his beard as they approached, his eyes never leaving Moraken's. Moraken would be pleased by his decision, Allista would not, but she did not see the treachery of the kingdom as he did. Harold was protecting her. 
 
      
 
    Harold nodded to Cate indicating he should stay. Cate took a few steps into the room then turned and closed the door. He faced the room with his arms folding in front of him and his back to the door. He was the head of the royal guard and had been since before Allista's birth. Harold had never known a man more hardened by battle. He was a little rough around the edges, but he was what his daughter needed. His height and girth made him an intimidating man. His black eyes only added to his fearsomeness. While his hair was starting to show gray mixing with the brown he was still young enough to keep up with Allista. He only hoped his judgment of the man held true. 
 
      
 
    He offered them a smile as they sat in the plush arm chairs before the desk. "Why the long faces?" Harold thought it best to hear what his daughter had to say first, it was she who had requested the audience with him. Moraken diverted his eyes away from Harold's intense glare. 
 
      
 
    Alli was trying to stop the flow of tears running down her cheeks. Harold's heart ached for his only child. He hated to see her in pain. As the minutes passed in silence Harold was growing more concerned, neither Moraken nor Allista had ever had any trouble speaking to him before. 
 
      
 
    "What is it?" he asked a little firmer his own smile now gone from his face. Moraken spoke first softly breaking the silence, "I have decided to marry." 
 
      
 
    Both Alli and Harold looked at him in astonishment. From their expressions Moraken could see neither had been expecting him to make such an announcement. Harold's brow creased with concern, he could think of only one reason Moraken would marry. He silently kept his initial thoughts to himself. 
 
      
 
    "You've what?" Alli exclaimed after recovering from the shock of his news. "Why did you not you say something before?" 
 
      
 
    "I would have" Moraken replied, "but you were so upset I completely forgot what had brought me to see your father." 
 
      
 
    "Well do not keep us in suspense any longer my boy, who is she?" Harold asked. Since Moraken had made the announcement he had been running ladies names through his heads trying to figure out who would serve Moraken's purposes the best. 
 
      
 
    "Her name is Tia," he said. "Her father is Lord Welch from Calandoria." Alli and Harold both waited for Moraken to elaborate, but he sat quietly avoiding their eyes. 
 
      
 
    "Well where did you meet her, is she beautiful?" Alli asked as soon as it became apparent that Moraken had no intentions of saying more on the subject. 
 
      
 
    Moraken looked at her then. His eyes held no emotion, no warmth. It was a look she had never seen in him before. It was a look that made chills run up her spine. "I do not know if she is beautiful. I have not yet met her." 
 
      
 
    "What do you mean you have not met her!" Harold exclaimed. "How can you marry a girl without having met her?" 
 
      
 
    "I am sure I will meet her before the wedding," he shrugged. That was the only answer he gave. Apparently he thought it would be enough. Neither Harold nor Alli thought that answer would suffice for a decision as monumental as marriage. 
 
      
 
    "Did I miss something, while I was on my last journey" she asked the two of them. Turning to Moraken "When did we start keeping secrets from each other?" 
 
      
 
    "We have secrets we keep," he said glaring at Harold. "Granted we have not always had a choice, but there are secrets among us." 
 
      
 
    "You know I can not share everything. I am bound by the rules of my curse. Telling you everything would mean my death," she said defensively. She did not notice that Moraken was still looking at Harold and barely heard her words. 
 
      
 
    "I did not mean to imply that you intentionally kept things from us Alli." Moraken said still looking at Harold, "I only meant to say that some things a person keeps to himself until a time when he can tell those he is close to." Harold had grown uncomfortable at Moraken's stare and averted his eyes to his daughter. 
 
      
 
    "What I do is done for the people of Hokaren. The people grow restless that neither Alli nor I have yet to secure our families rule by producing an heir. I decided to ease their hearts and secure future alliances by choosing a nobleman from Calandoria as father-in-law. The lady herself is a distant cousin to the king. 
 
      
 
    "So you sacrifice your future happiness for Hokaren" Harold said quietly. 
 
      
 
    "I do not consider it a sacrifice," Moraken said meeting Harold's eyes again. "She might turn out to be the love of my life and I would never see easing Hikirians fear as a sacrifice. I am hopeful for the future and enter this marriage with as much love in my heart and conviction to its success as any man who ever knelled upon one knee and asked his beloved to marry him." 
 
      
 
    "Why choose her?" Alli asked harshly, "Why not try for one of the Calandorian Princesses? There are two of them both are unmarried. Marriage to the sister of the king would build a stronger alliance." 
 
      
 
    Moraken was taken back by the harshness of her words. He knew she was hurt he had not confided in her. 
 
      
 
    "That was my first thought as well," he said surprising Alli who had instantly regretted her words. "King Jimreth turned me down. One sister is tucked away in the Temple of the Moon's Soul destine to live a celibate life. As for the youngest, she is too wholesome and pure in Jimreth's eyes to ever be considered for anything as vile as matrimony. I got the impression he never intends on letting the girl marry." 
 
      
 
    "Poor girl" Harold said knowing that what Moraken said was more than likely true. In Calandoria a woman had no more rights than livestock. Jimreth would not be eager to have his sister treated so. Harold had met the man several times and found him just and honorable. 
 
      
 
    "So why this Tia, surely there are others who could help build stronger alliances?" Alli asked. 
 
      
 
    "A favor to the King of Calandoria" Moraken smiled at her. "Sometime ago the older sister caught the eye of his brother Darien. Lord Welch refused to let the older sister marry the prince. He felt his daughter was more suited to being a Queen than a princess, Lord Welch favored Ashebourn of Pearoandorn. When Ashebourn offered for the girl, she went to him, instead of the Calandorian Prince." 
 
      
 
    "I am sure it only rubs salt into Lord Welch wounds knowing that it was that same Prince who insured Maeorus's crown and Ashebourn's defeat." Alli smiled. Welch would really regret his decision soon. Instead of just one daughter on a throne he could have had two had he only favored the Prince. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, I am sure knowing the Prince who was not good enough for his daughter was the one to crush his plans more than irritated him." Harold added. 
 
      
 
    "Indeed" Moraken replied "but, Welch is still a man hungry for power." 
 
      
 
    "I still do not understand how marrying Tia is a favor to King Jimreth." Harold could see no benefit to Jimreth in the marriage. 
 
      
 
    "Well it seems Welch now considers the prince to be more than suitable for his daughter, but he also knows his first in daughter is no longer a suitable choice having been already married once. He has been trying to pressure Jimreth to insist his brother marry the younger daughter." Moraken said giving Alli a wink. 
 
      
 
    "I can see how a man like Welch might be more than a mild irritation, especially if the prince had feelings for the older sister. What makes you think he will not become an irritation for us?" Harold asked. 
 
      
 
    "Easy" Moraken said to Harold. "First of all he is only a nobleman in Calandoria, not here. The only esteem he has here will be that I chose his daughter. I certainly have no plans to take him on as an advisor and other than at the wedding he will not be given the opportunity to see you unless you wish it. Further more, if he annoys us to much we can simply forbid him from entering the kingdom." Moraken did not mention that execution would be a remedy as well. "All in all the arrangement works well for us. King Jimreth has assured me of his appreciation. He worries his brother might kill the man." 
 
      
 
    Harold nodded; Moraken had thought it through well. The only flaw was that Moraken did not know of Harold's plans for the crown of Hokaren. 
 
      
 
    "I can see the value of strengthening our relationship with Calandoria" Alli said, "but marrying someone you have not met seems extreme." 
 
      
 
    "That is how these things are done in Calandoria." Harold knew well the laws in that kingdom. "A man approach a girl's father for her hand. Many times the man has only seen the girl once or twice and decides she is comely enough to be his wife. The men do not have to speak with her at all if that is their wish. Once they our married, the man has absolute rule over her, no matter her rank. She is no more than her husband's property. If she defies him or disagrees with him, he has ever right to have her publicly lashed or even killed. A woman from that land has only one purpose to breed sons fit enough to be soldiers in the Calandorian army. That is probably why Jimreth has no desire to see either of his sisters wed. By the laws of Calandoria not even he could protect them from their husbands." 
 
      
 
    Alli cringed at the thought of a life with no liberties. She did not know much about the land other than it had an impressive army unmatched by any and that it bordered both Pearoandorn and Hokaren to the north. The miseries of the women in that country sadden Alli. "As king could he not change the law?" 
 
      
 
    "Of course, but he is also a man and the men of his kingdom have no desire to see the law changed. It has been around as long as Calandoria itself." Moraken replied. "Perhaps one day a female will rule the land and change the laws." 
 
      
 
    "If you wish to marry this girl, then I will approve of the match." Harold said to Moraken. "She will be welcomed into this palace as a daughter and wife to the only son I have." Alli thought her father's tone suggested he was holding something back, but she could not imagine what it could be. "I would like you to know something before you dedicate yourself to the path." He added, "I have made a decision for all of Hokaren. It is a decision that has weighed heavy on my heart for sometime. As Alli's visions begin to increase both in difficulty and frequency it is time for me to do what I feel I must. I have decided to declare Moraken as my heir." He winced as the hurt filled Alli's face. Slowly tears began to fall. 
 
      
 
    "Alli you must understand that it is not that I feel you are not capable, but truthfully there is a good possibility that you will never be free and will die of your curse. Though it pains me I must admit that there is a possibility you might not live out the year. While I love you more than anything, I also have obligations as King to the people of Hokaren." Harold could not say anymore. He had to remind himself this was for her protection. 
 
      
 
    "Alli is your heir uncle, Hokaren is hers to rule. She loves this land more herself. It is all she has in this world. All she may ever have. You can not take this from her." Alli reached her hand out to Moraken to stop his next words. 
 
      
 
    "Please, Moraken" she gave him a tear filled look, "Please do not say more. He is right." Alli wiped the tears from her eyes and looked at her father. "You are right. Hokaren needs stability that I can not give her. Even if I live another fifty years as long as I am Acumen, I can never devote myself to her fully. As long as I am ruled by visions I can not rule this land. I understand your decision and it does hurt, but not because I can not be queen. It hurts because I can not be the daughter you want me to be." 
 
      
 
    Harold came around his desk and embraced his daughter, both of their tears falling unchecked. 
 
      
 
    "No matter what you are Allista you will always be the daughter I want. Never think different." 
 
      
 
    Moraken watched the two of them cling to one another. "I will give it back," he said. They both turned to look at him. "When you are free, I will give you the crown back," he explained. 
 
      
 
    "Thank you" Alli said releasing her father and bending over to hug Moraken. "I thank you for the offer, but that does not put Hokaren first. Flip-flopping between heirs would only make the monarch appear weak. I love you for it, but I can not accept it." 
 
      
 
    Harold standing once again leaned back against the heavy desk. "There is more," he said once more gaining their attention. "I am appointing Cate as your personal guard. If I die before you are twenty-five he will become your guardian. After that age I will trust you to make your own decisions if you have not married. If you marry before twenty-five I assume your husband can keep you out of trouble" 
 
      
 
    "Do we live in Calandoria now? Since when do we believe a woman incapable of making decisions?" Moraken said surprised by Harold's decree. 
 
      
 
    "Of course not, but Alli is not like other women. Circumstances being what they are, I plan to see her safe should the worst happen" Harold leveled his eyes on Moraken. "Both of you came to me when I was well past my prime. When most men's children are marrying I was having my first child. No one lives for ever, therefore I must take steps to ensure both Hokaren and my family, are seen to before my death." 
 
      
 
    "And you think me incapable of the job" Moraken questioned. 
 
      
 
    "I think you are too soft hearted where she is concerned, but I also think the responsibility for ruling will be a large enough burden to bear." Harold said to ease Moraken's fears. 
 
      
 
    Alli had been watching them go back and forth as if she were not sitting right in front of them. Suddenly she felt she knew what the women in Calandoria felt like. "What ever you wish father I will accept," she turned her eye to Moraken. "You will need time to adjust to ruling and you will have a wife to care for as well. I would not be happy if I felt you worried for my welfare." Moraken seemed to accept her reaction to this decision, but the idea still did not sit well with him. She could tell by the look in his eyes. 
 
      
 
    Collecting her thoughts Alli remembered what brought her to her father's office in the first place. Her father was already helping her with her next vision. "You have reminded me why I am here, Father. Please sit back down." Her tone worried him, but he did as she asked. Alli waited until he was seated before she continued. 
 
      
 
    "I had another vision." Harold nodded at this news it was why he assumed she had come. "Not just any vision. The peace of Hokaren may very well depend on my success. You know that I can not share much with you, but since Hokaren is required to aid me in this vision I can share some." She paused to think of the words she could say. "I am going to Calandoria tomorrow. It must be tomorrow" she added in case either of them thought to delay her journey a few days. "The fates have placed time restrictions on parts of what I must accomplish. They have also demanded that I take a thousand Hikirian soldiers with me as well." 
 
      
 
    Harold moved forward in his seat and met her eyes with an intense gaze. "Calandoria will think we plan on attacking with a force that large marching into their kingdom." 
 
      
 
    Alli shook her head, "No, they will not. I can not say why they will not believe we are invading, that would be saying too much. I can only ask you to trust me. We will be welcomed and our army's presences will ensure the security of the crown." 
 
      
 
    "Which crown?" Moraken asked wondering if it was the Calandorian or Hikirian crown at risk. 
 
      
 
    She did not know how to answer the question. She felt it must be the Calandorian crown, but truthfully that was just a guess. "Troubled times are about to visit the House of Raven. The fates have chosen me to be there. I do not fully understand my role to play in the future, only I must be there." 
 
      
 
    Both her father and Moraken seemed to accept that the fates would yield no more information to them. They had grown use to the mystery over the years. 
 
      
 
    "Of course," Harold said. "You will have a thousand men. I want these men only loyal to you and your task. Once you leave they will be your army, no longer under the rule of the King of Hokaren." Moraken looked as if he wanted to say something, but instead he remained silent at Harold's words. 
 
      
 
    "Cate" Harold called. Alli remembered for the first time that the captain of the royal guard was in the room with them. He had heard everything discussed since she and Moraken had entered the room. "See to it that she has her army cut from our best troops. Make sure each understands that henceforth they belong to her, not Hokaren. They will follow only her orders regardless of what her orders may be." Cate nodded in understanding and quietly slipped out of the room to carry out Harold's wishes. 
 
      
 
    "Thank you father," Alli said softly. "I can not tell you how much this means to me. Since having this vision I have had the uneasy feeling that we will not see each other again. I fear this task will be my last. The only one I have ever left unfinished." Alli knew her words troubled both her father and Moraken, but after all the support they had given her over the years she owed them the truth. 
 
      
 
    "You must do your best then," Moraken said with conviction. "If this vision is to take your life, make it fight for it." 
 
      
 
    "Moraken is right my dear. Remember us and do what ever it takes to allow you to come home to us again." Harold said. He was truly proud of the courage his daughter possessed. He only hoped it would be enough to see her through the trials ahead. 
 
      
 
    "Come see me in my chambers before you leave," Harold instructed Alli. "I have something that belonged to your mother that I should have given you a long time ago." Alli only nodded wondering what that might be. 
 
      
 
    "Moraken" Harold said redirecting his attention, "I want you to leave for Calandoria right way. Collect your bride and bring her back. I want to see you wedded before the month is out." 
 
      
 
    Moraken only smiled at his uncle's words. He had been thinking the same thing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the heart of Calandoria deep within the Colondone Forest sat the Temple of the Moon's Soul. The tall Eurasian Maple trees concealed all except the uppermost portion of the chapel from view of the nearest road. History teaches that the priest of the Moon built the Temple of Moon's Soul centuries ago using only white stone and marble. During the full of the moon the entire temple will glow an eerie mystic blue that can be seen over the top of the trees for Moran. During the bright light of day the building reflects the light making it appear to sparkle like a diamond. 
 
      
 
    For those lucky enough to be allowed to travel to the Temple to pay homage to the Moon the first thing they noticed is the pristine whiteness against the deep green shades of the forest. The beauty of the temple is unmatched in the known world. 
 
      
 
    Standing on a base fifty feet in height is the main chapel of the Moon. This is the only portion of the temple those not in the Order of Colondone are allowed to see. In order to visit this chapel and receive the Moon's blessings those deemed worthy ascend the steep stairs that wrap around three sides of the base. On the fourth side stands a large wall equal in height to the chapel's roof and circling the rear of the temple in a one mile radius. This barrier hides the secrets within from the eyes of those not of the Order. 
 
      
 
    Once the top of the platform is reached there is an expanse of 50 yards filled with statues carved by the masters. Each statue is of an individual who did great deeds for the Moon's Glory and has been immortalized for all eternity for their actions. Of these statues none are of a male. 
 
      
 
    The entrance to the chapel itself is considered a masterpiece in architecture. The large double doors were made of the wood of the Eurasian maple then overlaid with ivory. Carvings of ivory and gold depict the ongoing battle between the Moon and the Sun for dominance in the sky. To each side of the double doors huge columns rise to the height of the chapel. Along the base of the columns vines cast in silver circle their way up the columns until they disappear from site where the column meets the over hanging ledge of the flat roof. 
 
      
 
    This temple was built centuries before the Order of Colondone came to reside within its holy walls. Before the Order forced the priest from the temple, murdering those who would not leave on their own. Men are no longer welcome on the sacred ground. All men are forbidden within a mile of the temple. If a man is found within the boundaries of the guard towers hidden within the forest they are immediately executed. For this reason any female joining the Order will seldom ever see their male relatives again. 
 
      
 
    This is the price the Moon's Soul requires for the Art of the Moon. The great Acumen prophecy dictated this price and more from the Order. It is said that if one of the Order were ever to have a child the heart of the Moon would vanish forever. Daughters of the Moon are only allowed to communicate with a male relative though letters, they are forbidden from contacting any male not related to them by blood. Only the most devoted of the Sisters of the Moon are ever allowed to leave the temple. This is only done occasionally and under the direst of circumstances. Prior to leaving the temple the Mothers will drink special herbs that prevent pregnancy in the event that they are rape during their journey. 
 
      
 
    These laws, sets forth by the Moon do not deny men of the Art of the Moon or the Moon's many blessings. Men are only denied the Glory of the Moon hidden deep within the temple walls. Instead smaller temples were established throughout Calandoria for the male priest to administer the Moon's will to man. 
 
      
 
    Despite the history of the temple and the laws of the Order, Lissandra Raven embraced the path of the Moon and entered the Order of Colondone of her own free will. 
 
      
 
    Lissandra willed her lantern out as she took the narrow stairs that led to the Glory of the Moon. The hour was late or rather early and it was unlikely any of the others would be awake, but she could not take the chance. Midnight had past and it was still a few hours before dawn. While the corridors of the temple were dark, she did not required light for her purpose this night. The underground halls had been her home for four years. At the age of nineteen she had made the decision to leave her home and her title of Princess of Calandoria to join the Order of the Colondone. It had only been these past few weeks had she needed to resort to sneaking through the halls at night. 
 
      
 
    During the last full moon when the Holy Mother of Colondone touched Lissandra's head to place a few drops of the blessed water upon her so that she might receive the Moon's blessing an odd thing had occurred. The Mother screamed when she touched Lissandra and withdrew her hand in agony the mere brush had caused. The Mother's hand looked as if she had held it in a flame. Deep burns marred the skin and the smell of scorched flesh hung in the air. The other Mothers in attendance had dismissed the rest of the Order immediately ending the ceremony of the Moon. From that moment on Lissandra's activities had been restricted. 
 
      
 
    She had been barred from entering the Glory of the Moon. Lissandra found it somewhat humorous that before that incident she could have entered the room at anytime, but never did unless forced by one of the Mothers as part of her training. Now she desperately need the knowledge hidden somewhere in that room. She was growing more terrified of never finding what she sought, but she was not the only one scared at the temple. 
 
      
 
    The events during the Ceremony of the Moon a few weeks before had the Mothers worried as well. One of them constantly watched her during the day. In the evenings they would lock themselves behind the doors of their private sanctuary to discuss Lissandra. Truthfully she had been amazed they did not perform the ceremony that would strip her of her powers and then ban her from the temple at the time of the incident. She had even asked them to once when she thought she could no longer stand the solitude of her room or the whispers of the other sisters. After mentioning her leaving the Order she had be confined to her chamber for three days to reflect on how she had failed the Moon in its decision to chose her as a sister. 
 
      
 
    During those three days of reflecting Lissandra learned more than the Mothers had hoped, she learned she had abilities that were not of the Moon. Abilities that only those gifted with the Sun Arts possessed. Her Moon Arts were no less than before, which puzzled her greatly. Both the Sun's and the Moon's laws were well known to all, a person could not possess the power of both. 
 
      
 
    Lissandra sensed the Mothers knew what was happening to her, but they said nothing. The only place left for Lissandra to find answers was the now forbidden Glory of the Moon. She had spent the last couple of weeks combing through the sacred volumes looking for some clue of what was happening to her. If she did not find an answer tonight she would be forced to leave the temple without ever knowing. 
 
      
 
    Earlier this very day as she waited outside the meeting chambers of the Mothers, Lissandra's new found abilities revealed a plot to end her life. She had been summoned so the Mothers could ask her more questions. After waiting for hours she began to wonder what they might be discussing. She had secretly wished that a tiny hole in the wall would appear where she might be able to overhear the conversation within. As she thought it a small hole, no bigger in width than thimble, appeared in the wall by the door. She quickly held her ear against it. 
 
      
 
    "Then it is agreed" the Mother Norah said, "Tomorrow Abby will began administering poison to Lissandra." 
 
      
 
    "Careful to only add a little amount" the Mother Claudette instructed Abby. "It must look as if she becomes ill for sometime before her death. It will not do to have the King looking for foul play." 
 
      
 
    "I still think the faster it is done with the safer we are. What can the King do?" Mother Abby said. "He is forbidden by law to come and investigate himself and the people of Calandoria would revolt if he did anything that might interfere with the Moon's blessings." 
 
      
 
    "Yes that is true Abby, but you know the Raven's do have female relatives that we can not bar from the temple. For all of our safety we must proceed with caution. Remember the words of the Acumen." Mother Claudette had said frantically. 
 
      
 
    That was when Lissandra moved from the small hole. It had disappeared as soon as her ear left it. She was scared and confused about what was happening to her and now the Order sought to murder her. Lissandra was not yet ready to die, not even for the Moon, in which she had devoted her life to. She could not stay at the temple any longer. If she did not find an answer tonight she would flee back to Rorgrim and seek refuge with her brother the king. 
 
      
 
    She slowly pushed the dark blue hood of her robe off her head as she entered the room and moved to the only shelf she had not gone through. It was the first shelf of books, right next to the door. She had began her search at the back of the room working her way to the front, assuming the most important secrets would be buried in the back, out of casual sight. Lissandra soon learned there was no reasoning to the order of the volumes on the shelves. Unless you already knew which volume you were looking for you would probably never find the information you sought. 
 
      
 
    Lissandra willed the torches on the walls to light. This was one of her knew abilities, her Sun Arts. The Moon Arts only commanded water, the Sun Arts fire. She removed her blue robe and folded it over the back of one of the chairs that surrounded a large table in the middle of the room. Underneath it she was wearing the only garment allowed for one of the Order of Colondone to wear. Her silver dress hugged her body from neck to foot. The tightness of the garment made it impossible for anyone in the order to walk hurriedly. Only extremely small steps could be taken. It was designed to instill patience in the sisters and encourage them never to make hasty decisions. That was the first lesson taught to young girls entering the Order of Colondone. The dress was also sleeveless often leaving Lissandra cold and thankful she had the soft blue robe to cover with. Lissandra pulled the first volume from the shelf and sat in the chair next to her robe. She only had until dawn to look. 
 
      
 
    After a few hours, half way through the shelves, Lissandra had become engrossed in one of the volumes. After only reading it for a few minutes she held hope that it would hold the answers she sought. Once she had read half way through she looked up from the book and glanced around the room, an expression of shock and disbelief on her face. It was time for her to leave; she could not wait any longer. She willed the seam of her dress apart down both sides beginning at her upper thigh all the way to her feet. She had to leave right now as fast as she could. She would need the quickness of her feet to carry her to safety. She quickly donned the robe and hid the book within its folds. She put out the torches using only her thoughts and began her quite journey out of the room. She stopped every few minutes as she worked her way through the temple to listen for signs of someone approaching. In the end she was able to maneuver the dark corridors leading to the vast courtyard behind the main living corridors without gaining noticed. She took in the cool predawn air as she stepped from the structure. One look at the sky told her that dawn was fast approaching and in only a few minutes the sky would begin to lighten. 
 
      
 
    She stared at the thick wall made of moonstone towering well over fifty feet in height. This task would test her newly found abilities in ways she never imagined, but it was her only hope. She quickly ran for the western side of the wall not wanting to waste another minute. It had to be this way. She could not take the chance of trying to exit through the chapel and have the light of the early morning sun shinning on her before she finished the last step from the platform and was on the road leading up to the temple. 
 
      
 
    After taking a few quick deep breaths she closed her eyes. In her mind she could see the long tunnel forming in the wall opening before her, showing the forest beyond. She just had to separate the stone as she had her dress moments ago in the Glory of the Moon. Minutes passed before Lissandra began to feel the warmth of the Sun Art radiate through her. When she opened her eyes the tunnel in her mind lay before her in reality, beckoning her freedom. 
 
      
 
    She slowly walked through the tunnel and turned south. Her original plan was to go east to Rorgrim and her brother. Now Lissandra knew what she sought was in the South. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    He hid in the shadows of a wagon that had been denied entrance of the cities gates after dark. The wagon's owner slept nearby snoring ever so often and breaking the silence of the night. The wagon had been parked just outside the gates of Rorgrim the Royal City of Calandoria. At last he was home. He looked down at the black robes he wore. There were tears and smudges of dirt from the perilous mountain trails that had brought him from the Sun Realm into Calandoria. He knew a layer of dirt covered his face as well. He had been tempted to stop at a nearby pond and bathe that morning, but even a few minutes delay from home was too much for him to spare. 
 
      
 
    He wondered what kept him hidden in the shadows now instead of taking those final steps that would lead him to his family. "Fear after what you have lived through" he whispered to himself. If he waited any longer the morning sun would be upon him. He could see the turrets of the castle glowing with fire in the distance. Makren could see the black and blue banners of the Raven's streaming down and flutter in the wind. He smiled; in only a few minutes he would be embraced by his father and brothers once more. Tonight for the first time in twelve years he would sleep in his own bed. Makren began walking towards the gates. He might appear a beggar, but he knew the gates would open to him. He could feel the cold metal lying against his chest that would guarantee his entrance even at this hour. 
 
      
 
    He could not wait to see Rachel again elated by the thought. His twin's memory had kept him alive all these years. They still had a connection and he was sure it was her love that willed him to survive. 
 
      
 
    "Hold" the gate guard, shouted at Makren. He removed the hood of his cloak and pulled the chain from around his neck. 
 
      
 
    "Rest easy my man" Makren held the gold medallion of Raven for the guard to see. "The youngest prince has returned home and wishes to see his king." 
 
      
 
    The guard stood in astonishment and held his lantern closer to Mathew's face. Cold gray eyes stared back at him. "Open the gate" the guard shouted running to see that those who stood guard with him were quick to the task. 
 
      
 
    "Thank you" Makren said skyward as he took the medallion and replaced it under his robe. "Send a runner ahead to the castle," he said as he passed the guards. "Let my family know that I come." 
 
      
 
    "Right away, sir," the guard replied hurriedly carrying out the order. 
 
      
 
    Makren walked slowly down the main street of Rorgrim towards the castle that sat in the heart of the city. It was just how he remembered it to be. Stores and houses sat in neat rows and stone covered the streets to prevent mud from bogging down wagons during the rainy season. As he came closer to the castle the homes were larger. These homes belong to the noblemen of Calandoria and this is where they stayed when visiting the capital city or the King's court. 
 
      
 
    He could have requested a horse or even a carriage to take him the distance, but he needed these last few minutes to prepare himself. He had already decided that he would not tell his father of Descartes or the prophecy. He would not prepare the way for the Destroyer. In order for the prophecy to be fulfilled he had to tell the rulers of the known world of Descartes impending invasion. Makren simply refused to have any part in Descartes rise to power. He would tell no one of the Acumen vision that had at last freed him. 
 
      
 
    Makren slowly walked through the gates of the castle's outer wall. The guards standing by the gates having already been warned of his coming did not challenge him. He took in the changes to the castle that had occurred since his childhood as he entered the courtyard. The stables had been moved from near the entrance to where Makren could not see. The guardhouse had been empty and no guards patrolled the wall, but Makren did notice two guards by the entrance of the castle doors. 
 
      
 
    He also noticed there where other things that had remained the same; the fire pits still burned high above on each turret, lighting the banners bearing his family's crest. The banner's where made of a bright blue material and the family crest of the dark moon pierced by three jeweled daggers was displayed proudly. He smiled he was home and his family was here as well. The banner's had proved it. Ronans still ruled Calandoria. 
 
      
 
    When he reached the door, he slowly placed his hand on the outside and pushed the door open just as the first light of dawn entered the sky. The grand entrance hall was empty, but the lamps had been lit. No one was there to greet him as he thought there would be. Makren looked to the far end of the hall, there a wide staircase leading to the family rooms on the second level, stood empty. Two guards were stationed at the top of the stairs standing in perfect attention. Makren remembered that behind the stairs there was a large arched entrance. It led to the throne room where his father held court. The hall still looked as he remembered. The marble floor was still polished so you could see your reflection. The red velvet chairs where petitioners waited still lined the hall. Down both sides of the hall portraits of every Raven King that had ruled Calandoria were hung. 
 
      
 
    Makren began walking down the hall studying the faces of his ancestors. He tried not to feel upset that none of his family had come to see if it was really him, alive and safe. Not ready to retire to his old room, he continued to study the paintings. Now that he was home he wanted memorize everything he could see. It felt like he was in a dream and at any moment it would all vanish. 
 
      
 
    As he reached the last portrait Makren stopped and bowed his head. Surely he had not been gone so long. Before him on the wall next to his own father's portrait hung a painting of his brother Jimreth. Only a king could be placed on this wall. If Jimreth's portrait was there then his father must be dead. Makren had not been prepared for this. He was flooded with grief so strong he had trouble standing. While still trying to come to terms with the news of his father's death Makren heard the echo of footsteps running down the hall and his name being called. 
 
      
 
    "Makren," a female cried. "Thank the Gods Makren" she said when she saw him. 
 
      
 
    He turned to look up the stairs at her. Dress only in her nightgown and robe his sister Rachel stood on the landing looking down at him. As soon as the dim lights of the hall caught his eyes, Rachel's composure crumbled. She raced down the stairs into his open arms. 
 
      
 
    "Makren" Rachel sobbed. "You were thought dead, but I knew, I knew you would find your way back to me." She hugged him fiercely and planted kisses all over his face. Makren held on to her as tight as he could, afraid the minute he let go she would be gone and he would be back in the Realm of the Sun. His sister was here welcoming him home just as he had imagined. 
 
      
 
    After a few moments, Makren sat Rachel away from him so he could look at her. His sister had grown pretty, no more freckles or braids. She had soft gray eyes, long straight black hair that flowed to her waist and chiseled features that resembled his. It had been twelve years since he saw her last both of them still children at the time. 
 
      
 
    "Makren," Rachel looked into his eyes questioningly. She did not like the hardness she saw there. "What happened to you?" Rachel rubbed her small hand down his cheek reaffirming he was actually standing before her. 
 
      
 
    "There will be time to discuss it later, for now just let me look at you. I have missed you so much." Makren's features softened as he stared at her. Of all his siblings he had been closest to her, his twin. They had spent hours as children racing up and down these very steps, along with their best friend Moran. He would like to see Moran again. 
 
      
 
    "No Makren there will not be time for it later," Rachel's brow wrinkled in worry. She broke free of Makren and began pacing in front of the steps. "Things are not well here. I ride within the hour to seek Darien and bring him home at last." 
 
      
 
    "At last?" Makren questioned. "Where is he and where are Jimreth and Lissandra?" 
 
      
 
    "Much has happened since you left." Rachel whispered trying to force back tears. "Lissandra entered the Order of Colondone several years ago. We have had no word from her in several weeks. Darien I pray is in the South. He too left many years ago, just a few months before Lissandra. He sent us word not to long ago that he would be home before harvest, but harvest is still to far away, I need him now." Tears slowly begin falling down her cheeks. 
 
      
 
    "And what of Jimreth" Makren asked wondering if he had also left the castle. 
 
      
 
    "Jimreth married six years ago, shortly before father passed." Rachel saw pain in his eyes as she confirmed what he already knew. His father was dead. "He loved his wife deeply. For years it appeared Maureen would be barren, but Jimreth did not care, he loved her." Rachel paused to take a moment for herself. Why did the burden of telling Makren of their families pain fall to her, when she already had so much to bear? 
 
      
 
    "Rachel, I appreciate hearing of what has happened since my absence, but what has any of this to do with my question about Jimreth or your leaving?" He addressed her as if talking to a small child. Rachel was use to being talk to in such a manner; it is what happens when you are the youngest of so many children, even if you are only a few minutes younger than one. She stood straight and faced her brother, gathering what little courage she could. She dried her eyes with the sleeve of her robe and met her brother's eyes. She looked regal Makren thought, like the princess that she was. 
 
      
 
    "Maureen finally conceived last winter. Happiness poured through the entire kingdom." Rachel got a faraway look and smiled. She could still remember the giddiness that had infected them all. How could such sorrow be born of such hope? "Two weeks ago, Maureen's time came. Jimreth was so nervous he could not sit down for more than a few minutes. Being unmarried I was not allowed in the birthing room so I can not tell you what happened." A single tear rolled down her cheek. Makren walked to her and gently rubbed it away with his thumb. "All I can tell you is by night fall both Maureen and the babe were lost to us. Jimreth was so stricken with grief he ordered the healers and attendants executed." Rachel took a deep breath in an attempt to quell the threatening tears. "Jimreth locked himself in his chambers after that and has not come out, not even for the burial." Makren pulled Rachel into his arms and held her. This was not the homecoming he had been expecting. "I must find Darien and bring him home before we loose Jimreth as well," Rachel said into his chest. "He has not taken any of the trays left at his door and after what happened to the healers and attendants no one will break down the door and risk incurring his wrath." 
 
      
 
    "Take me to Jimreth" Makren said. "Let me see what I can do." He turned her towards the stairs and took her hand. Together they walk towards the royal chamber. 
 
      
 
    "Jimreth, I have unbelievable, wonderful news for you!" Rachel said as she knocked on the chamber door of her brother Jimreth. "Jimreth, please let me in. I need you. I loved her too." She whispered through the door no longer able to hide her tears. 
 
      
 
    "Move away from the door, Rachel." Rachel turned to look at Makren, the hard look had returned to his eyes. "Now!" Rachel quickly backed away from the door at his harsh warning. The servants of the castle may fear retribution, but Makren was family. 
 
      
 
    He took a moment to gather his strength and then plowed his shoulder into the door. It took three strong hits before the door gave way sending wood splinters flying through the air. 
 
      
 
    He paused momentarily at the entrance of the chamber and rubbed his shoulder. Rachel rushed past him calling for Jimreth. The chamber was dark and Makren detected a faint odor coming from within. All the curtains within the room were drawn blocking out the early morning light. 
 
      
 
    Makren walked towards the windows and began pulling the curtains aside flooding the room with light. Both Makren and Rachel paused in shock now that they had light to see by. Clothes male and female were scattered across the floor. Priceless vases or the remains of them had been shattered across the stone floor. Furniture was overturned and broken. All the chest and wardrobes in the room had been open and the contents strung through out the room. The paintings had been pulled off the wall and torn to shreds. In the middle of the far wall stood a large oak bed with curtains pulled around concealing what lay inside. Rachel had stopped calling for Jimreth when Makren opened the curtains. She stood facing the room with her back to the bed in utter shock. "Why would he do this?" Rachel said kneeling to pick up one of the painting that had been torn before being carelessly tossed on the floor. 
 
      
 
    "He was upset Rachel and his grief needed and outlet," Makren said with a little grief in his voice, but more anger. 
 
      
 
    "No, Makren," Rachel replied growing angry herself, "He might rage and destroy a vase, that I will believe, but he would not destroy her painting, her clothes or anything else she owned. He loved her too much. He would keep her things to remember her by." Rachel lowered her eyes at the remnants of the painting in her hand. "You knew Jimreth, his heart has not changed in all these years." She lifted her eyes and looked around the room again. "He would blame himself, not her for what happened." 
 
      
 
    Makren considered her words. He tried to remember his brother, but the memories of an ten-year-old boy were not mature enough to judge the character of his much older brother. Makren would rely on Rachel's judgment in this matter. Still staring at the bed Makren moved forward to stand in front of Rachel. 
 
      
 
    "Wait for me in the hall, Rachel." Rachel looked at him and started to protest, but Makren cut her off, "Rachel, wait for me in the hall." The authority in which he commanded scared her. The Makren she remembered was playful and easy going, not cold and hard. She moved around Makren and left the room. He waited until he heard her footsteps stop just outside the door before moving the rest of the way to the bed. 
 
      
 
    When Makren reached the front of the bed he pulled the curtains aside. His brother lay in the middle of the bed with his own dagger sticking out of his chest. His brown eyes were staring upward towards Makren. In his hand he clutched a small miniature of a woman. Makren had never seen the woman in the small picture before. He could only assume that it was his dead wife Maureen. 
 
      
 
    Makren turned and left the room, meeting Rachel in the hall. "Come sister we have much to discuss." He took her by the hand and pulled her towards a sitting room and away from the horror that lay within the royal chamber. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eranen stirred at the first faint sounds of steps coming from outside the barn. It had taken him a few moments to remember he was in his barn rather than the dugout he had built just inside the woods that bordered his fields. He had only meant to give Darien the impression that he too would be sleeping in the barn. He had meant to lie down on the small cot in one of the stalls until Darien was asleep, then he had planned on moving to the safety of the dugout. It was not that Eranen did not trust Darien. He trusted him more than most men. Eranen's instincts told him Darien was not here to cause harm and his instincts where never wrong. Of course, if Darien's acumen spoke the truth the Gods had sent Darien here to save his life. Eranen could now hear muffled whispers coming from outside the door of the barn. If those whispers belong to whom he thought was outside, Darien just might have his chance. 
 
      
 
    Eranen had fought with Darien in several battles to secure Maeorus of Pearoandorn throne, however they had never met before yesterday. It was not a surprise to Eranen they had never met. Eranen had been a foot soldier in Maeorus's war and Darien no doubt was second in command or a position at least as an equal. When a prince of a neighboring kingdom lends his aid to a would be king, he was not ask to be a foot soldier. 
 
      
 
    Darien had not told Eranen who he was; he did not need to. The house of Raven was recognized all over the world. Darien however was not what Eranen had expected in a prince. Darien seemed humble and had an easy manner to him. He was just as comfortable sleeping in a barn as a castle. Eranen had assumed royalty to be snobbish and have an air of self-importance about them. Of course Darien was the first prince Eranen had ever met, or likely ever would so he had none compare him to. Princes in general did not hobnob with peasants. 
 
      
 
    Darien had been awake for the last five minutes listening to the noise outside. Five maybe six men if he if he were guessing. It appeared prophecy might once again be fulfilled. Darien hoped so, if he could fulfill this prophecy not only would the life of a young boy be spared, but Eranen's life would be saved as well. 
 
      
 
    Darien had truly liked Eranen. They shared a war and all though he had not met him previously they had fought in many of the same battles in aid of Maeorus. 
 
      
 
    Eranen was also one of the most intelligent men, peasant or noble that Darien had ever met. What had impressed Darien the most was that his knowledge was completely self taught. During their conversation the night before, he had educated Darien on all manner of topics. It seemed his knowledge knew no bounds. His understanding of the Acumen as well as the Moon Arts and Sun Arts was just as impressive as his knowledge of the weather and crop rotations, even though Eranen possessed no talent for any of the Arts. Darien thought the man must know more about them than even those who were gifted with such talents. 
 
      
 
    Darien heard a creak from the barn door; someone was testing the latch. Darien was not concerned about whoever was on the other side of the door. He and Eranen could more than likely handle the five or six men he thought to be outside; based on the noises he had heard. The element of surprise was on their side as well. Whoever they were, they did not know Darien was inside with Eranen. 
 
      
 
    Eranen wondered if Darien had awakened yet. Being a seasoned warrior no doubt Darien had come awake with the first foot falls just as Eranen had. If the men waiting to kill him outside were testing the latches on the door it would only be a matter of moments before they came crashing through. Even as Eranen thought it the crashing sound of splintering wood was heard as the barn door gave in with a mighty push from the outside. Eranen was instantly on his feet with weapon in hand and vaulted himself over the door of the stall where he had been sleeping moments ago. His would be assassins would find him facing them head on rather than befuddled with sleep as they had hoped. 
 
      
 
    Six large blond men dressed in black leather with an orange sun on their chest bounded through the door at once. They only paused in surprise a second at finding Eranen facing them, prepared for the attack rather than scrambling from bed in search of his sword. That moment cost one man his life. Eranen had pulled a dagger from his boot and sent it sailing through the air into the throat of one of the men. Blood splattered his comrades in arms as the man sank to the ground. 
 
      
 
    Darien was perched in the loft above waiting for the right time to act. Darien was impressed with the accuracy of Eranen's dagger. As the remaining men rushed forward towards Eranen, Darien dropped from his hiding place behind them. 
 
      
 
    "Eranen, you did not tell me you were expecting company." Darien shouted startling the men in black and causing two of them to turn and face Darien with swords raised. 
 
      
 
    "I was rather hoping the Gods would be wrong this time." Eranen replied. "I would greatly appreciate your assistance if you are willing?" 
 
      
 
    "Since our destinies have brought us to this point and these fellows have turned their blades towards me," Darien said pointing his sword at the two men in front of him, "It looks as if I have no choice." Darien laughed. "Let's be quick about this so I can return to bed, it is still too early to be about." 
 
      
 
    Eranen immediately kicked backed one of his three attackers and began engaging the other two. The man he had kicked fell into one of the men that turned to face Darien pushing the man forward unexpectedly and right into Darien's sword. With only, one man left facing him Darien spared a glance at Eranen. 
 
      
 
    Eranen truly was a master of the blade. He was easily battling his two attackers and had not even broken a sweat. 
 
      
 
    Darien returned his attention to the other man facing him. This man was skilled, but Darien was more so. He easily dodged the on coming thrust and swings of his opponent. It only took a few moments before the man let his defenses slip. Darien took advantage of this mistake and plunged his sword through the man's neck. With both of his assailants dead on the floor Darien rushed to aid Eranen, but to Darien surprise Eranen was sitting in one of the stuffed chairs with three dead men lying at his feet. 
 
      
 
    "Well at least they will not be bothering me again." Eranen smiled. "This is the fourth time this month they have visited me. The other times at the first draw of blood they ran like cowards, I wondered why this time was different." 
 
      
 
    "I am going to go check their horses," Darien said. "Check the bodies and see if you can discover where these men came from. I have never seen this mark of the sun before." 
 
      
 
    Eranen rose and began searching the bodies as Darien headed out of the barn to search the bags on the horses. Darien only took two steps looked at the horses and rushed back into the barn. 
 
      
 
    Eranen was crouch over the body of one of the attackers. Behind him stood a seventh man with his sword raised over his head. In seconds the blade would fall killing Eranen. 
 
      
 
    Without pausing to think Darien threw his sword at the man. At the same time Eranen retrieved his dagger from the body he had been searching and quickly rolled to the side and plunged the weapon into the belly of the seventh man. The sword thrown by Darien hit the man in the chest just as Eranen's dagger plunged into his belly. The man stumbled back before collapsing to the floor where his comrades were already laying dead. 
 
      
 
    "Thanks," Eranen said calmly. "How did you know?" 
 
      
 
    "There are seven horses outside," Darien answered. "So the prophecy has been fulfilled," he said looking around at the bodies on the ground. 
 
      
 
    Yes," Eranen rose and nodded in reply. "Now the path to what ever destiny the Gods have set upon us has begun." 
 
      
 
    Darien was not sure why, but his thoughts drifted to his family at that moment and he was suddenly concerned for their well being. Already the first light of dawn was in the sky. It was time for him to return home. "Let us clean this mess up." 
 
      
 
    "What should we do with the horses?" Eranen asked Darien a few hours later as he threw the last of the bodies on the fire they had built behind the barn. 
 
      
 
    "It is a rare man who ever knows the worth of his life," Darien said looking at the seven spectacular black stallions. "Your life is valued at seven black stallions. I suppose you should keep what you need and sell the rest if you want." Darien was busy loading his packs on Nog for his return journey. "You should be able to finish you house, library included with the money they bring. They are fine animals." 
 
      
 
    Eranen looked over the seven black stallions tied a short distance from the barn. "They are worth a king's ransom at least. In all fairness half belongs to you. You did kill an equal number of the attackers." Eranen looked at Darien. He had not looked well every since their battle that morning. He was distracted by something and was in a definite hurry to leave. 
 
      
 
    "I have no need for the money and still I feel as if I did not truly save your life. Your dagger was in the man as well as my sword." Darien said tightening his saddle on Nog. 
 
      
 
    "Do you return to Calandoria, then?" Eranen asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, to Rorgrim." Darien turned his eyes to stare down the road. After a few moments he turned his eyes to Eranen. "I must leave you now Eranen Palek. If ever you find that you are in need seek the House of Raven my friend." 
 
      
 
    "Thank you and the same to you and yours. I am just a simple farmer, but if there is ever anything I can do for you. My debt to you is great," Eranen said smiling at Darien. They briefly clasp hands in understanding. After the exchange Darien mounted Nog and looked down at Eranen. "You are much more than a simple farmer Eranen Palek or the Gods would not involve you in their plans. Until we meet again my friend," Darien said as he urged Nog forward at a rapid pace. At last he was heading home. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    Three days later as Darien was breaking camp on his journey home from Eranen's farm and he was smiling. He was making remarkable time. He was half a day's ride from where he had met Horace. If the weather stayed fair he would be home in a week's time. His journey this far had been uneventful and he preferred that. He was not looking for more adventure. All he wanted now was to see for himself, that his family was safe. 
 
      
 
    As he readied Nog for the day's ride he noticed a lone figure coming down the road. The traveler was still to far off to recognize, but Darien was not interested in seeing if he knew the individual. He had to admit he was curious about the traveler though. The distance between them was still great, but Darien knew the color of that robe. In the entire world only those belonging to the Order of Colondone wore robes that color. This woman did not walk like a member of the Order he noticed. They took small dainty steps. This woman took long strides and walked with purpose. 
 
      
 
    Darien could not actually confirm it was a woman that approached him from this distance, but given the stature of the traveler, if it was a male then he could not be of his majority yet. 
 
      
 
    Darien tore his eyes away from the road. "I am not interested, "he said to Nog. He had delayed his journey long enough. Every time he met someone new on the road he ended up being delayed further. This time for the sake of his family he was going to let the stranger pass without even uttering a "good day" as she went by. 
 
      
 
    That is what Darien told himself, but it was not in his nature. Now that the woman was closer he could see the tears in her robes and the mud stains. Members of the Order seldom left the Moon's Soul and when they did it was on horse, not on foot, Darien cursed under his breath. His sister belonged to the Order; he could not turn his back on one of them in need. Darien mounted his horse and headed towards the woman. 
 
      
 
    It occurred to him that she was actually forbidden by the moon to be in his presence alone, so when he was half way to her. He purposely slowed down and slowly walked Nog closer. As he approached the woman stopped and watched him. Not wanting to frighten her he stopped twenty feet away and dismounted. He then shouted, "Good day my Lady are you in need of assistance?" 
 
      
 
    "Darien," the robed figured replied. He recognized that voice. "Darien," she shouted with relief and ran towards him. As she did the hood of her robe fell back and Darien could make out her features. 
 
   
  
 

   
 
    "Lissandra!" he caught her in a hug and twirled her around before sitting her in front of him. She had changed much since he had seen her last. Then she had been an awkward teenage girl. Now she was a beautiful woman. Her face was still round and soft. Her eyes had always been such a pale gray they looked almost silver. What caught Darien was the maturity he saw in them. She still had the pert nose and full lips of their mother, but gone where the last remnants of the freckles she had as a child. He had always thought she would grow to be pretty, he had never expected beautiful. She was laughing and smiling down at him as he spun her. 
 
      
 
    "Darien, praise the Gods I have found you." She said holding him close as he placed her feet back on the ground. 
 
      
 
    "What is amiss that would cause the Order to send you to find me?" Darien asked with concern. "Is our family well?" He remembered the uneasiness he had felt before leaving Eranen's farm. 
 
      
 
    "The last I heard from Rorgrim all was well," Lissandra replied. "You mistook my words, brother. I have been traveling alone for the past several days and I must say more than once I have feared for my safety." Lissandra explained. "Of all the travelers to meet on an abandoned road, who better than ones own brother?" 
 
      
 
    "Where is your horse, Lissandra and why are you traveling?" Darien asked. "Have you mastered the art of the Moon so quickly the Order sends you to fulfill the will of the Moon?" 
 
      
 
    Lissandra's face fell as he asked his questions. "I have run away from the Order Darien and I am no longer accepted by the Moon." She said flatly. 
 
      
 
    "But why?" Darien asked knowing there was much she was not saying. The Order seldom discharged a sister and once the ceremony to reject a woman from the Order was complete, she no longer was allowed to wear the robes. 
 
      
 
    "They were going to kill me and my only chance at surviving was to flee." She looked in his eyes expecting to see anger on her behalf instead she saw doubt. 
 
      
 
    "Lissandra, I am sure you have blown something out of proportion. If the Order no longer wanted you, you would have had your powers stripped and been expelled, not murdered." Her anger grew with each word out of his mouth. Now was not the time for him to act as if she were still a child and he the all knowing big brother. She was in a bad mood to say the least; his doubt only fueled her temper. 
 
      
 
    "You do not believe me," she yelled as she pushed herself from him. "Your own sister comes to you and tells you someone is trying to kill her and you just dismiss it!" She was weary from coming so far alone with no provisions and without a horse. Her anger was not just at Darien, but at herself as well. It had been years since they had seen each other last. Both had been changed by their paths, Darien was not the same man as she remembered and she was not the same naïve girl. 
 
      
 
    "Lissandra, calm down. That is not what I meant at all," he said to ease her tension. He could see raging anger behind her eyes. "I just meant to ask why the Order would want you dead so much that they would risk the wrath of the king." 
 
      
 
    "The Moon's Soul may lie in Calandoria, brother, but the Order does not consider itself ruled by any man. Only the Moon can rule the Order." Her words came out short and harsh, "They are above mortal kings." 
 
      
 
    "Perhaps that is true," he agreed knowing well the pressures the Order placed on the kingdom, "but why would they kill you rather than expel you? It does not make any sense. What offense could you commit to warrant death?" 
 
      
 
    "Offense," Lissandra gasped. "I committed no offense. I did everything they ever asked of me without even questioning why." She dropped her head with fear. Her situation was hopeless, even with Darien's help she might never find what she sought. Already the Order would be looking for her. The penalty for leaving the temple without first relinquishing her powers would be death. 
 
      
 
    "Then why kill you?" Darien asked again feeling as if they were going in circles. 
 
      
 
    "Why," Lissandra said harshly. "Why" She looked hard at Darien then pointed to a small bush standing just off the road. "This is why," she whispered loud enough to still be heard. The bush Lissandra was pointing at erupted into flames. Darien could only stare speechless at the bush. With a slight wave of her hand Lissandra produced a small gray cloud over the bush and rain began to fall extinguishing the fire. 
 
      
 
    Once the fire was completely gone the little cloud evaporated into nothing. Darien turned back to Lissandra. "You know the Sun Arts?" he questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Yes" was her only response. She could not explain further because she did not understand herself. 
 
      
 
    "How is this possible? Have you lost your ability to use the Art of the Moon?" Darien asked. 
 
      
 
    "Did you not see the rain put the fire out, brother?" She turned away from him. "I can control both Arts." 
 
      
 
    Darien looked at his sister, she no longer looked angry, she looked scared. "If you are in danger Lissandra why are you not heading to Rorgrim where you will be safe?" he asked. Darien knew her situation was dire, but surely Jimreth could see her safe against the Order. 
 
      
 
    "I must go south. I seek a book, a special book." She pulled the book she had taken with her from the temple from her robe and held it in her arms. "The book I am searching for lies in the South with a wise man." She gasped as Darien spun her around and met her eyes. 
 
      
 
    "Why would you say that?" He asked her. 
 
      
 
    "Say what?" she asked startled by his reaction to her words. "I only say what I have read from this," she said holding the book out for him to see. 
 
      
 
    "Why would you use the word wise man?" he asked again, "Why those exact words?" 
 
      
 
    "Prophecy chose those words not me, brother. I found this in the Glory of the Moon." She handed the book to Darien. "I take my instructions from it." She placed her own hand over the book pressing it into his hands when it seemed he would not take it from her. 
 
      
 
    "There will be a wise man in the South who holds the volume to reveal the reasons for my abilities. I will be safe only with this man until the harvest is reaped from the fields." 
 
      
 
    "Safe," Darien whispered to himself. He held the book up and examined it. It had no markings on the plain brown cover. It looked old and well worn, but not like a book of any importance. 
 
      
 
    "I must continue south until I find this man. My life is only safe in his presence." 
 
      
 
    Darien sighed handed the book back to her; "The Gods are laughing at me." He said looking at her and smiling. "Every time I am within a week's ride from home, prophecy turns me south. Come Lissandra," he said mounting his horse and holding his hand out for her. "I know the man you seek and he owes me a favor." 
 
      
 
    "Really" she exclaimed. "You really know the man I speak of?" She could hardly believe what he was telling her. 
 
      
 
    "Yes," Darien replied. "I never thought to see him again so soon." Darien added as he once again turned Nog south and began the journey back to Eranen's farm. 
 
      
 
    "The riders have returned," Abby said entering the Mother's sanctuary within of the Temple of the Moon's Soul. She sat at the wooden table in the chamber joining her sisters who were already sitting around it. The table and surrounding chairs were the only furnishings in the stone room. There were no windows and only one door in the chamber. The conversations held within were for no ones ears, but their own. "They can find no trace of her in the country side or in the royal city." 
 
      
 
    "We must double our efforts or we are doomed" cried Norah. 
 
      
 
    "Calm down ladies," Claudette spoke quietly from the head of the table. "We know she is heading to Rorgrim, where else would she go? She will try to hide behind her brother's crown, but she will discover the Moon does not bow before any mortal regardless of the title he places on himself." 
 
      
 
    "What do you suppose our next course of action should be, Claudette?" Norah asked. 
 
      
 
    Claudette was not the leader of the Moon's Soul; a council of three all sharing equal powers lead the Order and shared in all decisions. They were the elders of the temple, the wisest and oldest among them. Despite the sharing of powers, the others that made up the council, Abby and Norah often looked to Claudette for guidance. She was the Holy Mother having been a master of the Moon Arts longer than any of the other two women who served on the council. 
 
      
 
    "The time has come for us to travel to Rorgrim." Claudette said. "If the House of Raven will not listen to our heeds and deliver the abomination to us then the people themselves will force their hand. We must listen to the words of the Acumen. The girl must die or the Raven's can not be allowed to continue their rule. One or the other the choice will be cast to them." Claudette stood. She knew the Orders future was uncertain. It was for that reason she had begin to plot against the Ronans even before Lissandra's new powers had been revealed. "Why else have we sought the favor of the Moon on the people's behalf and allowed them to enter our temple seeking blessings if not to have them defend the Moon's Soul in the face adversity?" Claudette started for the door of the room. "Sleep well sisters we ride at first light." 
 
      
 
    Abby and Norah watched in silence as Claudette left the room. Both knew what the Acumen had said, both also knew that eliminating the House of Raven was easier said than done. King Jimreth was dead, but the youngest male Makren had returned. While it was rumored Darien had died in the war for Pearoandorn they could not be certain. Death seemed the most likely reason for delaying his return home from a war that ended two years ago, but perhaps not the only reason. Regardless, in the end they would still have to find Lissandra and kill her as well. Better to find her before she had time to fulfill her prophecy. It would be easier to eliminate just the one. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Rachel," Makren called to her form the entrance of her chamber. They had buried their brother three days earlier. To her and everyone else it appeared that Jimreth had ended his own life, but not to Makren. He refused to believe it possible. He had questioned her for hours trying to determine the precise time Jimreth had died. Over and over she had retold him the events of the last day she had seen Jimreth. She was numb from the events of the last month and in no mood to relive that day again. He had not been around for twelve years. Why could he not believe Jimreth had taken his own life and let it be over? Relieving the tragedies over and over again was wearing on her soul. How much more could she bear? "Go away, Makren." She sat in a large stuffed chair by the fire reading a book of poems Jimreth had given her last year for her birthday. How she wished she could lock the world out for a little while and just read. She had always loved reading, it was her escape. She could do anything or be anyone in a book. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry" he said as he entered the room, "I wish I could give you a moment to yourself, but matters of the kingdom must take precedence over our own needs." 
 
      
 
    She looked up at him. His appearance had improved much since he returned. He now dressed as a prince instead of a beggar. He had the tailor at the castle fit him for new clothes, even while he questioned witnesses to the events that led to Jimreth's death. Now he was wearing a dark black tunic and pants with freshly polished boots. A sword was belted around his waist, a sharp contrast from the white lace that adorned the cuffs of his shirt. He still wore the two long braids in his hair, but the rest had been neatly trimmed. She had thought he would have cut the braids, but perhaps he needed more time. He had told her some of what had happened to him over the past twelve years. She knew he held parts of it from her, but she did not push him. When he was ready he would tell her everything, if that time never came however she would not complain. The pain she knew that he had endured in his captivity gave her nightmares. That he had endured at all was a testament to his strength and courage. 
 
      
 
    She was also wearing black; they were in mourning for their family. Looking at his soft gray eyes, she could tell he was just as tired and maybe even more confused as she was. He was dealing not only with the lost of Jimreth, but for their father as well. "Your right," she said somberly, "Duty to Calandoria before ourselves." She had heard her own father and brother say those same words countless times. Only now did she feel the pain that went with them. As the youngest of five children she had always expect someone else to be around to handle the "duty" instead of her. 
 
      
 
    "The people are demanding a regent to be named to rule until Darien returns. They do not share your belief that he will return before the harvest. Many scarcely believe he still lives after all this time." Makren sat in a chair opposite to Rachel's. "For reasons I can not explain, I can not take on this burden. It must fall to you. I am still a stranger to the people. They will trust you and will follow your rule." 
 
      
 
    Rachel stared at him open mouthed; "You want me to rule Calandoria?" Makren heard panic in her voice. So often since he returned he saw fear in her eyes. He had learned from the servants and guards living in the castle that Rachel lived a very sheltered life after what had happened to him. Only those who lived at the castle were ever allowed to see her. First their father had kept her hidden away not allowing her to even enter the courtyard, then Jimreth when she was of age and should have been married would not even allow her to attend social events within the castle. Never once had she attended court as was her right and duty. 
 
      
 
    "No, Rachel." Makren rubbed his face with his hands. "I want you to represent Darien until he returns to claim his throne. I have dispatched men to find him and tell him of Jimreth's death. The House of Raven must appear strong, lest we find ourselves fighting for our right to rule what has always been ours." 
 
      
 
    "Do you really think it could come to that?" She asked with fear in her voice. She knew little of politics and even less of ruling the kingdom. 
 
      
 
    "Our king is dead with no heir, the next in line has not been seen in several years. The youngest brother has been away for even longer and thought dead for years. Many still do not believe I am really the prince, but an imposter. This would be the perfect time for a nobleman with ambition to turn the people against us." Makren said in frustration. 
 
      
 
    Rachel nodded in agreement. She had read the history of Pearoandorn and how war over the rule of that country over the centuries had destroyed it time and time again. There was wisdom to Makren's words. "Very well, I will address the people tomorrow and begin holding court." She said still not meeting his eyes. "I will only do this if you agree to act as one of the adjutants and advise me in all matters." She was trembling as her eyes met his. "Promise you will not leave my side." 
 
      
 
    "Of course," Makren said smiling at her. 
 
      
 
    The next morning Rachel as promised delivered an address to the city of Rorgrim to ease any fear that might linger over Jimreth's death and Darien's delayed return. Makren had written the words for her and though the her speech was read with a shaky voice the nobles and other present seemed to accept her words. She also began holding court, the most tedious of all the king's duties, for her it was not the monotony that bothered her, but the fact that the whole time people stared at her. After several hours of enduring the torture she was just about to call on end to the day when one of the royal guards rushed into the room. 
 
      
 
    "My Lady" the royal guard approached Rachel who was seated on the largest of the five golden thrones. Makren was sitting to her right for support. The thrones sat on a long raised dais that was positioned in front of a row of tall windows that ran the length of the room. Running from the door across the white marbled floor was a wide blue rug made special for use in this room. Petitioners entered the room through large double doors framed in by arch. They were led by guards and remained on the rug until reaching the dais. Courtly manners required them to knell before the largest of the thrones and wait for permission before speaking. The process took several minutes given the size of the room and Rachel was growing weary. The room was full of people watching from both sides of the long rug, most nobles vying for attention, the were also common Calandorians there as spectators to the proceedings. The room had more people than usual, not uncommon since it had been weeks since court was held. The summer's heat with so many packed in the room made it stuffy and almost unbearable. 
 
      
 
    While the royal family's lives had stood still grieving, first for Maureen and then for Jimreth, life beyond the castle walls had continued. Rachel and Makren had been listening to petitioners without a break since right after her speech. It was the first time any petitioners had been heard since Maureen's death last month, so there were still several more waiting, but none so important they could not return in the morning. "What is it?" she asked as the guard bowed deeply before her. 
 
      
 
    "My Lady, the Holy Mothers of the Moon's Soul is seeking an audience with you at once on a matter they say is of grave importance." At his words the quiet chatter that had been going on around the room ceased and all eyes fell on Rachel. She turned her head to Makren and he nodded in response. 
 
      
 
    "Very well," she said, "please have them come in." 
 
      
 
    The guard hurried out of the room and returned moments later leading three older women. All had gray hair and wore the bright blue robes of the Order of Colondone. They slowly made their way towards the throne taking extremely tiny steps. Rachel knew the women's dress limited the speed of their movements, but the length of the proceedings had limited her patience. She wanted to tell the guard to send them back tomorrow, but Makren's would not have let her. The guard upon reaching the dais bowed before her and left the petitioner's area to stand behind the throne in case he was needed. They waited and watched as the three woman continued their slow approach. 
 
      
 
    "Regent of Calandoria" one of the ladies said, "I am Holy Mother Claudette. This is the Mother Norah," she motioned to her right "and the Mother Abby, "she motioned to her left. "We serve as the council at the Temple of Moon's Soul." 
 
      
 
    Rachel looked over the three women. Claudette was tall and wiry. Norah, who appeared to be the youngest of the three based on the amount of wrinkles each of them had. Abby was portly and had a large mole on her chin. Each was plain in the face and had gray hair. It was a blessing the Moon had selected them for the Arts because with there looks, Rachel doubt any other would have ever found husbands. 
 
      
 
    "It is an honor to have you grace our court, "she smiled. "What can the House of Raven do for you?" 
 
      
 
    The one called Claudette took a step forward without permission. This alerted the guard and Makren stayed the man with his hand. "We have a renegade my lady whom we believe is hiding here in Rorgrim." 
 
      
 
    Claudette paused looking for a reaction from Rachel or Makren. The crowd move slightly closer and quieted so that all could hear of the renegade. 
 
      
 
    "What is it you wish of us?" Makren questioned instead of Rachel. 
 
      
 
    "My Lord, as you are aware many who seek the life of the Order choose to leave us after a few years of service. This is permissible, but only through a ceremony, which will drain the woman of her powers. This is what the Moon demands just as it demands that the powers are drained of any woman who possesses the Art of the Moon and chooses not to join the Order of Colondone. The Moon has its reasons for the law. Anyone leaving the Temple without the benefit of the ceremony is still considered part of the Order and therefore puts all of Calandoria in jeopardy of losing the Moon's favor and possibly even incurring the Moon's wrath." Claudette explained to the young Ronans seated before her. Her real purpose in the speech had been to remind the people in the room of what the Order meant to all of Calandoria. She was certain at least the princess was already well versed in the Temple's law. 
 
      
 
    "Again Holy Mother, what would you have Raven do for you?" Makren's tone implied he had also lost all his patience for the woman and her speeches. 
 
      
 
    "My Lord," Claudette began again, "The Moon's Soul only blesses the kingdom of Calandoria and grants continued prosperity as long as those of the Order remain chaste. If this girl were to involve herself with a man the Moon Arts would leave Calandoria forever. How then could we guarantee rain for the crops each season and keep the major trade routes free of ice and snow come winter. Without the Moon Arts towns near the Blue River or close to a stream might flood. Droughts could plague our land." 
 
      
 
    "We all know the dangers of a renegade sister and Raven will aid you in your search of the city, if that is your desire." Rachel announced hoping to end the lecture from Claudette and the proceedings. The crowd applauded in approval at the decision. Rachel blushed at the attention. 
 
      
 
    Claudette only smiled and bowed for the first time since reaching the thrones. These children were making it easy for her. "Thank you, my Lady, but there is more regarding this renegade I must tell you." 
 
      
 
    "Of course, please continue." Rachel said trying not to sound disrespectful. 
 
      
 
    "This young woman committed several offenses against the Moon during her time with us. On her last night with the Order she stole part of the Glory of the Moon." The room was surrounded with gasp and calls for action from the crowd. Claudette paused pleased by the crowd's response. Once the initial shock quieted she continued. "The Order has marked her for execution." 
 
      
 
    "Kill her," a cry came from the back of the large room. The rest of the crowd joined in with other shouts and pleads to have this renegade found and executed for the sake of all Calandoria. 
 
      
 
    Rachel turned to Makren unsure what to do. Reluctantly after a few moments he nodded to her again. 
 
      
 
    "Of course we will follow the Orders dictates in the matter. The entire kingdom benefits from the blessings of the Moon." Rachel said, quieting the crowd's outrage and again bringing their applause once again. 
 
      
 
    It was at that moment Claudette knew for sure that Lissandra was not in Rorgrim. She was also certain that neither Rachel nor Makren had any idea where she was or what had transpired at the Temple of Moon's Soul. 
 
      
 
    "Please let us have the name of this traitor to Calandoria and the entire land will be searched until she is found." Rachel said causing the crowd to roar wildly with cheers. 
 
      
 
    "Thank you, my Lady," Claudette slowly smiled at them before continuing. "Her name is Lissandra Raven." 
 
      
 
    Silence filled the throne room and Makren sprang to his feet. "What manner of lies are these?" He exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    "I speak only the truth my Lord. We have many witnesses to her crimes and now her treachery threatens all of Calandoria." Claudette said speaking more to the crowd than to Makren. 
 
      
 
    "Holy Mother," Rachel said softly, "Surely you are mistaken. Lissandra has always been the most devoted of the Moon's children." 
 
      
 
    "If Lissandra's regard for the Moon's dictates, are any indication of how devoted to the Moon the House of Raven is, then I would declare us all damned." Mother Norah spoke for the first time, her words causing the crowd to demand Raven blood. 
 
      
 
    "Silence!" Makren bellowed claiming the attention of everyone in the room. "Claudette," Makren spoke harshly and intentionally leaving off her title. "The House of Raven will aid in your search for Lissandra, but before condemning our sister to death we demand a trial be held, in which she will be given the opportunity to defend herself before your charges." 
 
      
 
    "As you wish my Lord, but I must warn you the next Moon ceremony is two weeks away. If Lissandra is not found and returned to the temple by then, the Art of the Moon will be lost forever." Claudette turned and slowly left the room followed by Abby and Norah. Makren and Rachel watched them leaving, saying nothing. 
 
      
 
    As soon as the women were out of the room Makren grabbed Rachel's arm yanking her to her feet and called for the king's aids. 
 
      
 
    "Court is adjourned for the rest of today," he announced to the crowd. "We must attend to this matter immediately." Dragging Rachel behind him, Makren marched them both out of the hall followed only by the royal guards. 
 
      
 
    "What the hell is going on here?" Makren snapped at Rachel as soon as the door to the council room a short distance down the hall was closed. 
 
      
 
    "I have no idea. I can not believe Lissandra would betray the Order or Calandoria," Rachel answered as she sank into one of the chairs around the council table. 
 
      
 
    "Then why make the claim?" Makren asked pacing the small room. 
 
      
 
    "What are we going to do?" Rachel asked looking to Makren for reassurance that everything would be fine. 
 
      
 
    Makren stopped his pacing and looked at his sister, "We are going to find Lissandra by the end of the week. If not, there will be only one way to appease the Moon. I am surprised Claudette did not mention it at court." Rachel paled at the grave tone in which he spoke. 
 
      
 
    "The Order of Colondone will demand a blood sacrifice from a relative in order to strip her abilities without her being present. If it comes to that the people will rally behind the Holy Mother." Makren sat down in one of the many other chairs at the council table. He was running his hands through his hair. Rachel watched him taking in his words. 
 
      
 
    The door opened and the other adjutants could enter the room. Once they were all seated Makren addressed them. "Every able bodied man in Rorgrim will search for her, including the royal guard. Search every corner in the kingdom until she is found." 
 
      
 
    Makren turned to Rachel and softly whispered "Do not fret, if it comes to the end I will take her place. I have been dead before." Rachel began to softly cry in her hands. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eranen was sitting in his barn smiling at himself as he continued to count the gold and silver coins that lay on the table in front of him. He was wearing a new blue cotton shirt, new brown leather boots and new pants made of a soft brown material. He still wore his thick black belt around his waist; it had not needed replacing. His sword was still carelessly pushed through his belt and hung at his side. There would definitely be enough here to finish the house he thought. He had become so miserly with his coin lately his clothes had become deplorable, but he was saving for something. With the extra income from the stallions he had almost met his goal and felt he could splurge just a little for some basic necessities. He had sold all but two of the horses the men dressed in black had brought with them. By the end of the month he would be living in a comfortable home hidden by the woods at the edge of his property. 
 
      
 
    If his harvest was as good as he expected he would have enough money to make his journey to the Northern Mountains come spring. That of course meant he expected there to be a spring. Eranen sobered at where his thoughts took him. He had not thought of the prophecy in the week since Darien had left. He still did not believe he had any importance to the fate of the world. Uneasiness settled over him. It was only two more months until his birthday. Would the sun come to him before then, or should he be looking for it? What of his desire? Which desire did the prophecy speak of? Eranen rose and headed for the double doors at the front of the barn. He had to look at his books on the Acumen prophecies again. The answer must lie in them somewhere. 
 
      
 
    Once outside the barn Eranen walked with purpose towards the dilapidated shack a short distance away. He was so consumed with thought he did not notice the approaching riders, not even when they stopped in front of the shack and dismounted. 
 
      
 
    "Eranen" Darien called to Eranen waving his arm to get the man's attention. 
 
      
 
    Eranen jumped at the noise and looked up to see Darien standing before him with what Eranen would later describe as the most beautiful woman in the world, well once he could think straight enough to form a complete thought that was. Eranen was sure both poems and songs had been written to immortalize her for all time. Had Eranen had the talent to write poetry himself he would have been tempted to do so with her as the inspiration. After staring for a few moments more he sighed and turned towards Darien. 
 
      
 
    "Darien Raven, my friend." Eranen smiled. "Did your horse forget the way home or have you lost your sense of directions?" Both men laughed and grasp hands in friendship. 
 
      
 
    "Neither," Darien said releasing Eranen's hand. "When I last left, you said I only need ask if ever I needed your aid." 
 
      
 
    "Indeed I did," Eranen said smiling at him. "Whatever your request you have only to ask?" 
 
      
 
    "It is good to see you again," Darien said smiling back at him. "I believe I mentioned the night we first met that it was unwise for two drunken warriors to try and decipher prophecies." 
 
      
 
    "I told you as much, but what has that to do with me helping you?" Eranen asked raising his eyebrows and stealing another glance towards the woman. 
 
      
 
    Darien turned and pulled Lissandra forward to meet Eranen. He did not notice the slight blush on her cheeks. He was to mesmerized by her silver eyes. 
 
      
 
    "May I present my sister, Lissandra" he said. 
 
      
 
    "Welcome, my Lady," Eranen said meeting her eyes with his own as he gave her a deep bow. He hoped he had concealed the disappointment in his voice. She was his friend's sister, such a shame. He had never seen silver eyes before they were captivating. 
 
      
 
    "I think we had it all wrong," Darien interrupted his thoughts. "I think Lissandra is your Moon and your Sun." 
 
      
 
    "What?" Eranen exclaimed confused by his words. 
 
      
 
    "It pains me to say it, but I found her on her way here, to find you, " Darien paused while Eranen digested this information. "Yet another prophecy was sending her here to meet you." 
 
      
 
    "If I never hear another prophecy again," Eranen started then looked at Lissandra, "but this one does not seem nearly as bad as the last. How is it you came to believe she was both the Sun and the Moon?" 
 
      
 
    "She is a daughter of the Moon trained by the Order of Colondone." Darien said. 
 
      
 
    Eranen was impressed and deflated all at the same time. The most beautiful creature ever to grace the world stood before him, yet she was forbidden by the Order to even speak to him. "Well that explains the Moon, but what of the Sun." 
 
      
 
    "Lissandra also possesses the Sun Arts." Darien cast a knowing glance at Eranen. "Prophecy sent her to you in search of a certain book that will reveal her abilities more fully." 
 
      
 
    "How is it that one of the Order of Colondone knows the Art of the Sun?" Eranen asked. He himself had some theories, but wanted Darien's input before reaching his own conclusion. 
 
      
 
    "I am not sure, but she is no longer a part of the Order, she has fled from them to save her life. They meant to execute her for her abilities." Darien said with heat in his voice. 
 
      
 
    Eranen was staring at Lissandra again. He did not know why, but he was relieved she know longer belong to the Order. "I see now that you are only helping me more, by bringing me more pieces to my own prophecy. How can that be an assistance to you?" 
 
      
 
    Darien watched his new friend closely. To often his eyes had drifted to his sister. "Her prophecy requires that she stay with you until harvest. If she does not then she will perish. For that reason I ask for you to provide us shelter until then." 
 
      
 
    "Of course, it is the least I can do. I will see you both safe for however long you need me. You do know it will still be several weeks before the cottage is completed. For now I am still living in the barn." Eranen seemed embarrassed that the best he could offer a prince and princess was a meager cot in the loft of a barn that housed animals as well as him. 
 
      
 
    "It is more than adequate," Darien assured him. 
 
      
 
    "Does she need rest or food?" Eranen asked Darien. "I was just about to review a few volumes myself, but I can wait if she needs to recuperate from the journey here." 
 
      
 
    "I am sure she is anxious to begin searching and can wait before eating or resting." Darien answered. 
 
      
 
    Lissandra having seen all she needed to spoke for the first time. "Excuse me" she snapped causing both men to jump at the sound of her voice. "Did either of you notice the head the Gods blessed me with? They even included a brain, which I have at times been known to use. They also gave me lips, but I am sure neither of you ever noticed them." Eranen had noticed her lush full lips, but he did not think now the time to mention it. Her tone did not indicate she would appreciate what he thought of her lips. Both men remained silent and looked at their feet. Much better she mused, this was her prophecy and she was going to decide how best to proceed. 
 
      
 
    "I would very much like to rest and while I am not starving I also would not object to some food. Anything would be better than the stale biscuit Darien gave me to break my fast this morning." Lissandra dismounted and began regally walking towards the barn leaving the men to stare after her. She smiled to herself. So this was the man who would shape her destiny. If her brother knew what the prophecies said about this man he would probably kill him where he stood. Darien had always been over protective of his sisters. 
 
      
 
    "Darien" Eranen said weakly, "She is not like a typical Calandorian woman is she?" 
 
      
 
    "Not in the least." Darien said proudly watching his sister enter the barn. 
 
      
 
    "When this is finished and harvest has come, if you feel the need to kill me I will understand." Eranen said softly. 
 
      
 
    Darien looked to Eranen then to the barn. "Do not worry my friend." Darien spoke seriously, "If I have to kill you after the harvest I will try to make it as painful as possible." Eranen only chuckled at his words and began walking towards the barn. 
 
      
 
    For two days the three of them went through Eranen's books. Darien had been surprised that the shack really was piled from floor to ceiling with books on every subject he could imagine. Lissandra had not corrected Darien's assumption that she was looking for a book on the Sun Arts. She had told him she searched for a book that would reveal her abilities. It gave him and Eranen something to do while she searched for the books Eranen had on prophecy. It was getting somewhat tiring to stop her searching every time they found anything relating to the Sun Arts. She would feign delight and place the book on the table next to the others in front of her. She was devoting her search to books that dealt with the Acumens or any prophecy they might have recorded. If she were wrong, well she did not want to think about that. She had chosen this path, she would have no regrets. Right now she just wanted the men out of her way while she looked for more clues. 
 
      
 
    Each evening after she retired for the night she would lay in the loft watching Eranen, which was what she was doing now. He always read until late in the night. Many of the books he was reading were the same Lissandra spent most of her time studying. To her Eranen was the most confusing individual she had ever met. 
 
      
 
    During the day around Darien he was always laughing and joking. Neither man seemed to have a serious thought. To them this search was more like a holiday from their normal lives. In the evenings when he studied he looked far too serious. He made notes and compared them to things he had found in other books. In the evenings he seemed almost scholarly. Regardless the time of day he was always handsome. She had hoped he would be, but now that she had seen him she worried less about what lied ahead. 
 
      
 
    Eranen did not laugh and joke with her as he did Darien, with her he was different. He never spoke to her unless she spoke first and he seldom looked at her. In fact since that first meeting Lissandra could not remember one time he had more than glanced in her direction. He was not unfriendly towards her, just disinterested, which may pose a problem later on she sighed to herself. Suddenly Eranen looked up and met her eyes. She quickly rolled over so he could only see her back. He had caught her staring at him. She was completely mortified, how would she be able to face him when morning came. She lay quiet and listened to the sound of him turning a page or picking up his quill to write more notes. Her thoughts drifted to her brother. Everyday he talked more of going home. Lissandra feared that he would want to leave before she found what she was looking for. If it came to it would she have the courage to stand against her brother and stay with here alone with Eranen? The man did not really seem to enjoy her company. Would Eranen even allow her to stay if Darien forbade it? They were friends after all. She could not tell Darien all of the prophecy that had brought her here and the importance behind it. If she tried she was certain he would give her a patronizing smile, pat her on the head and put her on his horse in front of him taking them both straight home. Luckily both of the men had seemed to forget that she had a book of prophecy. Neither had asked to see it since they began their search. She rolled over and looked at Eranen again. He was still reading. He was very handsome when he read she thought. She laughed softly to herself; he was handsome no matter what he was doing. Slowly trying to fight it as long as she could her tiredness over took her and she fell asleep watching him. 
 
      
 
    Eranen wiped the sweat from his brow with his sleeve and looked up at the loft. She was finally asleep. Eranen wondered if Lissandra realized how often she used her powers and how much they revealed. Every night she would watch him for hours radiating an almost unbearable heat. It made him feel uncomfortable to think what would happen if her brother noticed. Luckily Darien had not yet noticed his sister's peculiar behavior. Eranen continued to stare, it seemed impossible, but she was more beautiful asleep than when she was awake. Now it was his turn to watch her before going to sleep himself. Once she had fallen asleep each night he would sit and watch her just as she had done to him. Tonight he let his gaze sweep over the length of her as he did so he frowned. He just noticed that she had only the one dress and she was sleeping in it as well as wearing it all day. Eranen sighed hardly believing what he was about to do. He stood and took some coins from the clay pot he had sitting on the mantle of the fireplace. If he left now he would make to town just as the shops began to open. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Darien and Lissandra awoke the next morning it was to find Eranen gone. He had not left them a note and had taken one of the black stallions. "Do you suppose he is okay?" Lissandra asked Darien while she cleared the remnants of their breakfast from the table. 
 
      
 
    "I assure you he can handle himself" Darien said rolling his eyes, this was the fifth time she had asked if he believed Eranen would be alright since they woke that morning to find him gone. "Why are you so worried about him?" Darien asked worried by his sister's worrying. "I had the impression you did not really like the man." It was not Eranen Darien worried over, but his sister's obvious fascination with the man. He hoped it was only because Eranen was the first man she was not related to that she had seen in a long time. 
 
      
 
    "It is not him I am worried about. I have already told you the prophecy that sent me here stated that I am only safe in his presence. That can only make me believe that unless he is near I am in danger." She explained quickly to prevent Darien's thoughts from taking him elsewhere. 
 
      
 
    Darien sighed, "Lissandra, I will not let anything happen to you. You will be safe as long as I am here." He said softly trying to ease her fears. 
 
      
 
    "As much as I wish that were so it is not," She saw the hurt look in his eyes as she said the words. "Prophecy says I am not. Are you willing to risk my life being my protector despite everything you know of prophecy?" 
 
      
 
    "No of course not, " Darien said frustrated by the fact that the Gods thought him unable to keep her from harm and chose another for the duty. He really disliked prophecies. 
 
      
 
    In the distance they heard a rider approaching rapidly. Assuming it was Eranen, he and Lissandra left the barn to welcome him home. It was not Eranen that was riding for them at a rapid pace. It was a rider from Rorgrim. They could tell by the blue banner he carried. The man pulled up his horse immediately upon seeing Darien and brought his horse to a halt right in front of them. 
 
      
 
    The man quickly dismounted and knelt before Darien holding up a small leather pouch to him at the same time. "My lord I have urgent news from your brother." The man said. Once Darien had taken the leather pouch he rose and stood at attention waiting for Darien to issue him further orders. 
 
      
 
    Darien opened the pouch and removed a small rolled up letter from with in. He broke the familiar seal that proved this letter was from one of his family. 
 
      
 
    Brother, 
 
      
 
    It is not Jimreth who writes these words to you, but your youngest brother Makren. Much has happened since you left and now you must return to Calandoria and Rorgrim with due haste. I am sorry that I must tell you that our brother Jimreth and his wife Maureen are dead. I fear that at least our brother's death my have been by another's hand. Calandoria is without a king until your return and Raven is weak to its enemies. Rachel is acting as regent in your absence, but I still fear that whoever took Jimreth's life may attempt to see us all to our end. 
 
      
 
    Your brother, 
 
      
 
    Makren 
 
      
 
    As Darien read the letter all the color drained from his face. Seeing his distress Lissandra took the letter from his hands and read the words. "Dear Gods," she whispered, "Darien you must leave at once." 
 
      
 
    Darien did nothing more than nod at Lissandra's words. He turned to the man still waiting by his horse. "Tell my brother and sister that I return on your heels," the man nodded and remounted his horse. He spurred the horse back in the direction from which he came. 
 
      
 
    Darien quickly went into the barn to ready Nog for the trip to Rorgrim. "Lissandra gather your things we must make haste." Darien said as he placed his own things back into packs. Lissandra watched him race around the barn as she stood still by the doors. "I am not going." She had said it softly enough she was not sure he heard her words. 
 
      
 
    "What?" he stopped what he had been doing and stared at her. 
 
      
 
    "I can not go. I have to find that book and if I leave Eranen's presence I will die," She reminded him. 
 
      
 
    "Nonsense," Darien yelled. "Why would you believe he can save you and I can not." 
 
      
 
    "It is not me who believes that" she replied calmly. "It is prophecy that tells me so. Has it ever occurred to you that those who wish me dead will be waiting for me to arrive in Rorgrim. Are you prepared to defy the Order and bring a curse from the Moon to the people of Calandoria? What good will come from going to the aid of Makren and Rachel if the people revolt against Raven because you want to protect me? Here I will be safe. Those seeking me would not think that I have ventured to Hokaren. They would believe I travel to Rorgrim and my family. They would also not believe me to be living in a barn on a small farm. Their own assumptions of royalty will keep me safe." 
 
      
 
    "I can not just leave you," Darien looked away. "If I lost you as well" 
 
      
 
    "Your other sister needs you now brother she is the one in danger. I will be safe here." Lissandra understood his frustration. She wanted to leave and see her brother Makren. She wanted to comfort Rachel with her grief. Rachel never did deal well with sorrow. Lissandra herself felt only a little sorrow at hearing her of Jimreth's death. She had already grieved, right after she had left the temple. Her own destiny was not the only one in her book. Now she wondered if it would have made a difference had she told Darien about Jimreth when he first found her on the road. Most likely not, Jimreth had probably already been killed by that time. 
 
      
 
    "Trust in prophecy. Eranen will keep me safe from harm. You know him and trust him. Trust me when I tell you that there will be few in the coming months you will be able to trust. When war comes this spring we must win. You must be the King of Calandoria if we are to have a chance." 
 
      
 
    Darien looked at her puzzled, "What war?" he asked. 
 
      
 
    "Speak with Makren he will have more answers than I and his answers will have nothing to do with prophecy. He will be able to tell you only facts." Lissandra had revealed more then she had intended, but she had to say something that would make her brother leave her behind. "Make haste brother before Calandoria is lost to Raven." 
 
      
 
    Darien continued his preparations and left within the hour. Lissandra watched him leave from the entrance of the barn. 
 
      
 
    It was after midday before Lissandra saw Eranen riding down the road towards the barn. Lissandra had kept hidden in the loft not wanting to take any chances at being caught alone. Really she should have heeded her own words and not taken prophecy so lightly. She had been terrified ever since Darien had left. She should have insisted he stay until Eranen's return. Not that it would have made a difference the prophecy had named Eranen her protector, not Darien but she would have felt better with the company. 
 
      
 
    "Hello, " Eranen shouted. "Where has everyone gone?" At the sound of his voice Lissandra scrambled down the ladder of the loft to the lower level of the barn. 
 
      
 
    "Where have you been?" He turned at the sound of her voice. 
 
      
 
    "I went to town for supplies." He took one look at her panicked face and rushed to her grasping her hands with his. "What has happened, where is your brother?" 
 
      
 
    "Early this morning a rider from Calandoria arrived. My brother Jimreth the King is dead." For the first time since she read the letter she allowed tears to roll down her face. "Darien has left to secure the throne." 
 
      
 
    "Please don't," he said as he swept her up and carried her to one of the stuffed chairs by the fireplace. For a moment Lissandra took comfort in his strength, until he roughly dropped her into the chair closest to the fire. Lissandra looked up into his eyes startled. He was just staring at her. There was no look of compassion or concern. Tears were streaming down her face blurring her vision. She raised the side of her dress and wiped them away. More soon replaced them. Eranen stared at the exposed thigh where she had lifted her dress from her lap; he slowly tuned and left the barn. 
 
      
 
    She remained in the chair where he put her crying softly into the edge of the dress. A few minutes later he returned leading the stallion and carrying two large cloth sacks over one of his shoulders. He threw the sacks down in front of one of the empty stalls and led the horse into another. Eranen remained in the stall rubbing the horse down. Every once in a while he would glance towards Lissandra to see if she was still crying. He spent more time than was needed with the horse, but he wanted to make sure it was all out of her system before he spoke to her again. He had never dealt well with crying females. 
 
      
 
    Lissandra sat in the chair sniffing every now and then. The tears had run their course and now she just sat waiting for him to come back. He kept looking her way, but made no move to come any closer. Lissandra rose and filled the pot on the fire with the water she and Darien had carried in before breakfast. She stopped in the middle of her actions and laughed at herself. She flung the bucket to the floor and sat back down into the chair. She willed the pot full of water and then lit a fire with her thoughts in the fireplace. "Mind if I have some tea?" she called over to him. 
 
      
 
    "Help yourself," he smiled. "Just be sure to clean up when you're done." 
 
      
 
    She shot him an annoyed glare. Of all the nerve he was just standing there smiling. 
 
      
 
    "Also if you would not mind we all can not command the elements," he pointed at the over turned water bucket. "Would you mind refilling that when you have a moment. I will need water to cook dinner." 
 
      
 
    She turned back towards the fire ignoring him. 
 
      
 
    "Are you finished…" Eranen was at a loss for words "leaking." Okay maybe that was not the best choice of words to use because she shot him a bone-chilling glare, literally bone chilling. He began shivering and moved closer to the fire in an attempt to regain the feeling in his hands and feet. After a few moments he sat in the chair next to hers. "That's quite a temper you have." He said flexing his hands. They were still stiff, but the feeling was starting to return. 
 
      
 
    "Why were you crying?" His voice was gentle now. She turned to look at him. There was the concern and compassion in his eyes she had been looking for before. 
 
      
 
    "What do you care?" she said stiffly. 
 
      
 
    "I care," he said softly. "So why were you crying?" 
 
      
 
    "Because I was sad you dolt!" She exclaimed. " Have you not ever been sad?" 
 
      
 
    "Of course I have been sad," He took her hand with his, "but if you plan on taking the path you have set your feet upon, you are going to have to learn to master your emotions. You can not give in to their every whim. The time to cry would have been when you heard the news of your brother's death, not hours later upon seeing me." He gently rubbed the hand he was holding with his thumb. 
 
      
 
    "I am sorry." She said relaxing just a bit. She certainly could not tell him that she sought comfort from only him. "I was just so relieved when you returned. The events of the last few weeks just came pouring out all at once." 
 
      
 
    He took his free hand and used it to turn her chin towards him. "How did you convince your brother to leave you here" He looked into her eyes, "alone with me?" She did not answer she was to overwhelmed by the warmth his gaze made her feel. "Do not apologize," he whispered. "Between now and the harvest will we both do things the other does not agree with, but that is who we are and neither should expect the other to change." He briefly glanced at her lips. "We will just have to learn to live with each others faults." He leaned in and gave her a quick kiss. The fire began to flare and spark. Startled she pulled away from him. He did not try to pull her back, but instead he released her hand and rose. 
 
      
 
    "That reminds me I brought you some presents," he said as he walked to retrieve the bags he had tossed in front of the empty stall. He rummaged through the bags and drew out two large bundles wrapped in paper and bound with string. He tossed them to her. 
 
      
 
    "What is it?" she asked as she picked the packages up. 
 
      
 
    "I told you presents." He smiled at the look on her face. She looked so surprised he wondered how long it had been since someone had given her a present. "They are not as fine as you are use to, but the choices in Heartsfield are limited. It is a very small village." She made no move to open the packages and Eranen thought she might not with him watching her so closely. 
 
      
 
    "I will be back in a few minutes. I need to gather some vegetables for dinner while the sun is still up." He turned and walked out of the barn leaving Lissandra to herself. 
 
      
 
    Lissandra looked at the plain brown paper packages in her lap. She was curious about what they contained. What would Eranen buy for her? Not being able to think of anything she began tearing into the first package. She examined the contents and began to redden. The package contained ladies undergarments, a bar of scented soap and a hairbrush. She inhaled the soft lavender fragrance of the soap, than began to examine each article. She carefully set them aside so she could open the other package. In side she found a pair of sturdy black boots, a few pairs of hose and two dresses. One dress was dark green and the other deep blue. They were made out of a thick sturdy material, but were not overly coarse. Neither of the dresses had any adornments or embroidery and both were rather plain, but to Lissandra they were the finest garments she had ever owned. She stood to hold one of the dresses in front of her. Both dresses had sleeves, which caused her to smile. After setting the dress down in the other chair she rummaged through the package more. She found hair ribbons, a white night dress and a thick green robe. Self-conscious she tried to rake her hands through her hair, but there were too many tangles. It had been almost two weeks since she had a decent bath and been able to properly brush her hair. Darien had loaned her the use of his comb, but it could not tame her long thick hair adequately. 
 
      
 
    "I have a tub out behind the shack if you want me to bring it in." Eranen said from the entrance of the barn where he had been watching her. "I also have some work in the field that I need to finish before dinner, so I can afford you at least an hour of privacy." 
 
      
 
    She smiled at him. No that is not what she did; she smiled because of him. It shook Eranen to the core. This smile was just for him; it lit up her entire face. "I would like that very much," she said beaming. 
 
      
 
    An hour later, Eranen stood at the entrance of the barn watching Lissandra. She was sitting in front of the fire drying her hair with its warmth as she ran the new brush through it. She had her back to him so he was able to admire her for a few moments before speaking. "Are you not able to just remove the moisture from your hair or warm it internally to dry it faster" he asked curious about her abilities. That afternoon after her crying spell was the first time he had ever seen her use them purposely. 
 
      
 
    She turned just enough to glance at him. "I could, but what would you watch?" 
 
      
 
    He laughed and walked into the barn. "I think I will start a stew and then we can talk while you finish drying your hair, the view will be better from the table." Her only reply was another of those smiles meant just for him. 
 
      
 
    As he cooked Lissandra told him of Makren's letter and what news it brought. She then told Eranen of how she and the rest of her family had believed that Makren died twelve years before. "I only hope Darien will arrive home in time to prevent a civil war," she said ending her story. 
 
      
 
    He studied her for moment, "Lissandra will you tell me of the prophecy that brought you here?" 
 
      
 
    "I can not," she paused brushing her hair. "Not yet anyway. After I hear word from Rorgrim the time will be right." 
 
      
 
    "So you expect to have another message," he questioned. She did not answer; instead she began brushing her hair again. "Fair enough, " he said knowing it was to soon for her to trust him completely, regardless of the trust Darien placed in him. "You do not seem shocked that your brother who was thought dead for twelve years is now safe at home." It was a statement not a question, but she commented any way. 
 
      
 
    "There is prophecy written about Makren in my book. I have known for a while he would return to us.", Lissandra turned to look at him. "The writings stop suddenly shortly after the death of Jimreth. I do not know what will happen next, except that Makren will send word to me before the harvest." 
 
      
 
    "Perhaps we should not discuss it tonight," he suggested sensing she was uncomfortable. "Tomorrow we will begin looking through the books again. Tonight we will be two ordinary people without a care in the world," he said smiling at her. 
 
      
 
    "Will you tell me the story of your childhood and of the many battles you fought for Maeorus," she asked. 
 
      
 
    "Only if you tell me of being a princess and the reasons you gave it up" She stuck out her hand to shake his and seal the agreement. "It's a deal," she said smiling back at him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Are you sure this is the spot?" Sir Cate De Groue said as he gazed down the deserted road surrounded only by fields and grassland. 
 
      
 
    "This is it." Allista Forstar, princess of Hokaren replied as she stood with the General of her men in the middle of the road seven days south of Calandoria's royal city Rorgrim. They were still within Hokaren, but it was less than a two-day ride from the border of her country. Sir Cate up until being appointed General of her men had been the Captain of the Royal Guard in Hokaren. Alli absently rubbed the pocket of her pants where the letter her father had given her the night she left the Palace in was hidden. He had asked her to come to him before leaving so he could give her something that had been her mother's. He had given her a dagger adorned with emeralds and the letter. He told her to guard the letter and the dagger well. 
 
      
 
    The dagger had been not belonged to her mother or her mother's family. It was the King's dagger, a symbolic item for the one who ruled Hokaren to carry. In ancient times it had been believed to hold some mystic powers, but in more recent centuries it has become nothing more than a status symbol of the king. To Alli it was just a beautiful dagger to be worn as decoration, not in battle. She sensed nothing special about it, except the fact that it belonged to her father not to her. The letter was another matter and one that plagued her thoughts. She must hurry with her task and return to as fast as possible. 
 
      
 
    "Have the men camp out of sight," she told Cate. 
 
      
 
    "And how are they to accomplish that? How can a thousand men hide from view on an open plain?" He asked her waiting to see what her answer would be. She had been acting stranger than usual since they had left the palace. 
 
      
 
    "Then send them east ten Moran to camp. I do not want it to appear as if Hokaren is preparing to invade Calandoria. An army this size so close to the border will make the man uneasy." she answered. "Once the king agrees to our aid you can go and get them." 
 
      
 
    "I will not leave you alone with a man to go traipsing across the countryside. Your father would have my head. I am here to protect you and make decisions for you when the decisions you make for yourself put you in harms way." Cate said sternly. 
 
      
 
    "Well then I suggest you figure out how to hide a thousand men then." She retorted. Cate gave her a seething glare. She was the most exasperating woman he had ever met. Since being convinced by King Harold that she needed him more than Hokaren he had twice considered becoming a deserter and fleeing to Pearoandorn where only half the kingdom was insane. 
 
      
 
    "When will he be here?" Cate asked trying to figure out how he was to accomplish the feat of hiding so many men. 
 
      
 
    "A couple of hours I think," she said looking down at her traveling clothes. "Cate I am going to go take a quick bath in the stream we past a mile back and change into something more female." She kissed his cheek and ran for her horse to gather more clothes. 
 
      
 
    "No, No, No," Cate yelled chasing after her once the shock of the kiss had worn off. She stopped and turned to stare at him with a blank expression on her face. He was panting when he caught up with her. "You are not going to do any such thing. What has come over you? Did you bump your head when I was not watching?" 
 
      
 
    Alli stuck out her bottom lip, "I do not wish to offend him by wearing britches," she pouted. "I need his cooperation. Being from Calandoria he has certain expectations on how a woman should act. Regardless of how ancient his way of thinking might be, I did not want to offend him before I even open mouth." 
 
      
 
    Cate gave her a good looking over. Her hair was golden and quite curly, but she had it pulled into a braid so tight you would have never guessed it had any curl. It was a little fly away around her oval face from the journey, but most of her hair remained in the braid that hung down to her waist. She was wearing a tan tunic made from soft leather that fell just below her waist as well. There were no tears or a stain on it and it was of good quality. Her britches were made of dark brown leather and hugged her skin. They revealed more of her the he thought wise, but the tunic hid most of her womanly attributes. He remembered biting his tongue that morning when she had first put them on. Beneath the tunic was a white shirt, not even a speck of dirt could be seen on it. Her brown boots were freshly polished; she had stayed up late last night seeing to the job herself. She wore a matching brown belt with the a dagger her father had given her hanging from it. Her face was dark, but from her deep tan, not smudges of dirt. 
 
      
 
    "You look fine enough," Cate snapped, "We are not inviting him for tea, but lending him aid to secure his crown." She turned those brilliant blue eyes towards him and smiled. "There is more to it than that and you know it." 
 
      
 
    Darien was pushing Nog beyond his limits he knew, but more than ever he needed to get home. He was still a week's ride from home and nothing was going to prevent his return this time. If he rode through out the night he could make the Blue River by dawn and cross into Calandoria. He would refill his bottles and ride a few more hours, and then he could rest for a few hours before riding out again. 
 
      
 
    Darien was just topping a hill when a sea of black in front of him caused him to pause. When he had thought nothing would stop him he had never imagined that the Hikirian army might be camped in the middle of the road. Darien looked around. Here he was, King of Calandoria, on a deserted road inside the kingdom of Hokaren facing a large army alone. He looked skyward, "I am sure you are having a great laugh at my expense right now. Where was the Acumen to warn me of this?" 
 
      
 
    Darien looked back down the road shaking his head, two riders were approaching carrying a flag of truce. Darien was amused, "Do they think I can defeat them all." He laughed to himself. 
 
      
 
    He dismounted and waited for the riders to reach him. He would not meet them half way; he after all was a king. 
 
      
 
    The riders stopped fifty yard from where he stood. Darien noticed for the first time that one of them was female, but she dressed as a man. 
 
      
 
    "Greetings King Raven" the female voice said. 
 
      
 
    Darien looked at the man, dismissing the woman; she was not a threat. The man stood as tall as Darien, but had a wider girth. He wore a beard and had a head full short brown hair peppered with gray. Darien guessed his age near fifty years. Darien also noticed the man wore no weapon. That fact alone relaxed him and he turned his attention back to the woman whom had addressed him. 
 
      
 
    "I find myself at a disadvantage, my Lady," Darien bowed slightly. "You know my name, but I have not been given yours." She blushed at his words. 
 
      
 
    "Forgive us your majesty," she returned the bow. "This is Sir Cate De Groue General of my army." Cate made a slight bow of acknowledgment, "and I am Allista Forstar, daughter of King Harold." 
 
      
 
    "It is a pleasure to meet you princess. Will your army allow me to pass I must return to Rorgrim with haste," Darien mounted his horse as the woman begin talking again. 
 
      
 
    "Wait," she called. "I must speak with you for a few moments." 
 
      
 
    Darien looked at her suspiciously. He had no doubt that this was more than a chance meeting. "Then ride along side me princess, I will not be kept." 
 
      
 
    Alli quickly ran to her horse and mounted, Cate followed after her. Once she had brought her horse along side Darien's she motioned for Cate to hang back and afford them some privacy. "We are here to offer you aid," she said hurriedly trying to match his pace. "There are rumors that your brother's death was not as it appears." 
 
      
 
    "Murder, " he said stopping his horse abruptly. "Why would you think that?" Darien remembered that Makren had said almost the same thing in his letter. 
 
      
 
    "Our spies in the north have brought us reports of an army readying to cross the Northern Mountains into Calandoria. With King Jimreth gone, Lissandra branded traitor and you missing, a civil war is expected to erupt any day," blushing she averted her eyes from his. She had made up the spies. It was the most believable lie she could think of. The truth of her being Acumen would not be shared until she had some measure of his cooperation. "I receive reports from Rorgrim every three days," she said glancing back to him. She ignored his look of ire at hearing Hikirian spies where settled in Calandoria. 
 
      
 
    "Lissandra a traitor, what is this about?" Darien questioned. 
 
      
 
    "The decree came down from your own sister acting as your Regent. At this moment every soldier in Calandoria searches for her." Alli looked him in the eyes, "Rest easy, no harm will come to her while she is in Hokaren. Only Calandoria is being searched." 
 
      
 
    Darien nodded in response not asking how the princess knew where his sister was. He continued his horse down the road at a slower pace than before, "What is the payment for your aid?" he asked knowing if her words were true the aid might be needed. 
 
      
 
    "Only that once Calandoria is secured for Raven that you listen to my prophecy and help me fulfill it if possible," she waited nervously for his response. She had heard in his tone that he was going to accept her offer of aid. Now she prayed the price would not be to high. 
 
      
 
    "The Acumen plagues you as well?" Darien asked. 
 
      
 
    She winced at his words, "No, I am Acumen," she said softly. 
 
      
 
    Darien looked to the sky and uttered a curse under his breath at the Gods. He could not decide if he was cursed or if the Gods were trying to help him. He looked at Allista and considered his own family. Like her he had been willing to leave them to aid a king in keeping his throne. The difference was he had done it for glory, she did it for life. Not just hers, but her country's as well. If she perished then Hokaren would find itself without a ruler. She was Harold's only child. "How is it that I have not heard before that you were an Acumen?" 
 
      
 
    "It has been kept secret to prevent a lack of faith in the continuation of the Forstar line." She looked around to make sure Cate was still keeping his distance. "The House of Forstar has many enemies who would use my status against my father. For this reason only four people, including me know of my gift." 
 
      
 
    Darien had never before heard anyone call the visions of an Acumen or all the things that came with being an Acumen call it a gift. "Then how do you deliver your prophecies?" he wondered out loud. 
 
      
 
    "I had a maid, who delivered prophecy for me until two years ago," her face looked saddened by the thought. "When Acumen girls were being slaughtered she perished. I am the only female Acumen in Hokaren over the age of ten that survived." 
 
      
 
    Darien stopped his horse and sighed. He really had no choice in the matter. Once again he would find himself responsible for the life of an Acumen. If she sought his help it meant that only he could help her to fulfill her vision. "I will accept your aid Lady Forstar." 
 
      
 
    "Alli" she cut in, "We go with you as friends and not as representatives of Hokaren. My friends call me Alli." 
 
      
 
    Darien smiled at her words. "Tell me is this the way all women in Hokaren dress" he asked as his eyes passed over her figure. She ignored the question looking a offended. 
 
      
 
    "I will accept your aid Alli, but not the aid of your army unless it becomes necessary to battle for my crown." He said changing the subject. 
 
      
 
    "Fair enough, " she replied stiffly, "but by order of my father Cate must accompany me at all times." 
 
      
 
    Darien could not help but laugh at her temper. She was trying to hide how upset she was by his comment regarding her dress. "He does not trust me with his daughter?" 
 
      
 
    "No," she said shaking her head, "It's me. I have a way of getting myself in the middle of complicated situations." 
 
      
 
    "That comes from letting a women were britches," he said allowing his eyes to roam over her again. He could not help but tease her. "Although I must say certain female attributes are more appealing in britches." 
 
      
 
    "Is it Calandorian custom to speak so crudely to royalty or is it because I am female that your tongue is so loose?" She was still wearing the blush his words had caused as she spoke. 
 
      
 
    "Neither," Darien smiled. "I was just testing to see how much fire you had in you. If I am going to rely on you I need to know your strengths and weaknesses, besides certain parts really do look better in britches." He laughed again at the anger in her eyes. "Fear not Alli, your virtue is safe with me. I have more important matters than chasing women to attend to, I was merely making an observation." 
 
      
 
    "Do you have a plan once you arrive?" Cate said riding up beside them. He had heard little of what they discussed, but he had been close enough to hear Darien's last comments regarding her virtue. He hoped he was not going to have trouble with this man. 
 
      
 
    Darien, Alli and Cate made camp for the first time ten Moran north of the Blue River inside the kingdom of Calandoria. Thus far on the trip they had rested no longer than an hour. Darien would have ridden further, but they were all exhausted and Alli had twice almost lost her mount. Tomorrow they would turn east and head for Rorgrim. They would need their strength if things were not well in Rorgrim. It would take them three more days if they rode hard and camped for only a few hours each night. Alli's men had been ordered to cross the Blue River into Calandoria and make camp in the dense woods to the South of the capital. If needed they would only be a couple days ride from Rorgrim. 
 
      
 
    Darien was feeling frustrated at having to stop; it had been a long time since he had been in Calandoria and his kingdom was in danger. After securing Nog and rubbing him down, he sat down on a fallen log enjoying the peace of the countryside for few minutes before getting his bedroll. 
 
      
 
    "Your majesty" Darien turned to the of sound Cate' voice. 
 
      
 
    "Call me Darien, Sir De Groue, I do not feel very kingly at the moment, besides we are friends remember, no titles." 
 
      
 
    Cate nodded and sat down on the log next to Darien. "We are close to the Temple of the Moon's Soul are we not." Cate was not interested in the Temple only making conversation. His eyes moved to watch Alli gather firewood close by. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, it is only another day and a half ride north from here," he replied aching to remove the boots from his tired feet. 
 
      
 
    "Alli has unique ideas on how the world should be," Cate said softly still watching her. "You have not really had a chance to speak with her since we met due to the pace we kept. I feel I should warn you, her father indulges her because of her gift. He fears she will perish before completing her pinnacle. Like I said she is idealistic and may offend you with some of what she says, but I can assure you it will not be intentional. She knows very little of the world outside of Hokaren and I am afraid she has not really even seen much of it." 
 
      
 
    "I will keep that in mind," Darien assured Cate as he stood. He watched Alli for a few moments her arms now full of wood as she walked back towards them to build a fire. She was not unattractive. If she dressed more womanly she might even be pretty. "Surely Harold would shake the heavens to find her soul mate?" he said casually. 
 
      
 
    Darien did not see the grim look on Cate' face. He was still looking at the woman. "He would, but still the odds are against her. With every new vision comes the chance of death. I was sent to protect her. That is a difficult job when I am not sure what she must accomplish." He said with a heavy sigh. 
 
      
 
    "So she is not able to tell you her prophecy?" Darien knew that this meant Cate' could be of no assistance in fulfilling the vision. 
 
      
 
    Cate did not answer , but instead stood and walked past Darien on his way to his and Alli's horses. Darien moved to his own packs looking for food. "You are welcome to share our meal," Alli said from behind him. He had been lost in his own thoughts and had not heard her approaching. "Thank you, but I am well prepared." 
 
      
 
    Alli just shrugged, "Suite yourself, but my men killed a deer just before you arrived and we have plenty of meat if you change your mind." Darien glanced had the fire she had built. Cate stood over it placing a haunch of meat on a spit he had fashioned from fallen limbs. 
 
      
 
    "Perhaps I will join you," Darien said. "Conversation over the meal would be a good way to acquaint ourselves with each other. Trust is the key to a successful alliance." 
 
      
 
    She smiled at him, "Come and sit by the fire with us and we can spend the evening sharing stories. You and Cate can trade war stories and I can educate both of you on the benefits of treating women as equals." Darien followed her back to the fire chuckling. 
 
      
 
    With their bellies full the three weary travelers sat around the fire. Cate was elaborating his role in the Hikirian victory against Pearoandorn thirty years before. "It was the most beautiful battle I have every seen, men from both sides fighting with all they had to win the day." Cate paused to make sure he still had his audience's attention. "I was nothing more than a foot soldier in those days." 
 
      
 
    Darien grinned, "Surely you jest Cate. I find it hard to imagine you a mere foot soldier." 
 
      
 
    "I will admit I was the best of them on the field that day if it will make my tale more palatable to you." Cate said jokingly. 
 
      
 
    "Indeed it does," laughed Darien. He could not imagine a younger version of the man before him barely able to wield a sword. 
 
      
 
    "It was early morning when my battalion was ordered to enter the fray. The fighting had already been waged for hours. The Blood River was renamed after this battle. Before that we called it the Moors River." Cate added. "When we crossed the river to join are comrades in arms the river had already turned red with the blood of the fallen." 
 
      
 
    "Let me clarify this," Darien had always loved to hear tales relating to the last Great War. His father and countrymen had joined with the young King Harold to drive out and defeat the Pearoandorn armies that sought to rule the entire world. "You were part of the reinforcements brought in at the end to deliver the final blow to Pearoandorn?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes I had just finished training two weeks before and not considered seasoned enough to fight in the front lines." Cate looked embarrassed by the fact. "We surged through the Pearoandorn army hacking away at any on the opposing side we could find. I had just broken through the line when I saw him." Cate paused for dramatic effect and met both Alli and Darien in the eye, "Riding atop a white horse, shouting orders and fighting combatants off with unmatched skill. Even now any who practice the art of war strive to be as he was." 
 
      
 
    "Who was it?" Alli asked unable to bear the suspense Cate was creating. 
 
      
 
    "It was Vernon the Great, King of Pearoandorn." Cate answered surprised she had not guessed. "I rushed him as was my duty to do so. All of us were ordered to fell him if possible. His death would be the only way to end the war for good." 
 
      
 
    "If I recall correctly he did fall in that battle," Darien added. 
 
      
 
    "I will tell you I was truly terrified. The son of a blacksmith, I had been drafted into Harold's army. I did not enlist like many of my countrymen. I guess I was lucky to have been drafted during the last weeks of the war. I had no skill with a blade, but still I fought for Hokaren. I wish I could at least tell you I fought valiantly against Vernon, but during my charge I stumbled and my blade entered the belly of his horse." 
 
      
 
    Cate looked at the two young people listening to his tale. Their eyes were wide waiting to hear what he would say next. "The horse reared and threw Vernon. He fell through the air towards me just as I pulled my blade free from the animal. When he crashed into me the angle of my blade entered his chest; his own sword entered my leg. I passed out from the pain. I was found after the battle with my blade still clutched in my hands. The other end still lodged in Vernon's chest. King Harold despite my protest, declared me a hero and promoted me to lieutenant in his own Royal Guard." Cate laughed. "And that is how I the son of a black smith became a soldier." 
 
      
 
    "So you are the one who killed Vernon!" Darien said impressed. 
 
      
 
    "No," Cate said quietly. "I killed his horse, the rest was just dumb luck." 
 
      
 
    "And you remained in my father's service after all these years?" Alli questioned. 
 
      
 
    "My ambition in life may have been for something else, but being a soldier pays well." Cate said smiling. 
 
      
 
    "And what of you," Alli asked turning to Darien, "Is the life of a soldier what you would have chosen for yourself?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes," Darien said honestly. "I find comfort in my sword. My skill gives me the ability to defend those who can not protect themselves and aid a just cause. It's more than that though. I like the rush of a battle, you can not imagine the feeling of it." Darien smiled at her; "I also enjoy the bond with the other men and the celebrations after each victory." 
 
      
 
    "I have heard many tales of both your victories and your celebrations," Cate said. "How is it the women of Pearoandorn allowed you to escape them?" Darien chuckled at Cate humor. During the war in Pearoandorn he had kept a mistress in ever city the frequented, but he had like none of them enough to keep. 
 
      
 
    "Funny how we never seem to end up how we wished," Alli mused ignoring what Cate had been implying to Darien. The ways of men, especially those at war were not foreign to her. "Instead of being a blacksmith, Cate is a general. Darien wanted to live the life of a warrior, but he is a king instead, and I just wanted to be a normal girl. Instead I am a princess, heir to the throne in Hokaren and an Acumen which practically guarantees I will die before I am thirty." 
 
      
 
    Darien sobered at her words. For the first time ever he was talking to an Acumen about something other than prophecy. "What is it like to be an Acumen?" he asked. 
 
      
 
    Alli stared at him hard; "It is all I know so I can not tell you the differences in my life compared to other women's. Every moment I live is spent doing the will of the Gods. I have thought of little but prophecy since I was ten. My life is devoted to leading others to their destinies, never being allowed one of my own," until now she thought to herself. 
 
      
 
    "Do you not ever believe you will be freed and allowed to have your own life?" Darien asked. 
 
      
 
    Alli laughed, "Perhaps one day I will no longer be an Acumen, but in its place I would be forced into marriage with someone picked by the Gods, not me. That might be worse than being an Acumen." 
 
      
 
    "At least you would have your life," Darien said. "As long as you have that things can get better." 
 
      
 
    "How would the thought of a marriage not of your choosing sit with you," she asked Darien, "not as the man in a marriage, but as a woman." She knew the Calandorian views of women. Had she been born in that kingdom she would never even attempt to find a soul mate, death would be preferable. 
 
      
 
    Darien had never considered this point of view before. He was a man after all and marriage was just a convenience many men chose. Darien sobered at the thought, now that he was king he would be expected to marry and produce heirs, the people would demand it. "I see your point, but there is always the possibility the man the Gods chose would be a good man and rule you well. 
 
      
 
    "I have no desire to be ruled, that is not the Hikirian way." Alli said rising and going to her pallet. Both men watched her lie down. 
 
      
 
    "I told you she was idealistic," Cate said. "She seeks to place women on the same level as a man. Could you imagine women fighting in combat or sharing mugs of ale at the local tavern? Women are capable of a great many things, but a line must be drawn somewhere!" 
 
      
 
    "I may not agree that all women should be given more liberties, but I too have often felt that those of belonging to the royal family in Calandoria should be given more status. Her fears are the same I have had for my own sisters." Still lost in his thoughts regarding his sisters, Darien rose and went to his own bedroll for the night. 
 
      
 
    "I guess I'll take first watch!" Cate announced to himself. 
 
      
 
    The next morning they sat their pace at a more comfortable level, which afforded Alli a chance to converse more with Darien. She was determined to reveal his character before they reached Rorgrim. "Tell me why did you name that noble creature Nog?" They had broke camp just after dawn. There was a light rain falling and each of them had worn hooded capes to keep the water from there eyes. Alli could not tell if Darien looked in her direction or not. 
 
      
 
    "He has too much pride and often thinks he is the master instead of me. I gave him that name to keep him in his place." As if listening to Darien's words Nog let out a snort and rolled his eyes. Alli gave a light laugh at the horse's antics. 
 
      
 
    "What do you think we will find in Rorgrim?" Alli was nervous after Darien had told them about his brother, Makren's letter earlier that morning. When word of King Jimreth's death reached them no word was mentioned that it might not have been natural. Alli had only suspected based on what she had seen in her vision. 
 
      
 
    "I can not say," Darien answered honestly, " I am hoping nothing will be amiss. Few of the noblemen have enough strength to really launch any opposition against the crown and it has been many years since any of the people have tried to revolt." 
 
      
 
    "Calandorians have tried to revolt before?" Alli asked. She had never heard that the people might not fully support the crown. 
 
      
 
    "The last time it happened I was just a child," Darien explained. "A group of farmer's in the northwest near Tusknet tried to incite a rebellion. They were unhappy about a drought that was plaguing the land and blamed my father for not forcing the Order of Colondone to bring rains." 
 
      
 
    "Is that not what the Order is suppose to do? Why did they not help?" Alli was curious about the Order just as most that did not live in Calandoria were. 
 
      
 
    "Normally the Order would have come to the aid of the farmers, but just a few months before relics of the Sun were found in the city of Tusknet and the Order felt this was the Moon's punishment to the people that lived there." Darien said remembering the events clearly in his mind. His father had taken both he and Jimreth to see how the crown should deal with insurgents. He still had nightmares about what he seen done to those men. 
 
      
 
    "Your people are very devoted to the Moon." Alli mused. "Does it make ruling the difficult?" 
 
      
 
    "Not at all," Darien replied. "The Raven's are also very devoted. Most of the laws in Calandoria, including those regarding women are demanded by the Order in return for their aid in times of trouble. While the Order is controlled solely by women, they believe only women of the Order should be allowed any liberties." 
 
      
 
    "So the House of Raven is not responsible for true rule in Calandoria, the Order is?" She had never expected that the crown was just a figurehead. 
 
      
 
    "Not entirely," Darien explained. It has been centuries since the Order has been involved in matters of state. The Order remains separated from the daily happenings in the kingdom and only voice their opinions in matters concerning the Moon, they care not for power. Other than my sister I have never met any of the Order and to my knowledge they have not been in the city of Rorgrim for nearly fifty years." 
 
      
 
    They rode in silence for a few moments, each thinking to themselves. "If I could, I would change many of the laws. I know that there is suffering in my kingdom." Darien said speaking his thoughts out loud. 
 
      
 
    "Why can you not change the laws, you are king. Why must you bow down to a select group and trust that what they tell you the Moon demands is true and not just an attempt to keep their control in Calandoria." Alli asked. 
 
      
 
    "It is not that simple." Darien said sighing. "I would not even know where to begin." 
 
      
 
    "Why not take the advice of those who suffer the most, the women and children?" Darien said nothing to her advice. It made to much sense to rebuke, but it also was dangerous to cross the Order. Maybe he could discuss it with Lissandra when she arrived and get her opinion. Right now the Order was standing against the House of Raven, at least according to Alli. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    "This looks wonderful," Eranen said as he sat down to a breakfast of eggs, fresh bread, chilled berries and boiled sausages. "I remember boring you to tears when I told you of my grandmother teaching me to make her wonderful stew, but you neglected to tell me how a princess learned to cook. I would have found that story much more fascinating than my own." 
 
      
 
    Lissandra smiled at him as she poured him a cup of hot tea. "As a Calandorian woman it was expected that I learn how to cook. Girls are taught from a young age to perform all manner of wifely duties." 
 
      
 
    "Well naturally it would be expected that a female would be taught different than a male, but when would a princess have cause to cook?" He asked before taking the tea and tasting it. 
 
      
 
    She buttered a piece of warm bread and handed it to him. "It seems to be coming in handy now," she lifted her eyebrows and began buttering more bread. 
 
      
 
    "Point taken," He said before shoveling the bread into his mouth. "What would you like to look at today?" He asked as he chewed. Lissandra turned her head to hide her frown. 
 
      
 
    "I have an idea," she said putting a smile back on her face and turning to look at him. "Let's spend the morning going over the books of prophecy you have been hoarding and this afternoon I will instruct you on the courtly manners you will need when we arrive in Rorgrim." 
 
      
 
    "When did I agree to go to Rorgrim?" he questioned. 
 
      
 
    "It is on the way to the Northern Mountains, Darien would be upset if we did not stay a day or two so he could see for himself that I am safe." She answered sitting down at the table to enjoy her own breakfast. 
 
      
 
    "I do not remember ever saying I was taking you to the mountains with me," Eranen said offended at the thought. 
 
      
 
    "Well I am going with or without you," she replied. "If there is a nine hundred-year-old man in the mountains I plan on seeing him. You are not the only one who is curious. I remember the story from when I was young and I would like to see what truth lies behind it. Besides if you do not take me with you and I did go on my own that would just irritate you more than me tagging a long in the first place." She smiled triumphantly at him. 
 
      
 
    "I will take you as far as Rorgrim where you will be back in your brother's care. I doubt he will let you out of his sight, so I will not have to worry about you striking out on your own." He told her, knowing Darien would never allow her to leave Rorgrim on such a silly journey. "Besides, he would never permit you to travel with me alone." Eranen said rising from the table. 
 
      
 
    "And a week ago who would have thought he would let me live alone with you, but here we are, " she said heatedly. In Hokaren women were supposed to be treated fairly she thought, but since she arrived she felt more oppressed than ever. Eranen's protectiveness was ten times that of Darien's. She was never to leave the barn without him. If he was working in the fields she would either accompany him or lock herself in the barn. She had gone with him only once to work the field. When he refused to let her help and made her sit on a blanket he had spread on the ground for her instead she had been upset. He did not want to be responsible for turning a princess into a field hand, he had told her. She sat in the heat all day bored to tears wondering why men always assumed her to delicate or brainless for anything other than decoration. Of course Eranen and Darien were the only two men she knew. She began tapping her foot in annoyance. 
 
      
 
    At that same moment the ground began to vibrate and gradually started shaking harder. The breakfast dishes bounced off the table and shattered as they hit the floor. Hot logs rolled form the fireplace. Lissandra quickly doused them with water, and then put out the fire so no more would roll out and cause a fire. 
 
      
 
    The whole episode lasted only a few minutes, but it had been strong enough to knock the buckets off the wall and scare the Stallions enough they tried to kick through the doors on their stalls. 
 
      
 
    "Did you feel that?" Eranen asked excited, "It has been many years since that has happened. How long would you say it lasted two or three minutes?" Lissandra just stared at him. 
 
      
 
    She was terrified out of her mind. "This has happened before?" 
 
      
 
    Eranen looked at her, she was obviously afraid. Lissandra always seemed to have the opposite emotion he had about things. "Every few years or so, it was only an earth shake. Are there no earth shakes in Calandoria?" he asked her. 
 
      
 
    "Not that I know of, " she answered. "What is an earth shake?" 
 
      
 
    "Well," Eranen said putting on his scholarly face. "There is much debate on the subject. Some believe that the land and sea float on rivers we can not see and occasionally bump together causing the ground to tremor. Others believe they are caused when a star falls and hits the ground. The surrounding land vibrates from the crash. The ancients believed that the Terra's Soul caused them to show displeasure to man." Lissandra smiled at him; she could not help herself even though she was frightened. He looked so endearing when he was being a scholar. 
 
      
 
    "What is Terra's Soul," Lissandra asked having never heard the term before. 
 
      
 
    "You have not heard of the Art of the Terra?' Eranen frowned. "The Terra's Soul is a long lost religion in which those gifted by the God could manipulate all things that come from the ground; rocks, sand, wood and such." Eranen explained. 
 
      
 
    "What do you believe causes these earth shakes?' She asked. 
 
      
 
    "I favor the first two theories as they have some evidence in nature to support them. However, I have found some books on the Art of the Terra, so I must concede that at one time some sort of ground magic existed along with the Art of the Moon and the Art of the Sun." He watched her to see how she would take this revelation. 
 
      
 
    "Is there anything you do not know?" she asked softly still smiling at him. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, " Eranen admitted. Her smiles were getting harder and harder to ignore. He walked towards her and enveloped her in his embrace. "I do not know how I am going to live with you for two more months without driving myself mad," he whispered gently in her ear. 
 
      
 
    Lissandra moved her head so her lips were just a breath away from his, "Who said you had to?' she asked breathlessly. 
 
      
 
    That was all the encouragement he needed to pull her tighter and kiss her. Once again the ground began to tremor. With his lips still on hers Eranen whispered, "If you do not stop doing that the barn is going to fall down around us." 
 
      
 
    "Doing what?' she asked pulling back slightly so she could look into his eyes. 
 
      
 
    Eranen could only smile, "Making the ground shake. I am flattered of course, but I fear touching you when even the thought causes your emotions to unleash one of your powers." 
 
      
 
    "You are being ridiculous," she said. " I do not have the power to make the ground shake." 
 
      
 
    "You do whether you realize it or not. I would also suspect that you can control wind as well. It is working on your ability to control it that you should focus on." Eranen lifted one of his hands and ran it down the side of her face, along her jaw while staring into those silvery eyes. "For now I would very much like to continue kissing you, if you think you might be able to control yourself." 
 
      
 
    "I suppose it will be something I will need to practice at," she smiled before adding, "a lot. You know just to make sure I have mastered it." 
 
      
 
    Eranen gave a little chuckle and lowered his lips to hers. It began raining inside the barn. "Do not stop," she said against his lips. "I can not figure out how to control it if you stop." 
 
      
 
    He deepened the kiss causing flames to shot out of the fireplace. Luckily the rain extinguished the sparks before they could cause any damage. Eranen turned to look at the fireplace. 
 
      
 
    "Can you please continue, "she said breathlessly turn his face back to her. "I almost have it figured out." 
 
      
 
    "Take all the time you need," he said smiling as he seized her lips again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Rachel," Makren said as he walked into her room and sat down in the chair next to hers. She had fallen asleep reading the reports from the different groups of soldiers they had sent out to search Calandoria for Lissandra. 
 
      
 
    "What time is it?" She asked stretching. 
 
      
 
    "Late," he said solemnly, "Too late." 
 
      
 
    Rachel looked at Makren he looked weary from their efforts to find Lissandra. "Do not give up Makren, we still have eight hours. We will find her." Rachel said reassuringly. 
 
      
 
    "No, Rachel our time is up. The Holy Mother is on her way to the throne room as we speak," Makren said softly. 
 
      
 
    "I will not lose you," Rachel said with conviction. "I have just gotten you back. There must be another way." 
 
      
 
    Makren reached out his hand and took hers. "I love you, Rachel. I never told you before. I know you knew, but that is not the same as hearing me say it." 
 
      
 
    "Makren, do not give up. We will refuse." Rachel pulled him to her and hugged him fiercely. "It is what Darien would want us to do." 
 
      
 
    "Rachel if we refuse the people will turn on us and the House of Raven will fall. Darien will return to find his kingdom in civil war, or worse under the control of the Order." Makren said still clinging to her. 
 
      
 
    "He will be more upset to return and find his brother dead," She said pushing back enough to see his eyes. 
 
      
 
    Makren shook his head at her words; "I have been dead to him for so long he will be able to bear my death." 
 
      
 
    "I will not be able to bear it," she said tears beginning to roll gently down her cheeks. "We can flee and wait for Darien's return." 
 
      
 
    "We can not," Makren said letting go of her and standing. "Even if we want to we have no men to take with us and defend us should the need arise. We sent every man to search for Lissandra. The only soldiers left in Rorgrim are a mere handful of newly enlisted recruits who share a mind with the people rather than the army." 
 
      
 
    He held his hand out to her. She rose and took it leaning up against him to steady herself. She was terrified for him. "It will be fine Rachel. My death will preserve Calandoria and though it my not seem so now it will help the other kingdoms as well." She could only nod at him before they walked from the room hand in hand. 
 
      
 
    Together they walked through the castle, stopping only once on the way to the throne room for Rachel to wipe the tears from her eyes. The Raven's would not appear weak before the Order. Makren paused before opening the double doors to the throne room. He gave Rachel's hand a tight squeeze and then opened the doors so they could continue. They walked the entire length of the room to the dais where the five thrones were located together. Rachel took the center and Makren sat to her right. 
 
      
 
    Rachel had never seen the room so packed with people. Less than ten soldiers were in the room all standing behind the thrones. Once Makren and Rachel were settled the doors to the room opened once more to allow the three Mothers into the room. They walked purposely towards the dais giving no bows as they approached the thrones. 
 
      
 
    "Regent, it is apparent that the traitor will not be found in time," Claudette had not waited for Rachel to acknowledge them, but instead immediately began talking. 
 
      
 
    "There is only one way to prevent the loss of the Moon Arts from leaving us all forever." Claudette smiled, it was time for the Order to do as instructed from the Gods and rid the kingdom of Ronans. She studied Makren; he would be the only one spared. The Gods had there own plans for his demise. 
 
      
 
    "We are aware of the requirements of the Moon and we are prepared to meet the price for the people of Calandoria." Claudette was momentarily taken back by Makren's words. Of course, they really had no choice. 
 
      
 
    "You do realize the Moon demands the blood of one of the House of Raven for appeasement, it must be a blood relative." At Claudette's words the crowd began to stir. "Take them" a voice from the back of the room called. "Save us from the Moon's wrath," another shouted. 
 
      
 
    "Please, " Makren shouted quieting the crowd only a little. He stood before the Mothers. "We are aware of the dictates. I am prepared to take Lissandra's place." 
 
      
 
    "Seize him," was shouted from around the room. "Save us Prince Raven," followed. Several of the guards rushed forward and secured Makren's hands behind his back. He did not fight them. He was prepared to do his duty. By taking Lissandra's place he was not only saving his family and preserving the crown, he was preventing the Descartes from rising to power. 
 
      
 
    Claudette waited until she was sure the guards had Makren bound securely before she spoke again. "Wait," she called to the guards before they began leading him from the room. The guards turned to look at her and the crowd who had been encouraging the guard's actions quieted to hear Claudette's words. "It is noble of you to sacrifice your life in Lissandra's stead, but the Gods will not accept you." 
 
      
 
    At her words Makren struggled against his bonds and tried to move forward, but the guards held him in place. "I will die for Calandoria, kill me and spare the people from the Moon's wrath," he shouted above the noise of the crowd. 
 
      
 
    "I can not, " She replied. The crowd was growing loud again fearing they were doomed. Worried mummers had spread through the room and now many were wailing with despair. "You have been touched by the Sun, your blood would be poison to the Moon." Claudette said leveling her eyes on Makren, daring him to say otherwise. 
 
      
 
    "I have not turned to the Sun. I do not know what you speak of," Makren screamed at her. 
 
      
 
    "Acumen prophecy has warned the Order of your past in the Realm of the Sun. You have been tainted. Do you deny knowing the Art of the Sun?" Makren did not know what to say in response, what she said was true. 
 
      
 
    Claudette pointed at Rachel, who had been quiet as she watched her brother give himself up. She had been trying to stay the tears that needed to fall. "Seize her, she is the only Raven here the Moon will accept." 
 
      
 
    Makren struggled to free himself and get to Rachel, but he could not break free of the guards who held him. Other guards surged forward and grabbed Rachel. "No, Rachel." Makren called to her. 
 
      
 
    "Makren," she screamed at him as the soldiers grabbed her and pulled her from the throne. "Makren, help me please," she called when the guards began dragging her off the dais. The other Mothers, Abby and Norah followed the guards as they pulled the struggling princess towards the doors. "Makren," she grasp, "Help me!" One of the guards tired of dodging her kicks picked her up and tossed her over his shoulder carrying her out of the door. Makren could see frightened tears streaming down her face before she was lost from his view. The crowd followed the guards and Rachel in a rush from the room. 
 
      
 
    "Let her go!" Makren shouted over and over his own tears falling. He was still struggling against his captors. Claudette motioned to one of the guards and the man hit Makren over the head with the hilt of his sword knocking him out. 
 
      
 
    Claudette spoke to the guards who held Makren's limp form in their arms. "Put him in the cells below the castle until after the execution, we can not allow him to interfere." She looked down to Makren's unconscious face and whispered. "In time you will see that this was the only way." She turned back to the guards, "Release him in two days. This will give us time to return to the Temple of Moon's Soul." 
 
      
 
    The guards who had taken Rachel did not wait for Claudette to follow. They took Rachel as quickly as possible to the executioner's block that stood on a platform in the middle of the city. It was raining lightly, but the drizzle did not hide the tears falling from her face and the noise of the surrounding crowd did not smother her screams for help. Once they arrived at the block the guards forced her to her knees and tightly secured her head to the block leaving the bounds around her hands. Rachel struggled with all her might to prevent their actions, but she was no match for the soldiers. Tears flowed freely from her face onto the block, her eyes frantically searching the gathering crowd for anyone who might come to her aid. 
 
   
  
 

   
 
    "God of the Moon's Soul," Mother Norah spoke, quieting the crowd. "Please accept this offering from the House of Raven as appeasement for Lissandra Raven's trespasses against you." 
 
      
 
    Mother Abby spoke next, "Let her blood flow as the Art of the Moon flows through us. Drink your feel and have mercy upon us who have remained loyal to you mighty Moon's Soul." 
 
      
 
    The crowd began cheering for Rachel's blood, demanding it. Abby nodded towards the soldiers. Rachel closed her eyes and whispered softly, "Forgive me Darien for not having your strength. Forgive me Makren for lacking your courage." One of the guards stepped forward and drew his sword causing the crowd to cheer louder. She closed her eyes still whispering her pleas to be released. Then Rachel whispered no more. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    Darien had risen early that morning to prepare for the last few hours ride before reaching Rorgrim. Alli had been amazed at his transformation. Gone was the simple brown tunic and britches he wore. Today he dressed in the finest black silk shirt she had ever seen. He wore form fitting leather pants and his black boots shone. Clasp to each of his shoulders by silver clasp was a blue cape the same as the Raven colors. Around his neck he openly wore a gold medallion engraved with the family crest of the moon with three daggers piercing it. It was a symbol only a Raven wore or one the family trusted absolutely. Anyone wearing such a medallion had the same authority of the king. His silver sword hung loosely at his side making it clear to any that saw him that he was not above using the weapon if needed. Unlike Moraken's, Alli thought, Darien's sword was for more than decoration. 
 
      
 
    Sitting atop Nog, the finest white war-horse she had ever seen the man looked like a king. 
 
      
 
    Alli felt inferior to him and Cate who was wearing his silver mail with the Forstar crest proudly proclaimed on his chest. Her clothes were clean and of good quality, but simple travel clothes. How she wished she had her own mail to wear into Rorgrim with Darien. 
 
      
 
    It was still early morning when they topped the last hill and viewed the city walls of Rorgrim. "At last I am home," Darien shouted to them as he spurred Nog forward towards the city gates. Cate and Alli followed, but Nog's speed left them both several paces behind. Darien brought Nog to an abrupt stop just short of the gates. He dismounted and fell to the ground, "Dear Gods," he heard Alli's voice whisper behind him. Darien looked up again to confirm his eyes had not been mistaken. A long pike had been driven into the ground in front of the city gates. At the top of the pike was the head of his little sister Rachel. Darien roared in rage, blinded by the fury he felt. "Guards, " he screamed. "Guards!" 
 
      
 
    Several men upon hearing the commotion rushed from the gatehouse towards Darien. "Get her down now." He commanded before they had even realized who he was. Darien quickly mounted Nog and raced towards the castle not waiting to see if the men obeyed his orders. 
 
      
 
    Alli turned to Cate, "See what has happened to the body," she said softly. "Bring her remains to the castle. I am going with him." She was not sure who the girl was, but her features resembled Darien's enough for her to guess that this was his youngest sister. 
 
      
 
    "Be careful, Alli." He watched the men pulling on the pike. "Just because the guards are following his orders at the gate it does not mean his crown is not lost." 
 
      
 
    She nodded in understanding. "I will be careful, do not worry. Please make haste, Cate. Her soul needs to be put to rest." Alli spurred her horse forward and followed Darien into the city. 
 
      
 
    He rode through the city without pause and through the castle gates. He skidded to a stop mere feet from the entrance, quickly dismounting before heading inside. "Where is my brother?" Darien asked the guard he had found just inside the entrance of the castle. The guard paled when he realized who was questioning him. 
 
      
 
    "Sire, the Order of Colondone has confined him to the cells below the castle," the man had barely finished speaking when Darien interrupted him. "Since when does the Order rule Calandoria," he shouted at the man. Darien was blind with rage. He grabbed the man by the front of his shirt and slammed him against the closest wall pinning him to it. 
 
      
 
    Alli entered the castle in time to see Darien draw his sword. "No, wait," she screamed at him. Darien turned to look at her, but did not release the man. 
 
      
 
    "If you kill him, Darien you wage war against your own army. You will need your men to find those responsible for her death," she pleaded. 
 
      
 
    Darien relaxed his grip and sheathed his sword, but still held the man against the wall. As he looked at the man and realized he knew him. He was one of generals in the Calandorian Army, the best general according to his father. "Tell me what transpired here," He commanded. 
 
      
 
    "I am sorry your majesty. I arrived only moments before you did and do not know the whole story. I was on my way to release Prince Makren when you entered." Darien released the man and took a step back. 
 
      
 
    "Where were you that you were not here to protect to my sister you were sworn to serve?" Darien asked the man piercing him with his cold steel eyes. 
 
      
 
    "Princess Rachel and Prince Makren dispatched me and the other men of the guard to eastern Calandoria to search for Lady Lissandra, my Lord." The man dropped his head in shame at what had happened in his absence. "They sent all the guard out." 
 
      
 
    Alli walked forward and placed her hand on Darien's shoulder offering what little comfort she could, "We should go find your brother. He will have the answers you seek." 
 
      
 
    Darien placed his hand over the one she laid on his shoulder. "Wait for me in the council's chambers, this man can show you the way. I will find my brother," he released her hand and turned back to the general. "Find the court and council records for the last four weeks and meet me in the council room as well," he ordered. Darien turned from them both and headed towards the throne room. Through it he would make his way to the cells below the castle. 
 
      
 
    It took a few minutes for Darien's eyes to adjust to the darkness of the prison below the castle. The stone walls were wet and moldy, the place smelled of human waste and death. Only two torches, one at the entrance of the corridor and one at the other end provided all the light inside the long narrow corridor that lead to the cells. At the end of the long hall there was a circular room with ten heavy iron doors. Behind each of these doors there was a small cell. This was not a jail for random criminals, the only prisoners ever kept here were those who committed treason against Calandoria or the king. Darien had not been here since he was nine years old. His father had brought him and Jimreth here to witness the questioning of a man suspected of inciting a small rebellion in the small village of Tusknet to the west. Darien's stomach churned at the memory. The man had been tortured before his young eyes. Darien's father had told them both they needed to witness the act, so in the future neither would ever order it done lightly and would understand the consequences of such an order. Darien had vowed never to make that order. 
 
      
 
    He began to move down the hall with memories of the tortured man haunting his thoughts. Darien understood after all this time what his father had been trying to teach him. Right now he would have a thousand men tortured if it meant his family would never be faced with harm again. 
 
      
 
    Once he entered the circular chamber he noticed a guard standing next to the cell directly in front of him. 
 
      
 
    "Are there any other prisoners, besides my brother?" Darien asked the man. 
 
      
 
    The guard looked terrified at seeing him. No one had expected Darien to return. Most believed him dead and the House of Raven pretending he was away from the kingdom to make them appear stronger. 
 
      
 
    "Only one your majesty, " The guard knelt before Darien and pointed at a cell across the room. 
 
      
 
    "What was the crime that individual committed?" he questioned the guard. 
 
      
 
    "She is suspected to be an attendant when the Queen died. King Jimreth ordered all the attendants executed. With the recent upheaval we have not had time to see her sentence carried out," the guard explained. "Prince Makren halted the trails when he arrived." 
 
      
 
    "Release her," Darien said coldly. 
 
      
 
    "But your majesty, King Jimreth…" the guard stopped mid sentence. There was no King Jimreth. The man before him was the King of Calandoria. 
 
      
 
    "I said release her," Darien shouted at the man. "I am king now and I declare her innocent of all charges." 
 
      
 
    "Right away sir, " the guard quickly made the distance of the room and unlocked the cell. It only took him a few moments to enter the cell and return with a small woman in his arms. She was wearing a filthy gray dress and appeared half starved. Darien looked at the woman's face. She could not have been more than eighteen or nineteen. Close to Rachel's age. 
 
      
 
    "Take her to the council room. There you will find a Lady dressed in britches. Ask her to see this girl taken care of for me. Tell her I will be there in a few minutes with my brother and she will meet us in the council room when she has finished with the girl," Darien turned back towards the cell that held his brother. 
 
      
 
    "Right away, your majesty, " The guard started to leave when Darien's voice stopped him. 
 
      
 
    "The keys before you leave," he said softly holding out his hand. The guard quickly approached and placed them in Darien's outstretched hand. Before taking the key Darien grabbed the man's arm. "I would advise you to leave the army. If I ever see you wearing the uniform of a Calandorian soldier again I will have you executed." Darien's tone left no mistake in the man's mind that his words were true. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Alli," Cate said quietly as he entered the council room. "I do not know what happened to the body. I have gotten several different accounts. Some say it was burned, other say it was thrown into the refuse pit outside the city walls, still others claim the Order took it with them when they left. I had the other remains placed in a simple coffin and had it sat in the throne room. I figured he would not want them in the city temple after what happened." 
 
      
 
    "Thank you," Alli said as she looked around the council room. Only she, Cate and the guard she had stopped Darien from killing were in the room. It had gray stone walls and several windows along one of the walls. The other walls were lined with cabinets which she assumed held council records as well as various maps, just like the ones in her father's council room. 
 
      
 
    "I am Alli," she said holding her hand out to the guard, "and this is Cate De Groue, we are from Hokaren." 
 
      
 
    "I am Lawwe, my lady," the guard said taking her hand and bowing. 
 
      
 
    "Lawwe, I must ask if you are loyal to the House of Raven?" Alli looked into the man's eyes looking for the truth of the words in his answer. "Yes, my lady," Lawwe looked offended that she had even asked. 
 
      
 
    "Good," she smiled at him, believing what she saw in his eyes more than his words. 
 
      
 
    The door to the chamber opened and the three of them looked to see a guard carry a young woman inside. She was obviously ill and covered in filth. He walked towards Alli. "My Lady," the guard spoke, "The King request that you see this girl taken care of then meet him back here. He will be a few minutes more with his brother." 
 
      
 
    "Of course," Alli said looking at the girl then to Cate. Cate stepped forward and took the girl from the guard's arms. "Did he elaborate when he said take care of her?" Alli asked the guard. 
 
      
 
    "No, my lady, " the guard replied hurriedly turning to leaving the room. He had no desire for the king to see him again. 
 
      
 
    "Do not worry Alli, I will handle her," Cate said amused. "He forgets you are a Hikirian woman and not from Calandoria where his meaning would have been clear." Cate carried the poor woman from the room. Alli frowned at his humor. She had not missed the sarcasm in his voice that led her to believe a Hikirian women would have also known what to do. 
 
      
 
    Darien unlocked the cell that contained his brother and pushed the heavy door opened. It made an eerie creaking noise as he did so. He opened it as far as possible to allow the light from the circular room to enter the small cell. His brother was at the back of the room his hands shackled to the wall so that his arms were held above his head. His head was slump down and his chin rested on his chest. Darien noticed the blood stains on the cuff of his shirt down the length of his sleeve. The blood on his wrist had been caused by him trying to pull himself free of the chains. 
 
      
 
    "Makren," Darien whispered. He moved to him and slowly unlocked one of the steel bands around his wrist. Makren's body fell forward. Darien draped his brother's freed arm over his shoulder to support Makren's weight then moved to the next band. Once his other arm was released Makren stumbled forward against him and began to fall. Darien supported his weight and eased him onto the floor. "Makren," Darien patted his cheek slowly to wake him. Makren began rolling his head from side to side trying to regain consciousness. He slowly opened his eyes, "Brother," he cried barley audible to Darien, his throat raw from the screaming he had done. 
 
      
 
    He used all his strength to sit up and bury his head into Darien's chest grasping his shoulders tightly. "Brother, " he sobbed. " I tried to stop them," he looked up at Darien's face, tears filling his eyes. "I could not save her," he cried, "I could not save her." He crushed his face to Darien's chest. Darien hugged him tightly; his own tears began to fall. "Why couldn't I save her," he heard Makren whisper softly. 
 
      
 
    Darien could hardly believe he was holding his brother, he thought lost to him forever. "You must not blame yourself. You did all that you could." Darien did not know exactly what had happened or why the Order had killed his sister, but Makren's wounds proved he had not stood idly by an allowed it to happen. Darien buried his own face into Makren's hair sharing in his grief over the loss of Rachel. 
 
      
 
    "No I didn't, she asked me to flee, but I refused to let her." Makren clenched his fist on Darien's shoulders, "If only I would have listened." 
 
      
 
    "It is not your fault, Makren," Darien pushed Makren back and looked into his tear filled eyes. "Place the blame where it truly belongs and help me seek revenge for her death." Darien wiped his eyes with his hands. "I will need your help, are you able to help me?" he asked Makren. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, anything," Makren said, "what ever you ask." 
 
      
 
    "I have missed you brother," Darien hugged Makren to him again and held him there relieved that he was alive. After a few moments he rose and offered his hand to Makren. Makren took Darien's offered hand and allowed Darien to help him rise. 
 
      
 
    "It is time for our enemies to feel our wrath." Darien said as he pulled a small cloth from his pocket. "Dry your eyes. When we leave this room we are the King and Prince of Calandoria, not broken hearted brothers. I meet with my council at once. I ask that you serve on it." 
 
      
 
    "Of course," Makren said wiping the tears from his eyes. 
 
      
 
    "Good, I need you to fetch me a stable boy and a maid, the younger the better and bring them to the council room. We will be one member short, but she has sustained injuries and needs to recover before she will be able to attend meetings," Darien stated. 
 
      
 
    "Brother I do not understand. No female serves on the council," Makren said confused. 
 
      
 
    "There is a new council for a new Calandoria. Now go and meet me in the council room as quickly as you can." Darien walked out of the cell with Makren on his heels. 
 
      
 
    A few moments later Darien entered the council room and looked to Alli, "Is the girl being looked after?" 
 
      
 
    "She is my lord," Cate answered. 
 
      
 
    Darien sighed and rolled his eyes skyward, "Forgive me Alli for forgetting that just because you are female does not mean I should assume you are like other females." 
 
      
 
    "Does it upset you that I am not?" She asked solemnly. 
 
      
 
    "No," he answered honestly. "I do not need you as a normal female for what lies ahead," he smiled knowingly at her. 
 
      
 
    "Lawwe," he turned to the man, "I have need of you on my council; will you serve?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes, your majesty," Lawwe replied deeply honored by the request. 
 
      
 
    "Call me Darien. We will use no titles in this room." He turned to Alli and caught her small smile. 
 
      
 
    "Darien," Cate said immediately accepting the practice. "I have had your sister placed in the throne room until you are ready for the burial." 
 
      
 
    "Thank you," he said looking from Cate, then to Alli. "Hokaren has shown her more respect than her own country." 
 
      
 
    "Did you bring the reports I asked for?" He asked turning to Lawwe. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, I placed them at the head of the table." Darien moved to the chair Lawwe indicated and sat down. He began reading the pages as quickly as he could. After a few minutes he paused and looked around the room. "I need all of you to read these quickly. We will not be discussing the details of these reports in front of my brother, who even now is on his way here, but I need all of you to understand what went on here as we plan the next course of action." 
 
      
 
    Lawwe, Alli and Cate quickly sat at the table and began passing the reports around. A few moments later Makren appeared with a young boy and a girl. Darien rose to greet them. "Welcome. I have need of you two if you are willing. What are your names?" 
 
      
 
    "Karegh," the boy replied nervously looking around the room. He had short brown hair with a few pieces of straw tangled in it. His brown eyes darted around the room. "Molly, your majesty," the young girl said as she curtsied. The girl was dressed in a plain gray dress with an apron tied around the waist. Her brown hair was tied in three knots on top of her head with a red ribbon. Darien could see the nervousness in her blue eyes. Neither of the children could believe they had been summoned to the king's council room. "How old are you, Karegh?" Darien asked. The boy swallowed hard before answering, "Twelve, sire." 
 
      
 
    "And you," Darien turned his eyes to Molly. 
 
      
 
    "Fifteen my lord," she answered giving him another curtsy. 
 
      
 
    "Well Karegh and Molly I would like to ask you to serve on the king's council as adjutants and help me to rule Calandoria. Will you accept?" Both children just stared at him. 
 
      
 
    "Brother, have you gone mad?" Makren asked. "There is already a council in place." 
 
      
 
    "No, not at all," Darien answered looking at Alli. "I am making some long over due changes in Calandoria and I will need the help of those who best understand the problems we face." He turned his attention back to the children. "Well Karegh, Molly will you serve?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes, your majesty" the children said in unison, Molly giving him another curtsy. 
 
      
 
    "Great," he said smiling at the two of them. "The first rule is to call me Darien. In this room we are all equal, no titles allowed." 
 
      
 
    He turned to the others at the table. "In this room speak your mind freely with out fear of retribution. I will be asking three others to join our ranks when they are able, but for now we have business to attend." 
 
      
 
    "Makren," Darien said his name as he moved back to sit down at the head of the table. "Send a rider to Lissandra in the Hokaren. He can find her three days south of the Blue River and another three days southeast. She will be found on a small farm, living in the barn." 
 
      
 
    "She has been in Hokaren all this time?" Makren asked his voice showing his regret. 
 
      
 
    "Yes," Darien said pointedly. "She was with me. I want to make it clear to each of you that she is not a traitor. Through no fault of her own the Order sought to end her life and she fled." 
 
      
 
    Makren after hearing his brother's words left the room to send a man to Lissandra while the others continued reading reports. 
 
      
 
    Alli noticed that neither Molly nor Karegh were reading. Not wanting to embarrass them by announcing to the room neither could read she instead began quietly reading them aloud to them. 
 
      
 
    Once Makren returned he sat in the chair next to his brother at the table. He was quietly looking at the others as they read. "Brother," Makren whispered softly to Darien. "Who else do you intend to seat on the council?" 
 
      
 
    "Lissandra and a friend of mine named Eranen if he is willing. A smarter man we could never find. There is also a young girl I saved from our cells below just be before you." Darien said loud enough for the others to hear. 
 
      
 
    "Who are they?" Makren quietly asked again pointing at Alli and Cate. 
 
      
 
    "Friends from Hokaren," Darien said realizing that Makren was not going to sit quietly and allowed him to finish reading. "Alli, Cate" Darien called drawing their attention. "I still require your assistance and I have an oath to you as well. Would you please serve on this council with us and perhaps we can work on both situations at the same time." 
 
      
 
    "Yes, we will serve." Alli looked to Cate to see if he had any objections. "However, we can not serve forever. Circumstances will eventually force me to leave." She casually looked at Makren. She had a feeling he was one of the ones she sought. 
 
      
 
    Darien caught her starring at Makren and frowned. When she noticed she quickly averted her eyes. "I would appreciate any help you can give until those circumstances occur." 
 
      
 
    "Makren," Darien said quietly. "Have the Castle gates closed. When you return, we will be ready to begin." When Makren rose to leave the room this time Alli stared after him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    "You are getting better at this," Eranen said as he gently kissed Lissandra. 
 
      
 
    "Thank you," she said as she press her lips back to his, "so are you." 
 
      
 
    Eranen laughed, "Not with kissing, but at controlling your powers." 
 
      
 
    "Does that mean we have to stop doing it all the time," she asked nibbling on his ear. 
 
      
 
    "No," he smiled, "We just have to find another excuse," he took her lips firmly with his own once more. 
 
      
 
    "I really need to go tend the fields today or I will have nothing but weeds left to harvest," he said sitting her aside. 
 
      
 
    "Do you want me to help," she asked hoping he would say yes. 
 
      
 
    "No, I would only end up spending the day kissing you and I could just stay here and do that." He smiled at her. "Perhaps you should work on wind today, it's your weakest." 
 
      
 
    "Alright," Lissandra pouted, "but if I blow the barn down just remember you were the one who suggested it!" 
 
      
 
    "It will be fine. You are getting very good with wood manipulation; you can just put it back together." He was still laughing as he turned and walked out of the barn. Lissandra watched him go. Their time was running out, harvest was coming soon. When he had first kissed her she had hope things would go quickly, but he had yet to do anything else. It was time for her to speed things up a bit she thought smiling. 
 
      
 
    Lissandra stirred the pot over the fire and then sampled just a taste with the wooden spoon. She then went to the shelves and took down two plates, which she sat on the table. She glanced at the little blue vase with yellow flowers she had placed in the center of the table and swirled her finger above them, causing them to gently sway back and forth. "There I practiced!" she said smiling to herself. Everything was perfect. She was wearing her silver dress from the Temple. It was sleeveless and still separated high on each side. She had not intended on wearing it tonight, but when she was trying to pick a dress for this evening she noticed the dresses Eranen had bought her did not even reveal the smallest glimpse of skin. 
 
      
 
    She had spent most of her day cleaning the old dress trying to restore its former beauty. She had been able to remove most of the spots were dirt had marred it on her journey to Eranen's farm. Now silver satin glistened in the light of the lanterns. Tonight she did not wear her hair up in ribbons; instead she had brushed it to a shine and let it fall free to her waist. She took a deep breath. If what she had been taught about men from her sister in-law Maureen was true he really had know no chance. 
 
      
 
    Eranen had noticed the set table when he first entered the barn through the small door near the fireplace. He noticed Lissandra's dress as well, but he did not mention change. He assumed Lissandra was use to better than life in the barn offered and it was only natural she would want to make it more comfortable. Even her nervous behavior did not arouse his suspicions. His first clue that Lissandra had something on her mind came as he was taking his first bite of the stew she had prepared. She was next to the fireplace putting the lid back on the pot now that both their plates were full. 
 
      
 
    "Make love to me Eranen," she whispered softly turning to look at him. He began choking and she rushed to pat him on his back until he could swallow the food and breathe normal again. Once it appeared he would recover she sat down in the chair in front of her plate at the table and waited anxiously for his response. 
 
      
 
    "By the Gods Lissandra, you're a princess you should not be spouting out things like that." He said once he could speak again. 
 
      
 
    "Why not?" she asked confused. She thought he would have been pleased and kissing her by now. "You do not want to?" 
 
      
 
    "Want is not the issue," he said moving his eyes down her figure and shaking his head. "A lady should not just give herself over to someone without the benefit of marriage, unless her ambition is to be a lady of the night!" Thinking his explanation sufficient he turned his attention back to the stew and began enjoying his dinner again. Lissandra watched him unsure what she should do next. It appeared as if he considered the conversation over. 
 
      
 
    "Then marry me Eranen," again he choked on her words, but she did not go to help him. 
 
      
 
    "Are you sure you are from Calandoria?" he smiled at her, "That is a question a man should ask a woman, not the other way around." 
 
      
 
    "You do not want to keep me?" Her face looked perfectly innocent as she asked. 
 
      
 
    "Is that a trick question?" Eranen was beginning to grow uncomfortable. 
 
      
 
    "No," she said. "I demand to know your intentions. Am I just a diversion or something more?" She was starting to get upset. He was supposed to be ravishing her by now, not making excuses as to why he couldn't. 
 
      
 
    "You are more than a diversion Lissandra, but I do not believe a few weeks, albeit pleasant weeks are enough for love and that is what I will have to feel for the woman I marry. If lust was enough, I would have married long before now." He knew his last words were a mistake before he had finished them. 
 
      
 
    "And just how many others before me were there?" The hurt look in her eyes almost made him agree to her proposal. He could hear the wind outside already starting to pick up ahead of the coming storm. 
 
      
 
    "Do not change the subject," Eranen said. He was not going to have that conversation with Lissandra, ever. 
 
      
 
    "Things are more complicated with you than they would be with another woman, Lissandra," Eranen said not wanting to hurt her. "Even if I was in love with you the length of time we have known each other would have to be considered in a decision like this. Is three and half weeks really enough time to know if you want to bound yourself to a man in marriage. I have been worried maybe it was too much to be kissing as much as we do." He saw her features relax some and took it as a good sign that she was going to be reasonable. "Your abilities are part of this as well. I am not sure how I feel about them or if I would want the responsibility of the burden." Eranen heard no protest from Lissandra so he continued. "Then there is your rank to consider. You are a princess. I am a farmer. Your station demands you marry a wealthy nobleman that will improve the strength of your kingdom. Then there is one last factor, which I think you should take much more seriously if you care about me at all. Your brother, I am sure is going to kill me when I see him again and that is just for kissing you." 
 
      
 
    Eranen took her hands and looked into her silver eyes. "I need more time." He could see tears filling her eyes. 
 
      
 
    "I care for you Lissandra. I can honestly say that, despite the length of time we have known each other. Not a minute passes during the day that I am not thinking of you, but is it a enough to face the obstacles that lie ahead if I take you as my own." No longer hungry and not knowing what else to say to make her hurt lessen, Eranen rose from the table and left the barn despite the ragging storm outside. 
 
      
 
    Lissandra watched him go. Thank the Gods she was not acumen or she would be dead by now. She obviously had no skill in seeing prophecy fulfilled she sighed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    "I am for attacking now," Cate said. 
 
      
 
    "I disagree," Alli interjected. "I may not be a general, but I think they would be expecting an attack. If we wait they will lower their guard." 
 
      
 
    As soon as Makren had ordered the castle gates closed, a sure sign to the people of Calandoria that things were not well in the kingdom, he returned to the council room. Darien immediately began explaining his plans for the Order of Colondone. They had now been discussing the plans in depth for two days and Makren was becoming more and more frustrated with them all. 
 
      
 
    "I think you are all mad," Makren announced. He had been listening to each of them give their opinions on when and how to attack Colondone. Not one of them had spoke as he thought. The Order of Colondone could not be touched. "The people will rebel if we destroy the temple, the Moon Arts would be lost to them forever. That is the very purpose Rachel's death was demanded!" 
 
      
 
    "Which is exactly the reason we must destroy them," Lawwe said. 
 
      
 
    "Makren," Darien said. "Calandoria will survive without the Moon Arts. I will not sit by when a member of my family has been slaughtered. I will exact my revenge on those responsible." 
 
      
 
    "Pardon, sire," Karegh spoke for the first time since being asked to join the council. His voice was shaky and his eyes diverted from the others at the table. "How can we defeat them with the Arts on their side?" 
 
      
 
    "Please Karegh, you are my equal here. Speak your mind without fear." Darien said softening his tone at the boy. 
 
      
 
    "How can a soldier defend against a blizzard or a tidal wave?" Makren chuckled softly at the boy's question. Karegh look at Makren and nodded. 
 
      
 
    "You have been listening to Fairy Tales, Karegh," He said amused. "The Order of Colondones power is not like that, it is not that strong." 
 
      
 
    "No power is that strong." Molly added in a superior tone letting Karegh know she thought of him as a child, while she was considered herself an adult. "If powers were that strong there would never be any droughts or floods. The Order would prevent them before the disasters could begin." 
 
      
 
    "I do not fret much about the Arts," Darien stated flatly. "It would take twenty of them concentrating hard to make even a decent rain storm. 
 
      
 
    "If it was the Sun Arts I might worry more," Cate added. " A little fire can go along way when used as a weapon." 
 
      
 
    "We will have the Sun Arts on our side," Darien stated as he looked at Makren. 
 
      
 
    "Brother my powers are of the weakest kind. I can barley light a candle and even that I can only do every once in a while." Makren said. "I can not use the Art if I am under any sort of distress the power will not flow." 
 
      
 
    "Then you will practice." Darien ordered. "I think it would be wise to also delay an offensive against the Order until Lissandra returns. She possesses the ability of both the Sun and Moon Arts and she is very strong in both. She also knows the layout of the Temple and can aid us much in our preparations." 
 
      
 
    "How long will it be, before she returns to Rorgrim?" Alli asked. 
 
      
 
    "She could be here in as little as two weeks if she leaves as soon as Makren's letter reaches her," Lawwe thought out loud. 
 
      
 
    "No," Darien stated. "She can not leave Hokaren until after the harvest. What I mean is she can not leave the company of a man named Eranen Palek until after the harvest. Since he is a farmer I doubt he would want to lose the price of his crops to bring her home sooner. An Acumen has declared that her life is only safe in his presence until harvest." He added the last to explain why he had left her with the man in the first place. 
 
      
 
    "You never told us this prophecy?" Alli questioned. 
 
      
 
    "It did not seem relevant to any of our previous conversations." Alli glanced at Makren. She felt Lissandra must be a part of her own vision, as well as Makren. 
 
      
 
    Darien paused when he noticed Alli's glance towards Makren. She spent a great deal of her time looking at him during their meetings. "We will attack the temple and lay waste to it. No stone will be left standing. We will plunder its valuables and annihilate any who stand in our way." Darien said harshly as he stared into Alli's eyes. 
 
      
 
    "So you will rid the Moon Arts from the world," Alli said uncomfortable under his steady gaze. "The Moon's Soul will prevent it. Even discussing this we risk the wrath of the God." 
 
      
 
    "Then let the God come down and stop us." Darien rose from his seat and began pacing the room. "I would like to seek vengeance upon this God for my sister's death as well." 
 
      
 
    "If we wait for Lissandra, that will give us one month to plan," Makren said ignoring his brothers pacing. 
 
      
 
    "Then we are in agreement that we delay the attack for one month?" Cate asked. 
 
      
 
    A sudden knock came at the door. Molly quickly rose to answer it. A soldier wearing the traditional black uniform with the Raven crest across his chest entered the room and stood before Makren. " My lord, we have apprehended the man as you asked," the guard said standing at attention. 
 
      
 
    "Darien", Makren said causing his brother to stop his pacing. "I ordered the guards capture the man who used his sword against our sister. They have found him and he now sits in the cells below. What would you like done with him?" 
 
      
 
    "The sentence is death." Darien said without pause, "for the illegal execution of a subject of Calandoria without the benefit of trail or King's consent." 
 
      
 
    "Very good, my Lord," The guard said saluting both Makren and Darien with a fist to his heart, before leaving the room and closing the door behind him. 
 
      
 
    "Enough for today," Darien said suddenly very tired. "We have all been through quite a bit these last few days and need to rest." 
 
      
 
    "Perhaps we should not meet again until after the midday meal tomorrow," Makren suggested and everyone nodded in agreement. 
 
      
 
    "Lawwe, would you please take Molly and Karegh and find them new quarters within the castle appropriate of their new stations. Then send dispatches to their families informing them of the change so they do not worry when the children do not come home. I think it would be best if we all remained in the castle as much as possible." Darien then turned to Makren. "Makren, I would like for you to check on the girl that was brought up from the cells. Going forward I will trust you to her care." Makren merely nodded before rising to do Darien's bidding. 
 
      
 
    "Cate, please send dispatches to the old council members letting them know their services are no longer needed. Make arrangements to have sums settled on each so none become bitter and turn against the House of Raven." The rest of the group began to rise and leave the room to follow Darien's orders, all except Alli. 
 
      
 
    "And what would you have me do?" she asked. 
 
      
 
    "Sit and speak with me for a while." Darien answered smiling at her. 
 
      
 
    "What would you like to discuss?" She move from her chair to the one Makren normally sat in, next to the head of the table. 
 
      
 
    "About Hikirian spies in the North, your prophecy and why you keep looking at my brother with so much interest." Darien said his temper slightly on edge. 
 
      
 
    Alli considered Darien a moment. He seemed so different than the man she had met on the road only two weeks before. Now he dressed in royal attire, not his simple traveling clothes. It was almost as if the clothes had changed his personality. She could not imagine this Darien sitting on a log by a fire laughing at jokes and trading war stories with Cate. It seemed so long ago that they had laughed together on the road to Rorgrim. 
 
      
 
    Darien watched her as she studied him waiting to see if her eyes would betray her thoughts to him. She was always careful not to reveal more than she intended. "It is said that once an Acumen receives their pinnacle prophecy they will know their soul mate on sight." Alli's eyes rose to meet his. It was a question, not a statement. 
 
      
 
    "Yes. An Acumen's skin will burn upon seeing their soul mate and tingle with electricity when they are near." She answered not sure what had prompted his question. 
 
      
 
    "And how would you know if you received a pinnacle prophecy?" He asked relieved that this was a subject she seemed willing to discuss. 
 
      
 
    "The vision itself is different." Alli said looking at her hands. She was fidgeting under his gaze and forced them still. "An Acumen will go into a deep trance where the very thoughts of the God's will be burned into the Acumen's mind. I have been told that it is extremely painful to bear and many Acumen do not survive. This trance will last until the entire message is delivered." She looked back at Darien. " When you wake from such a trance your skin will be tinged with blue and your skin will be as cold as ice to the touch." 
 
      
 
    "Have you had your pinnacle prophecy Alli? Have you found your soul mate?" Darien questioned as he gently place his hands on hers to stop their fidgeting. 
 
      
 
    "No, I have not had a pinnacle prophecy, Darien. As for the other I could not say. I would not know my soul mate if I found him, unless I had received the pinnacle prophecy first." She seemed sad as she spoke. 
 
      
 
    Darien removed his hands from hers and ran them through his hair. "An Acumen is just like another person, correct? You could still feel desire for someone even if they were not your soul mate?" 
 
      
 
    "Even if I can feel desire I can not act on it. It would mean my death." Alli was growing more uncomfortable with the conversation. She saw tension in his eyes she did not understand. "Why ask these questions?" 
 
      
 
    "Do you desire my brother, Alli?" he snapped the question at her. 
 
      
 
    "What would make you think I do?" She asked taken back by his tone. 
 
      
 
    "I have found you starring at him often over the last couple of days." Darien said still agitated. 
 
      
 
    "I was just looking at him," Alli once again forced her hands still. 
 
      
 
    "But do you desire him?" Darien asked again. 
 
      
 
    "No, I do not desire your brother. I am only curious about his past in the Sun Realm, nothing else." Her word instantly made Darien relax. His brother had been through enough without becoming the target of an Acumen looking for a mate. Alli would have definitely been more than he could handle right now. 
 
      
 
    "Hokaren has spies in Calandoria?" Darien asked. Alli blinked at the sudden change of subject. 
 
      
 
    She smiled broadly at him; "No," she shook her head. "I must ask you to forgive the small lie, but I did not want to reveal that I was an acumen until you agreed to accept my assistance. It was the only lie I could think of that would explain my knowledge" 
 
      
 
    Darien was not upset by the lie. She had done what she needed to do for her own protection. "When we first met you told me of an army in the north. It is not a Calandorian army so who does it belong to?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    "I believe it is an army from the Realm of the Sun," She began fidgeting again. 
 
      
 
    "That barren wasteland in which no human could survive?" he asked incredulously. 
 
      
 
    "Hundreds of years ago people were banish into the Realm of the Sun instead of imprisoned or executed for misdeeds. It is possible some survived rather than perished, especially if any of them possessed the Moon Arts." Alli said. "Makren also spent the last twelve years living there which proves that some people do live on the other side of the Mountains." 
 
      
 
    "Perhaps," Darien said, "I need to speak with Makren on this matter more thoroughly. The council notes state he was taken to the Realm of the Sun. No other remarks were made regarding his disappearance." 
 
      
 
    Alli nodded in agreement then stood to leave, but Darien caught her hand. "We are not yet finished. We still need to discuss prophecy." 
 
      
 
    Alli was puzzled by his words. "I thought we already discussed prophecy?" she questioned. 
 
      
 
    "No we discussed my brother and Hikirian spies," he said gently pulling her back down into her chair. 
 
      
 
    Alli chuckled to herself. "You thought your brother was my soul mate?" She laughed harder. " He is to gentle for me, the Gods would know better" 
 
      
 
    "You yourself feared they would not only a few days ago," Darien teased. "Now you trust their ability to choose your mate?" 
 
      
 
    Alli sobered at his words. "What is it about prophecy you wish to know?" she asked. 
 
      
 
    "I would like to know the prophecy that sent you to me? If you are able to discuss it," He said. 
 
      
 
    "With you I can discuss only some of it," she said suddenly very serious. "It is a very unusual prophecy. This prophecy told what I must do, not what someone else must do to fulfill the will of the Gods." 
 
      
 
    "You received a prophecy about yourself?" Darien exclaimed. "Is that even possible?" 
 
      
 
    "It must be possible or it could not have happened. I am not sure if it has happened before. I only know that if I fail in this task then I will be killing myself." When her eyes met his he could no longer see any light behind the pale blue, only coldness. "I can not be sure, but it may have already been fulfilled just by my being here. It will be hard to tell unless I receive another vision. The frequency of my visions has been increasing lately and if this prophecy has come to past I should receive another in a week's time." 
 
      
 
    "Will you tell me?" he asked softly. 
 
      
 
    "Daughter of Hokaren with a thousand strong will ally with the new king. He will lead her to the fated ones." Her voice was soft and held little emotion as she spoke. 
 
      
 
    "Who are the fated ones?" Darien asked half-afraid to hear her answer. 
 
      
 
    "The vision did not reveal that to me. I only know I was meant to join you and I will remain here as long as you require my assistance or until prophecy sends me elsewhere." 
 
      
 
    "So it is possible that it has been fulfilled and you will be leaving soon?" He considered the thought for a moment. There was still much he needed her for if she was able to lend aid. "You will let me know the minute you have another prophecy," he requested looking into her eyes once more. 
 
      
 
    "Of course" she assured him with a bright smile. "You have become known throughout the kingdoms as the champion of the Acumen. Who better to tell than you." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eranen rose slowly from the ground where he had been kneeling to pull one of the more stubborn weeds in the field. The crop was looking good; at least what he thought it should look like. This was the first time he had ever grown anything before, but he had read several books on the subject. Given the climate he was in and the richness of the soil he knew he had picked the correct crop to plant. The corn was flourishing and in a few more weeks would be ready to harvest. He cast his eyes over the field and the surrounding woods taking in what he had accomplished over the last year. He paused when his gaze fell to the barn and shook his head with frustration. It had been almost five minutes since his thoughts had drifted to the barn and the woman inside, that was a definite improvement. Since the night he had refused Lissandra and her proposal things had changed between them. He was sure that if prophecy did not bind her to him she would have left by now. She had taken his rejection of her hard. 
 
      
 
    Eranen directed his gaze to the edge of the woods were his new house stood almost complete. It would be a fine house. Better than a farmer could afford, but he had not earned his coin by farming. He sighed heavily, it would be a splendid house, but it was not fit for a princess and Lissandra was not a woman to be had without the benefit of marriage. To make things worse, Eranen could not imagine the house ever being a home without Lissandra there. This last month with her constantly underfoot had changed him. He had never had constant company before, well at least not since he had left home twelve years before and he was not sure his mother could even be considered company given her state of mind. Lissandra's presence was different. She was a comfort. She was the only person who had ever heard his dream of a building a learning academy and had not laughed at him. She had actually been excited by the idea and had helped him form the plans even more firmly in his mind. 
 
      
 
    He sighed again. Eranen had no idea what to do with Lissandra. Her powers were frightening. He had never heard of anyone possessing so much power and she had very little control over it. If one kiss could make funnel clouds what damage could other emotions cause? What of anger, grief or pleasure? Eranen looked back at the barn. That was what she had asked him for pleasure. No there was something more to it. Something Lissandra was not telling him. If she could not trust him, then how was he to trust her? 
 
      
 
    Eranen thoughts drifted to Darien. What would his reaction be if Eranen gave into his desire and married Lissandra? Marriage was different in Calandoria for women. Perhaps Darien would be pleased she would not be subjected to Calandorian law. Perhaps Darien would kill him and end his worrying. It was a lot to ask a man to deal with for only a few hours of pleasure. Considering he was thinking of marriage there could be more than a few hours…. 
 
      
 
    He was more depressed by his decision than she was. It scared him to think what that might mean. What if the ambiguous feelings he had for her were love? Real love, the kind of love that would makes a man trust his heart to one woman for all eternity? Did that kind of love exists? His grandmother said that it did and it was powerful. His mother said it was a myth told to make the idea of marriage seem appealing to the poor fools who found themselves in that predicament. 
 
      
 
    Eranen raked his hands through his hair then shook his head. This was not about desire, love or marriage. He was not even sure it was about him. Her eagerness had something to do with the prophecy that sent her here in the first place. She still had not allowed him to read the book or trusted him enough to tell him at least what sent her here. She was practicing the art that all women possessed to get what she wanted. 
 
      
 
    Eranen was brought from his dreary thoughts by the site of a rider coming down the road dressed in the Calandorian colors. The rider came to a stop in front of the barn and quickly dismounted. Eranen was not alarmed by the man's arrival. He knew this was the word from Makren, Lissandra had been expecting. He saw her walking from the barn towards the rider. Her hair was down today and the wind was playing with the long locks. Even from a distance he could see her smile at the man. His heart twisted. Her smiles were for him alone. After a brief exchange with the man the rider turned his horse and headed back to the North. Eranen did not head for the barn, but instead watched the rider fade in the distance. He was curious about the message, but assumed Lissandra would tell him what it said at dinner if she felt it was important. He had work to finish in the fields today. Tomorrow he would go to the dugout and get his books on prophecy that he had been hiding. Now the time was right. Lissandra had said after word from Makren arrived she would tell him why she had come. Cheered considerably at the thought he saw no reason to dwell on the matter any longer and began tending the field in earnest. 
 
      
 
    Just as he was knelling down again he looked up to the sky to see why it was darkening. He had notice no clouds in the sky to block the sun's rays a moment ago. Now a storm was quickly building. Lightening flashed across the blackened sky as Eranen stood and ran towards the barn as fast as he could. 
 
      
 
    "Lissandra" he called as he threw open the small door at the back of the barn. He could hear her crying. He quickly scanned the barn not seeing her and then headed towards the loft. " Lissandra, where are you?" he called as he climb the ladder. He could already hear the rain pelting the side of the barn and the wind rattling the walls. This was no ordinary storm. 
 
      
 
    She was lying on the tack she slept on at night sobbing uncontrollably. He rushed to her side. " Lissandra what is it?" he asked, but she gave no response. He saw the letter clutched in her hands and gently took it from her. It only took a moment to read the letter. Eranen closed his eyes as he tried to think of some words that might comfort her. "I'm sorry Lissandra," he said quietly sitting down next to her. 
 
      
 
    "She was not supposed to die" Lissandra said between sobs. "Her death was not mentioned in the prophecies." 
 
      
 
    "Prophecy is a tool of the Gods, not meant to be a comfort to man," he pulled her into his lap and cradled her against his chest and began stroking her hair with his hand. This was different from Jimreth's death. Lissandra had not been affected by her brother's death the same way. Lissandra had already known her brother Jimreth would die. 
 
      
 
    "She was so young and innocent. She knew so little about the world outside the castle walls. They killed her because of me," she said burying her head in his chest. 
 
      
 
    "No," Eranen said sternly. "Do not think that for a moment. They had a choice. You are not responsible for their actions. Regardless their reasons the decision to kill her was theirs. None of the blame falls to you." 
 
      
 
    "If I would have been there she would be alive," Lissandra was trying to gain control of her sorrow. It was being slowly replaced with rage. 
 
      
 
    "And you would be dead." Eranen said flatly. "The Order was set on blood and no action by anyone could have prevented a death. I know you cared for your sister and I am sure she cared for you. Her death is difficult to accept, but you can not blame yourself. Place the blame where it should be." Eranen squeezed her tight. Her body was shaking either from the tears or the anger he was not sure. Lissandra knew his words were true. The Order would have killed her just as they did Rachel, but knowing that brought her little comfort. 
 
      
 
    Eranen held her until her tears subsided and her body no longer shook. "Your brother request that both of us join him once the harvest arrives. Do you want me to go with you?" Eranen held his breath waiting for her answer. 
 
      
 
    "I never want to go anywhere without you," she said raising her head to look into his eyes. Eranen gently wiped a tear from her cheek with his finger then took her chin in her hand. The rain outside had slowed to and fell into a soft rhythm. "Well then" he said slowly smiling, " The only way to ensure that we are always together would be for you to agree to marry me." He had not planned on asking her to marry him. It was a rash decision, but in that moment he never wanted her to go anywhere without him either. 
 
      
 
    "You want to marry me?" she questioned a look of surprise and happiness on her face. 
 
      
 
    "No," he said honestly, "I told you before, the want of you was never the issue, but marriage is the only way. I can not accept you without marriage and I can not lie to myself that I have no feelings for you. I do know that I am willing lay down my life to see you protected and help you fulfill the destiny you seek however I can. Somehow you have become more than a want, you are a need." Her smile warmed him as he took her lips with his. 
 
      
 
    Eranen never made it to the dugout to retrieve his books on prophecy; instead they spent the evening making plans for their future. Prophecy had brought them to this place, but they both agreed not to use it to influence their decisions going forward. 
 
      
 
    After Lissandra had gone to bed, Eranen spent most of the night in thought still thinking of all the reasons he and Lissandra should not married. By morning he had made a decision and thought to mention it casually to Lissandra over breakfast. "We are going to town today to get married," he said reaching for a warm slice of bread. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Today!" she exclaimed shocked at his words. "I thought we agreed last night that we would wait until after I sent word to my brothers to prepare a wedding for us once we returned to Rorgrim. It will only be a few more weeks." 
 
      
 
    "They can learn of our marriage in a few weeks when we see them, what is the difference?" To Lissandra Eranen knew there was no difference to him however it might be the difference between life and death. He thought he stood a better chance of living if they were already married when they arrived in Rorgrim. Surely her brother would not make her a widow? 
 
      
 
    "What about the new dress I was going to have made?" Lissandra asked. She had not expected things to move so quickly once he agreed to marry her. 
 
      
 
    "Lissandra you are marrying a farmer. Surely the ceremony a farmer's wife receives will be enough for you." Eranen said frowning at her. "Have you changed your mind?" he asked bitterly. 
 
      
 
    "No," she answered quickly, "Not at all. I want this, it just that," she blushed unable to finish her sentence. 
 
      
 
    Eranen laughed softly, "It was only a week ago you offered yourself to me without the benefit of marriage," he smiled at her. "Now the thought of sharing my bed frightens you?" 
 
      
 
    "I was feeling bold that night in the softness of the candle light and fire. I was trying to seduce you," she said softly. "It would have been spontaneous, not planned." 
 
      
 
    "If we wait until we are in Rorgrim it will still be planned and I am sure you will be just as nervous. Either way it will happen. Why deny ourselves this time without the interference of others." Eranen said. 
 
      
 
    She smiled at him. He was obviously worried that her brother's would oppose their marriage. He was right, of course. She could not imagine Darien willingly giving her to any man, let alone a farmer. Despite Eranen and Darien's friendship, Darien would not think Eranen worthy of her. "I think I would like to stay at the Inn tonight rather than returning home," she said. 
 
      
 
    "Then you will marry me today," he asked holding his breath waiting for her answer. 
 
      
 
    "Yes," she grinned. "I will have to wear the dress of the Order. It really is beautiful and I should have at least one happy memory in it. Do you mind?" 
 
      
 
    Eranen wrapped his arms around her in a tight embrace, "If you do not mind having a marriage ceremony blessed by a priest of the Sun, then I will not mind you marrying in a dress of the Moon." 
 
      
 
    "That is one of the reasons I like you so much Eranen," Lissandra smiled at him. "You are always so accommodating," 
 
      
 
    "Not as much as you think," he grinned back at her. "Ever since I first saw you in that dress I have had dreams of taking it off of you." He lowered his lips to hers and softly kissed her. 
 
      
 
    Lissandra was so nervous during the ride to town she, spoke very little. She kept looking at Eranen, still surprised at his appearance. While she dressed in the loft she thought he had been readying the horses. Instead he to had been changing clothes. He was wearing formal attire as fine as any her brother owned. He had on tight cream colored britches tucked into brown leather boots. His shirt was white and he covered it with a soft gray vest. Over the vest was a gray jacket with lace at the cuffs. His sword was not carelessly stuffed through his belt, but sheath properly and hanging at his side. She would have not thought he owned such clothes. It made her wonder what else she did not know about the man she was to marry. She had been concerned with seeing prophecy fulfilled in the last month that she had not taken the time to think things through completely. She was about to bind herself to a man not for love, but because a book told her it must be done. 
 
      
 
    Once they arrived in the little town of Heartsfield Eranen stopped for a moment at the Inn to secure their room for the evening. It was not a very large Inn. The bottom floor contained only a small counter and a sitting room which consisted of a few chairs by the fireplace. There was a fur rug in front of the fire to keep the cold wind from coming through the cracks between the slats of the wooden floor during the cooler months. The rug with the addition of a few simple paintings made the room feel cozy. They would have to look elsewhere for dinner since the Inn had no dinning, but Lissandra assumed Eranen knew where to obtain a meal. Heartsfield was a place he visited frequently for supplies and to sell his vegetables. "Well it's about time, my boy" the cheery voice brought Lissandra attention to the inn keeper. She was a plump elderly lady with rosy cheeks. Her silver hair was in a tight bun on top of her head and she was beaming a bright smile and cheery eyes at both of them. "Your grandma would be so proud." It had taken Lissandra a moment to realize the woman was talking about their marriage. Eranen blushed and nodded as he handed the lady the coins for the room before escorting Lissandra back outside. 
 
      
 
    After mounting on the horses again they began a short ride to the small temple devoted to the sun in the middle of town. Eranen had been right that Heartsfield did not have much to offer. There was only one single dirt road that ran the length of the town. Their horses were the only ones on the road, what few people she saw walked. A few small shops and homes spotted the street and there was no walkway connecting the buildings. When they arrived at the temple Lissandra was disappointed to see it was nothing more than a one room building constructed out of wood with a crooked tiled roof. The word temple had made her think of the Temple of the Moon's Soul and its beauty. Eranen's barn was in a much better state of repair. The fact that the Sun, with obviously so little funding maintained its hold in Hokaren was surely a testament of the Hikirians faith to the Sun. Even the lowliest of the temples in Calandoria were the most beautiful buildings within a town, with the exception of Rorgrim. There was no temple in Rorgrim, Lissandra thought for the first time. It struck her odd that a country which showed so much devotion to the Moon would have no temple within the walls of its capital. Most Calandorian laws were based on the dictates of the Moon. 
 
      
 
    There was only one priest inside the temple of the Sun when they entered. He was a very old man who with a limp and whose back hunched over. When Eranen had first mentioned what they were there for the priest had told him that the Sun was busy watching the fields at this time of the year and proper marriage ceremonies were for the winter. He was more than pleased to perform a ceremony for them once Eranen offered him a few coins and insinuated Lissandra's belly would be to round by winter for it to be a proper marriage should they wait. She could feel the blush spread across her face at his words and the disapproving glance the old man shot at her. Eranen standing behind the man urged Lissandra to play along with his eyes. She did, what choice did she have? She was not staying in Hokaren until winter and Eranen would never go to Rorgrim with her unless they were already married. The whole affair from the time they entered town until the end of the ceremony was accomplished in less than twenty minutes. 
 
      
 
    Lissandra somewhat deflated turned to Eranen as they rode to the town's stable to house the horses in for the evening, "That's it?" she asked trying to hide the disappointment in her voice. "The only wedding I ever attended was Jimreth's, but it seemed much grander." 
 
      
 
    Eranen shook his head and chuckled. "He was the crown prince of Calandoria, I am sure that made quiet a difference." When she did not comment he stopped his horse to look at her. "The way we did it, is how everyone who is not royalty does it," he said softly. 
 
      
 
    "I know," she said smiling, "I just thought I would feel different somehow," Lissandra did not know what she expected, but now that the fulfillment of prophecy was at hand she was surprised to find everything seemed so ordinary. This was the day the Moon would meet the Sun surely that held some cosmic importance that would make the day feel somewhat special to everyone. 
 
      
 
    "Only your name changed," he said moving his horse again. "You are still the same as you were before." 
 
      
 
    They rode in silence the rest of the way to the stables and after leaving the horse they walked the short distance to the Inn. When they entered he turned to her, "Are you hungry," he asked. 
 
      
 
    "No," she shook her head still lost in thoughts of prophecy. 
 
      
 
    "Good then we can go to our room," he raised his eyebrows and smiled. 
 
      
 
    "Now," she whispered looking around to make sure the elderly inn keeper was not listening. "The sun is still up" 
 
      
 
    Eranen laughed, he could not help it. "The Sun blessed our marriage, so I do not think it will mind. If it makes you uncomfortable you can always move some clouds in front of it until it is as dark as night outside." 
 
      
 
    "I just did not think it could be done with the sun up," she said looking around the entrance of the Inn again wishing Eranen would speak quieter. 
 
      
 
    "Fortunately, it can be done anytime," he said taking her arm and leading her towards the stairs. There were only six rooms in the small inn and theirs was at the very end of the hall farthest away from the stairs. Eranen paused just outside and smiled at her before sweeping her off her feet and into his arms. "Still nervous," he asked. 
 
      
 
    "No," she lied. 
 
      
 
    Eranen managed to open the door still chuckling as he carried her inside; then kicked the door closed with his boot once they had entered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
    Darien looked around the dimly lit council room. He had moved the meetings to a different room within the castle, a room without windows and only one door. Just outside this room was another larger room that now housed the cabinets of records as well as a table with many chairs. For now he had two guards posted outside the doors of both rooms. Everyone that could be there was present and waiting for him to begin. Eranen, Lissandra and the woman who was unconscious were the only ones missing. The other six all sat silently looking at him expectantly. He glanced at Makren feeling guilty about not speaking with him in private before this meeting, he had meant to. For the past several days he had meant to speak with his brother about a great many things that had happened to him in the Realm of the Sun. Perhaps he should have spoken with him instead of Alli? 
 
      
 
    He turned to Alli meeting her eyes with his own and nodded. "I have reason to believe that the Realm of the Sun is gathering an army on the other side of the northern mountains of Calandoria," he said this to all in the room, but met Makren's grey eyes with his own. "What do you know of this brother?" he asked. 
 
      
 
    Makren continued to look at Darien a few moments before turning to Alli. " Alli, you are acumen. Can you answer a question for me?" Alli did not speak, but glanced to Darien instead. He gave her brief nod and then she looked to Makren to proceed. "An acumen had a vision that I would deliver a warning to the kings of the world. Once this is accomplished the destroyer will rise to power. If I tell only Darien and no other ruler would the prophecy still be broken?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes," Alli said, "As long as Darien nor anyone else who hears your words carry the warning to the other rulers the prophecy will be broken." She said the words with sadness. Makren was intentionally killing an acumen. She could not help but feel sorrow for the acumen who gave Makren this prophecy. 
 
      
 
    Makren nodded at her words hearing the pain in her voice. If there had been any other way he would have chosen that path, but one acumen was worth the sacrifice to save the world. "Before I speak I will need the pledge of those here never to repeat my words, not even in this room." Makren looked around the table and saw everyone nodding in agreement to his terms. "Brother," he said looking at Darien. "I will also need your pledge to kill me if I ever repeat this in the presence of King Maeorus or King Harold." 
 
      
 
    "If that is your wish, then I will do so," Darien said only to ease his brother's mind. Regardless of the prophecy he would not kill his brother. According to Horace, his own prophecy had already ensured the rise of the Destroyer. Darien now had a bad feeling Makren's did too. 
 
      
 
    "In the Realm of the Sun there is an Emperor named Descartes," Makren paused as memories of the man flooded his mind. His blue eyes pierced his soul when he looked into them. Even though he neared fifty no winkles marred his face and his body was that of a seasoned warrior, yet no scars of battle marked him. As much as Makren hated him for the path he sought, he also loved him. He was the only father he could remember. Speaking the words of the prophecy to the council felt like he was betraying the man who raised him. 
 
      
 
    Shaking himself from his thoughts he looked around the table to see if anyone had noticed the conflict that raged in him. If they did notice, they made no comment. "Descartes sent me here to warn the rulers of the known world that the time of the destroyer is at hand and he will rule over all men just as the ancient prophecies dictate. Descartes believes he is the Destroyer." Makren looked each council member in the eye one by one before continuing. "His army gathering on the other side of the mountains is ten times larger than that of Calandoria's." he said softly. 
 
      
 
    "Then we should be preparing for war," Lawwe said grimly. 
 
      
 
    "If his intentions are to rule the world how can we not tell Maeorus and Harold? We will need their armies if there is any hope of defeating and opposing force that size." Alli said alarmed, knowing that even with the aid of Hokaren and Pearoandorn they would still be outnumbered. 
 
      
 
    "No," Darien said calmly. "We tell no one. Descartes does not have time to move his army through the mountains before winter. It would be suicide to make such an attempt. That gives us time to decide what course of action to pursue." After just making a pledge to his brother, he was not going to immediately break it now that he had heard the prophecy. Makren had been serious about Darien killing him. There was no need to drive Makren to desperate measures to prevent word spreading to Hokaren or Pearoandorn. 
 
      
 
    "He plans on attacking in the spring," Makren said solemnly. "I was considered a man of importance in the Realm of the Sun and Descartes trusted me with some of the details of his plans." 
 
      
 
    Darien watched Makren as he finished speaking. He looked as if a heavy burden had been lifted from his shoulders. "Then I will place my trust in you when the time comes to help us find away to defeat such an army." Darien said placing his hand on Makren's shoulder. He turned to the others to continue discussing the destruction of the Temple. He did not see the pain his words caused his brother. 
 
      
 
    Makren balanced the tray laden with food carefully in his hands as he struggled to open the door to one of the many chambers in the castle. With Lawwe, Karegh, Molly, Alli, Cate and this unknown girl all having private chambers they were almost out of room, he thought idly. If Darien did not move into the Royal Chamber soon his friend Eranen would be sleeping in the hall when he arrived. Lissandra's and Rachel's rooms were the only ones not currently occupied. 
 
      
 
    It had become a habit after every council meeting for him to come here with food hoping to find the unconscious girl awake. He would end up sitting with her for a few hours before retiring each night. Truthfully it was a good place to think. He was alone with his thoughts, but at the same time not alone. It was comforting. As Makren entered the chamber this evening he saw that the girl was awake and sitting on the edge of her bed. He gave her a small smile before entering the room further. 
 
      
 
    Makren studied her as he walked the short distance to the bed. She no longer wore the rags she had been wearing when she was brought from her cell. The maids had washed and changed her that first night. Now she wore a plain white gown. He noticed that someone had brushed her hair. It was a soft chestnut brown and would surely reach her waist when she stood. 
 
      
 
    Her face still had few scrapes and bruises that were still healing. Since her wounds had been tended this last week they had almost disappeared. He thought she would be pretty once they were gone completely. He looked at the scar on the left side of her face from her ear down her jaw line ending just under her chin. When he had first seen it he had thought the guards had been more than rough with her, but since it was already healed, he now assumed it must be from a previous injury. 
 
      
 
    The girl looked up as he walked to her, she smiled at him. She had big brown eyes that were the same color as her hair. "Are you the one that rescued me?" she asked. 
 
      
 
    "No," he said sitting the tray on a small table not to far from the bed. "I was in the cell two doors down from you." He sat down in the chair by the table where he had watched her on previous nights. "It was my brother who saved us both." 
 
      
 
    "Where am I?" she asked looking around the room. 
 
      
 
    "You are still in the castle, just better sleeping arrangements," Makren said. He continued to watch her curiously. 
 
      
 
    The girl frowned, "So I am still a prisoner, marked for execution?" 
 
      
 
    "No," Makren said quickly to smooth her fears. She looked so forlorn and fragile. "The King has declared you innocent of all the charges against you. In order to prevent those innocent from being wrongly convicted again he is asking you to serve on his council as an adjutant." The girl did not remark on his words, she only stared at him. Makren was not sure what he had expected, happiness maybe, a smile at the least. She glanced at his face and then his clothes. "So you are not right in the head, is that why they made you a servant, instead of adjutant?" The girl asked. After looking him over for a moment more her eyes told him she had made a decision. "Will you help me to escape?" she asked. 
 
      
 
    Makren laughed, he had not meant to, but she sounded so earnest in her plea. "I assure you my lady my mind works just as well as any man's." his words caused her eyebrows to shoot up. 
 
      
 
    "So you are insane." Her forlorn expression returned to her face. 
 
      
 
    Makren was intrigued by her behavior. One minute she seemed frightened of her own shadow, the next she was making jokes and plotting escapes. "You are not a prisoner. If you wish to leave all you have to do is stand up and walk out the door." 
 
      
 
    "I can not," she said. "I have already tried, the door was locked," she raised her trembling hands to her neck and her eyes leveled with his. "Do you think it hurts to die?" 
 
      
 
    Makren's heart wrenched. He had been wondered the same thing lately not of his own pending death, but of Rachel's. "I hope not," he replied softly unable to meet her gaze any longer he focused on the tray he had sat on the table. 
 
      
 
    "Will you help me?" It was not a question, but a plea. 
 
      
 
    "What is you name?" he asked looking at her again. 
 
      
 
    "Kiala," she was fidgeting under his intense stare and she wished he would turn away. 
 
      
 
    "Kiala what?" he questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Just Kiala," a tear fell down her cheek. "What is your name?" she asked. 
 
      
 
    "Makren," he paused. "Just Makren," he said a meeting her eyes again. "Kiala, I swear on the House of Raven that you are free. If you wish to leave just tell me where you want to go and I will see that you are taken there." 
 
      
 
    "Do not speak that name to me." She said with such force he was taken back. "The House of Raven holds no honor to me and a promise backed by it is as worthless as yesterday's milk." She turned her head from him and stared out the window on the other side of the room. It was dark outside and from where she sat she could not see anything of interest beyond the glass. Makren recovered from the unexpected hostility quickly, but did not know what to say to her. He could easily see why she would not care for the Ronans. "I would like to go to Hokaren," she said softly after her anger had faded. "Will you take me there?" 
 
      
 
    "If I promise to take you to Hokaren you must do something for me." Makren said surprised how quickly her anger disappeared. 
 
      
 
    She turned back to him glaring. "Never mind," the disgust in her voice was obvious. "I can not meet your price." She was running her hands up and down her arms as if she was freezing, but there was no chill in the room. 
 
      
 
    "All I was going to ask was for you to eat your dinner," He said standing. She jumped as he stood and scooted further back on the bed. 
 
      
 
    "Are you afraid of me?" he asked her seriously. 
 
      
 
    "Do you look like that on purpose or did something really bad happen to you?" she was indicating his clothes with her hands. Makren looked at what he was wearing. Most nights he feel asleep still dressed and did not see the point of changing into fresh clothes since he was already dressed the next morning. He rubbed his jaw and felt the scraggly beginnings of a beard. 
 
      
 
    Looking at her he said, "It was something bad." 
 
      
 
    "I am sorry," she said quietly moving her eyes to stare at the door. "Will you leave it unlocked when you leave?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes," he nodded. "And you will not find it that way again if you wish to leave." He moved forward and took one of her small hands in his. "I will have some clothes brought to you." 
 
      
 
    She quickly pulled her hand back. "Please do not touch me," she whispered. She had said the words so softly he had barely heard them. 
 
      
 
    "It is still early. Everyone would like to meet you when you feel up to it." Makren said walking across the room to leave. He paused at the door and turned back to her. "Kiala, you will be safe here." He said softly. She made no reply or any indication that she had heard him. Sighing to himself he quietly left the room gently closing the door behind him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
    Darien could not sleep, again. He had been pacing the floor in front of the fire in his room all night. This had become an annoying habit of his. With all he did during the day he thought sleep would be easy enough to obtain. His thoughts were consumed by prophecy and made sleep elusive. There were too many prophecies. Never before had the Gods tried to control man's destiny to such an extent. Everyone he knew seemed to have a prophecy of their own. He wondered what the outcome would have been if he had ignored his own prophecy. Would he have given rise to the pretender by not saving Eranen? Now because Eranen lived the Destroyer was destined to rule all men. What would become of Maeorus, Harold and himself? Were they all destined to die? Then there was Eranen's own prophecy. If Descartes was the Destroyer would Eranen and Lissandra side with him in the war? Darien could not believe that. His growling stomach interrupted his next thought. He stopped pacing and sighed. He had forgotten to eat dinner again as well. Shaking his head he decided to go see what was left in the kitchen rather than call a maid to him. Perhaps just leaving his room for awhile would tire him enough to sleep. 
 
      
 
    "Don't hurt me!" Darien drew his sword as soon as he heard the woman scream. He raced down the hall from the door of his room towards the stairs. He stopped when he saw Lawwe standing in the hall about ten feet from a woman curled in a ball lying on the floor. "Please don't hurt me," she screamed again. 
 
      
 
    "What did you do to her?" Darien roared at Lawwe. At his words the girl turned a wary eye on Darien and trying to scramble away from both men she flattened herself against the wall. "Please, do not hurt me," she began crying with hard sobs that shook her whole body. 
 
      
 
    "I was just retiring for the evening," Lawwe said. "She saw me and started screaming." 
 
      
 
    Darien put his sword away and moved towards the woman, but she started screaming hysterically making him halt his progress. "What are you doing to her?" Makren asked shoving Darien aside as he passed him on his way to the girl. 
 
      
 
    "Go away, please," she sobbed. "Please leave me alone." Kiala screamed as Makren pulled her to her feet. 
 
      
 
    "Kiala," he yelled at the girl, shaking her by the arms. "Kiala, it is Makren." He yelled at her again. 
 
      
 
    She immediately calmed when she heard his name and looked at him. "Makren," her whole body was still shaking in his arms as the tears subsided. Makren had to hold her up to keep her from falling to the stone floor. "Makren, please do not let them hurt me," she pleaded. 
 
      
 
    Makren wrapped and arm around her shoulders and looked at his brother. They exchange a silent look. 
 
      
 
    "Pardon my lady," Darien said slightly bowing in her direction. "Lawwe and I did not intend on frightening you." Darien walked backwards the way he came towards his room moving slowly to keep from scaring the girl further and Lawwe followed his suit. 
 
      
 
    "Kiala," Makren turned her face to look at him. "What frightened you?" 
 
      
 
    Ignoring his question, she studied Makren's face for a moment, "Makren, you shaved," she smiled. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, I shaved," he said laughing. "Let's get you back to your room." He kept his arms around her shoulders as they walked the short distance to her door. 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later Darien answered the knock on his chamber door. Makren entered the chamber and after closing the door took one of the two chairs in front of the fire. Darien lowered himself into the other. "What happened?" Darien asked Makren. 
 
      
 
    "I think she is scared of men," Makren said looking at his brother. "She also hates all things Raven." 
 
      
 
    Perplexed by his last statement Darien turned to his brother. It would not aid him to have someone against the crown on the council. "What hostilities does she hold against us?" 
 
      
 
    Makren gave him a pointed look. "We threw her in prison and then we were going to execute her for merely being present in our sister in-law's birthing chamber. Honestly I can not think of a single reason she might dislike the Ronans." Darien was not in the mood for sarcasm and the look he shot Makren confirmed it. 
 
      
 
    "Why did you not tell us of her condition?" Darien asked. 
 
      
 
    "I only discovered her fear myself when I found her huddled in the hall between you and Lawwe," Makren said turning to look at his brother. "She wants to leave here and go to Hokaren." 
 
      
 
    "No," Darien said quickly then shook his head. "At least not yet. The castle gates do not open until Lissandra arrives. Maybe by then the girl will be less frightened of us and agree to serve as an adjutant. If not I will have to find another." Darien did not know why, but he was compelled to have nine on his council, just as he was compelled to destroy the Temple. He did not try to explain it to Makren. He did not understand the compulsion himself. It was the same feelings that had caused him to spend two years chasing phantom raiders through out the kingdoms in an attempt to save the female acumen, instead of returning home. It was how it was meant to be. Darien shuddered slightly at the thought. Was he fulfilling prophecy he knew nothing about by not returning home? If he only chose eight for his council would he deny another prophecy and thus end all of this nonsense regarding the destroyer? What of the Temple? Why was he risking his crown and perhaps all of their lives for retribution? 
 
      
 
    Makren turned from Darien in frustration. His brother was consumed with only one thought; destroying the Temple of the Moon's Soul. Not once since he had returned had he even held court or made an address to reassure the people of Calandoria. With all the power and resources that came with his throne, Darien ignored all the responsibility. He wanted revenge for Rachel's death too, but for the sake of Calandoria he was willing to accept it. He himself had been willing to make the sacrifice in Lissandra's stead. Now that Rachel had been sacrificed and the Moon Arts saved why continue on this path of destruction. Rachel's death would be for not if Calandoria lost the Arts in the end. Makren returned to his chair by the fire determined to have his brother listen to him. 
 
      
 
    "The girl's name is Kiala." Makren snapped. "Using it, instead of saying the girl might lessen some of her fear." Darien did not comment on his brother's outburst. Tensions were high for everyone and fighting among themselves would get them no where. Darien said nothing to his attempt at an argument to clear the air, but only continued his silent stare Makren decided another approach might work better. Although he had not intended on sharing more with Darien than necessary, he needed his brother's attention on Descartes, not the temple. 
 
      
 
    "Brother, I did not tell all of the prophecy today in the council meeting." Darien did not look at his brother, but continued staring into the flames. "I am sure you had your reasons," he said. 
 
      
 
    "Yes," Makren nodded. He leaned his head back and looked at the ceiling. "I am to perish in the final battle." Makren turned his head and looked at his brother. Darien met his eyes. "I wanted to tell you while we were alone, not surrounded by the others." Darien did not know what to say. First Maureen, then Jimreth and Rachel, and now Makren. He would have no family left by the time this war was over. 
 
      
 
    "How long?" Darien asked. 
 
      
 
    Makren shrugged his shoulders, "Nine months give or take a few weeks if the war goes quickly. It was also prophesied that I would betray you in that battle by giving you over to the Destroyer." 
 
      
 
    "Then you will leave Calandoria before the war and when the final battle comes you will be safe." Darien said turning back to the fire considering the matter settled. . 
 
      
 
    Makren rose and stood in front of Darien. "We do not know where the final battle will be? It could follow me. Perhaps my leaving Calandoria would cause the prophecy to be fulfilled in a manner we can not foresee" he whispered. 
 
      
 
    Darien rose and walked to the mantle of the fireplace. He looked at the picture that hung there. It was of an empty field of grass with rocky peaks in the back ground. He had never liked the painting his mother had hung there, but tonight it called to him. He could feel the uneasy drive building in him again; casually he glanced at the artist signature TR. He found himself wondering how old the painting was and if the artist was still alive. He would like to visit this place. 
 
      
 
    Shaking his head to clear the wandering thoughts he turned back to Makren, "I know that I am still young, but until two years ago I had never heard a single prophecy. Now it seems as if I hear a new one every week." 
 
      
 
    "This war must truly be important to the Gods," Makren said thinking a moment. "Or maybe it is a war between the Gods and we are mere puppets being used by them. One God favoring the destroyer, the other God favoring the pretender?" 
 
      
 
    "An interesting thought," Darien said nodding in agreement. "If that is the case I would like to see man revolt against the Gods." 
 
      
 
    "The only way to accomplish that would be to take their influence over man away. That would mean eliminating the acumen," Makren could not hide the alarm in his voice. His brother's thinking had not been rationale when it came to the Gods lately. "It would mean eliminating Alli," Makren said hoping to sway his brother's thoughts in another direction. 
 
      
 
    "I will talk to her," Darien said returning to his seat in front of the fire. "It maybe the only way we can win." 
 
      
 
    Makren rubbed his face with his hands; his brother was losing all sanity. "First the Temple of the Moon's Soul and now the acumen. It will give Descartes all the advantages. I can assure you he will not kill the acumen in the Realm of the Sun or wipe out those with the Sun Arts." Makren doubted Darien was listening. He had not listened the last few times he had mentioned the same thoughts during the council meetings. 
 
      
 
    "A few years ago all the female Acumen in Calandoria, Hokaren and Pearoandorn were murdered by unknown raiders that matched the description of those who took you to the Realm of the Sun as a boy. I now believe that Descartes was behind the deaths because one of his own acumen warned him that a female acumen would aid us in victory." Darien watched his brother, waiting for Makren's thoughts to follow his. 
 
      
 
    "Alli did not die." Makren said turning to his brother wide eyed, having never heard of the deaths of the acumen before now. "No one knew she was an acumen." 
 
      
 
    Darien smiled and nodded to his brother. At last Makren understood, regardless of the prophecies, the future was not unfolding as it had been foretold. 
 
      
 
    "I am willing to sacrifice all the acumen if need be, except Alli, and I will send raiders of my own to the Realm of the Sun to take care of those Descartes has at his disposal." Darien said turning once again to the fire. Makren was silent in his thoughts staring also into the fire. His brother was not planning to win the war against Descartes, he was planning to drive the Gods from the world of man. Or worst he thought turn the Gods against them all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lissandra woke to Eranen trailing kisses down her neck. "Wake up princess," he said between kisses. "I am awake," she purred stretching her arms over her head, but keeping her eyes closed. 
 
      
 
    "Good, we have to get home. Prophecies await us," he said. 
 
      
 
    Lissandra turned over and stared at him. He had lit a candle before waking or she would not have been able to see him. Glancing to the single window in the room she asked frowning, "What time is it?" 
 
      
 
    "It is early, the sun is not even lightening the sky yet." Lissandra stifled a yawn and turned back over. "I think we should sleep a little while longer. I did not get much sleep last night." 
 
      
 
    Eranen smiled as his gazed moved down her body now only partially covered by the blanket. Lissandra's face reddened. 
 
      
 
    "Come on," he said pulling the covers off of her and walking across the room wearing only his pants. "We have work to do and little time left before we head to Rorgrim." Moaning in contempt she sat up and began scanning the floor for her clothes. For a Hikirian, Eranen was turning out to be a demanding husband. 
 
      
 
    "I have search though those books a hundred times," she said pouting as she scooted to the edge of the bed and picked her dress up off the floor while trying to keep her arms across her ample breast. 
 
      
 
    "You have not searched the books I have kept hidden from you," he said watching her antics. 
 
      
 
    "You hid books from me?" She said looking at him with a hurt look on her face. 
 
      
 
    "Yes," he said raising his eyebrows at her. "We do this together remember. You would not tell me your prophecy or let me read your book until you heard from Makren." He moved back over to the bed holding his shirt in his hands and sat down next to her. "Now is the time for puzzles to be solved," he said reaching out to stroke her hair with his fingers. 
 
      
 
    "You are right," she smiled at him. "This is how it was supposed to be." She took her hand and rubbed it across his bear chest. "I still can not believe I can touch you whenever and where ever I want," she reddened at her own words. She wondered when the constant blush would go away. 
 
      
 
    "I suppose," Eranen said as leaned over to kiss her, "that one more hour in bed really would not make that much of a difference." 
 
      
 
    It was almost dinner time when they finally made it home to the barn. While they had been away, Emy Lou had escaped her stall and knocked over the table and chairs. She had also crushed one of the water buckets and eaten a hole in the nightgown Eranen had given Lissandra. "Emy Lou," Eranen moaned, "I told you we would be home today." 
 
      
 
    "Has she done this before," Lissandra said staring at the destruction in disbelief. 
 
      
 
    "Yes," Eranen said. "She followed me when I went to war for Maeorus. Every time we camped near a town I paid a local farmer to keep her for me. She destroyed every barn she was put in and I woke up every morning with her outside my tent. What can I say," he said with a sigh. "She loves me." 
 
      
 
    Lissandra stared at the cow in wonder. "She has excellent taste in men," she said moving towards the brown cow. Lissandra hugged the animal around the neck. "Do not fret Emy Lou, we are home now and we will not leave you alone again. We will even take you with us to Rorgrim." 
 
      
 
    "Like we had a choice," Eranen said rolling his eyes skyward. 
 
      
 
    After they had cleaned up the barn and had eaten a small dinner, Eranen and Lissandra sat beside each other at one end of the table with a stack of books in front of them. "This is the book I brought with me from the Moon's Soul," Lissandra said as she opened the worn brown book. Eranen noticed that several small pieces of paper stuck out in between the pages through out the book marking the pages for her. 
 
      
 
    "What is this book?" Eranen asked having seen no markings on the cover. 
 
      
 
    "Have you ever heard of collectors?" Lissandra asked. He raised his eyebrows and smiled. "Of course you have," She should have known, there was nothing Eranen had not heard of. Several hundred years ago the collectors had been constant companions of the Acumen. They recorded not only the prophecies of the Acumen, but also acted as protectors and aids. Over the last few centuries the status of the Acumen had fallen and at some point around two centuries ago the last of the collectors compiled a few books of unfulfilled prophecies and then disappeared completely. Lissandra was in possession of one of those books. There had been others at the Temple of the Moon's Soul she could have taken, but only this one mentioned her. 
 
      
 
    "So this is one of the books?" Eranen had spent years looking for the fabled volumes to no avail. He had begun to think they were mere myths, but now one was opened before him. With a trembling hand he pulled the book more fully in front of him, turning to look at Lissandra. "So each of these prophecies an Acumen died for, some only because the subject had not yet been born?" Lissandra bowed her head and gave a small nod as Eranen returned his eyes to the writing on the page that lay open before him. 
 
      
 
    The first page of book revealed nothing to Eranen, events were described, but none held any meaning for him. After reading the first page he turned to the next page Lissandra had marked in the book. For now he would look at what she felt was most important, there would be time later to review the rest of the book later. 
 
      
 
    Lissandra watched him growing more nervous when he skipped the second page and move to one of the pages she had marked. She wondered if he would still wish to remain married after he read the pages. Would he think less of her for sacrificing her virtue for mere words in a book? 
 
      
 
    "Once the daughter of Raven, blessed with the knowledge of all the Arts lies with the wise man the Moon will meet the Sun. This is necessary for the Destroyer to rise as the one and true ruler thus restoring the world to order." Eranen read softly read the words out loud. He did not look at Lissandra. He had suspected all along that her prophecy would be something such as this. He admired the courage it took for her to bind herself to him to see it fulfilled. Of course she knew nothing of his own prophecy which told him to give into his desire before his twenty-seventh birthday or the Moon and Sun would never met. His birthday was only a week away and he desire her above all else. "Once the Moon and Sun meet the daughter of Raven shall kill the Order and bury the Temple proving the God false." He turned to look at Lissandra. She was still sitting with her head bowed looking at her hands resting intertwined on the table before her. No wonder the Order sought to kill Lissandra. They had killed Rachel, but it would not stop there. If the Order believed these words they would continue to seek Lissandra until she was either dead or fulfilled the prophecy. He turned his attention back to the book and seeing nothing more of immediate interest on the page he flipped to her next marker. 
 
      
 
    Half way down the page he saw what he was looking for. Before dawn breaks the Daughter of the Moon must leave the Soul or perish. The wise man will wait for her in the South and she must remain with him until the end of harvest. Only in his care will she be safe. He was no longer reading the passages out loud, there was no need to Lissandra already knew the words. "Will you leave me after the harvest?" Eranen asked reading the passage again. "It only says you must remain with me until the end of harvest." 
 
      
 
    "No," Lissandra said looking at him for the first time since he began reading. "Not unless that is your wish, I mean. I will not hold you to your vow of marriage unless that is your desire. The terms of the prophecy have been met." She could not tell by his reaction to her words what he was thinking. Marriage had never been necessary for her to fulfill the prophecy only to keep their honor. She would understand if he wished it absolved after reading the book. 
 
      
 
    Eranen turned to look at her, "Marriage is a sacred vow between two people, binding them forever. I have no desire to cast my vow aside or to see you do the same." He took her hands with his own. "I still want you, but will not hold you against your will. I will leave the choice to you, but regardless of your decision I will not leave you to face your destiny alone. I will remain with you at least until the Order seeks you no longer." Her eyes met his and then she smiled. She could conquer kingdoms with her smile. 
 
      
 
    "I still want you as well," she spoke softly, "I will honor my vows as your wife as for long as you will allow me to or death takes me from them." Eranen released the breath he had been holding at her words as relief washed over him. He leaned to her and seized her lush lips with his own. The vow they made to each other meant more than the words spoken at the Temple. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 "Forever then," he whispered ending the kiss and losing himself in her eyes. "Forever," he repeated smiling. She was blushing under his intense gaze and lowered her eyes smiling. "Forever," she said softly nodding. 
 
      
 
    Eranen satisfied with her decision released her hands and returned to the book once again, flipping to the next marked page. A small passage at the bottom of the page caught his attention. After the death of the eldest Raven and his family the third son will return. Death and destruction will follow in his wake. Makren, Eranen thought quickly turning the page. At his word the Daughter of Raven will reveal her secrets and the wise will share his setting both on the path to their destinies. At this moment they were fulfilling the prophecy he was reading. Eranen felt a chill run down his spine. Centuries ago someone saw him sitting with Lissandra in his barn reading this book. Lingering for only a moment on his thoughts he continued to the next passage. Having met the Moon and the Sun will guide their paths not always together, but always the same. "Did the Moon meet the Sun?" Eranen asked turning his green eyes to Lissandra and raising his eyebrows. 
 
      
 
    "It sure felt that way to me," she said blushing. Eranen laughed and kissed her forehead. "Me too, but it feels like we are missing something." The way the book read it seemed like it would be an obvious event. One easy to recognize, but nothing had changed with their marriage that he could tell other than where Lissandra slept. 
 
      
 
    "I was hoping we would find the answers in one of your books," she answered feeling there must be something more. Eranen rose and headed towards the small door by the fire. "Where are you going?" Lissandra questioned puzzled by his actions. 
 
      
 
    "To get the books I've kept hidden from you," he said opening the door and leaving the barn. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Psst," Cate turn towards the strange noise he heard coming from Alli's door as he walked down the hall on his way to the dinning hall for the morning meal. Her head was poking through the small slit of the open door. 
 
      
 
    "I have been waiting for an hour for you to walk by," she snapped. "Since when did you take to sleeping in?" 
 
      
 
    "The sun is not up yet," he said confused by her words. "What are you doing awake so early?" 
 
      
 
    "Come in quickly," she said ignoring his words. She pulled back into her room leaving the door slightly ajar. Cate shaking his head at her behavior walked in and closed the door behind him. Her chamber was similar to his. There was a large bed with a light blue stuffed chair next to it. In front of the fireplace sat two more chairs that matched the one by the bed. A small table sat near the bed next to a large window with blue drapes. A couple of wardrobes lined the walls and a dresser with a mirror sat on the wall next to the door. There were paintings on the walls including one over the mantle of the fireplace. All in all the accommodations were more than adequate he thought. 
 
      
 
    "Well," she said nervously. 
 
      
 
    Cate took several minutes to look at her, suppressing a smile of delight. If only Harold could see this, it had been at least ten years since she had looked like this. "It is very nice," he said indicating the blue dress she was wearing. It was a bit low in the neck in his opinion, but he did not tell her. He did not want her embarrassed enough by his words to change. The embroidery along the bodice was expertly done and the gathers of the skirt made her look as if she floated on a cloud of blue. The long sleeves where trimmed in only a small amount of lace preventing it from looking to formal from everyday wear. Alli had not braided her this morning. Instead it fell to her waist in waves of glorious golden curls. Yes, Harold would definitely be disappointed he had not been here to see her, she was a vision. 
 
      
 
    "Just nice?" she asked frowning. She leaned down and raised the hem of the dress revealing her feet. "Did you see the shoes?" Cate had not seen the little satin slippers she was wear, the length of the dress had hidden the from view. 
 
      
 
    "What is the occasion?" he asked still fighting the urge to smile. 
 
      
 
    "There is no occasion," she said quickly. "I just want to see what the big to do is all about." She dropped the hem of the dress and moved to the small dresser next to the door and looked into the mirror that was hanging just above it. She began studying her profile earnestly. 
 
      
 
    Cate watching her asked, "And have you discovered what the big to do is?" 
 
      
 
    "No, not yet," she said turning to him. "I feel naked," she laughed before turning serious eyes towards him. "I do not want anyone to see me like this." She said. "I am going to work with Molly and Karegh this morning in the throne room. If they do not laugh at me, then I may continue wearing it for the remainder of the day." 
 
      
 
    "It is only a dress," Cate said. "Women have been known to wear them." 
 
      
 
    "Well I have not put one on since I was twelve," She looked back to the mirror and spun in a circle causing the skirt to fluff and swirl. 
 
      
 
    "I wish your father could see this," Cate said finally smiling at her. "It would ease his mind." Alli stopped spinning and glared at him. Chuckling, Cate turned and left the room. 
 
      
 
    After eating Cate had decided to go to the throne room to see how Alli was doing in her new attire. He paused when he heard his name called and turned to face the man walking down the hall towards him. Darien quickened his pace and stopped before Cate. "Have you seen Alli? I have been searching everywhere for her," he asked. 
 
      
 
    "What do you want with her?" Cate asked suspiciously. Darien and Alli had been having far too many private meetings lately. 
 
      
 
    "I had some questions for her regarding prophecy. I had hoped to have the answers before the council meeting this afternoon." Darien said raking his hand through his hair. 
 
      
 
    Cate started to speak, but hesitated. Darien looked awful. Sure his clothes were clean and his face shaven, but it was obvious looking at his face that he had not slept well during the night. "Well," Darien snapped impatiently. 
 
      
 
    "She is in the throne room with Molly and Karegh." Darien nodded at Cate' words and stalked away towards the throne room. "So it is going to be one of those days," Cate whispered to himself shaking his head. He began walking in the opposite direction as Darien. Perhaps he could find Lawwe and convince him to play cards until time for the meeting. That would help take his mind off of other parts of the castle. 
 
      
 
    Darien stood staring through the doors of the throne room watching Alli, Molly and Karegh. The doors were only slightly ajar and he stayed hidden from their view. The size of the room carried the echo of their voices to him so he could easily hear what was being said. Alli had the two children sitting on a throne reciting the alphabet while she paced in front of them nodding her approval. When he had first seen the children it had taken him several minutes to realize what they were doing. He had been to stricken by the woman before them. At first glance he thought perhaps one of the maids had been with children. He was sure he had never seen the woman before, but what maid would wear a dress of such fine quality. It was blue silk and made her blue eyes glow. That was when Darien had realized who the woman was, not a servant, but Alli. She had not worn her hair in a tight braid today, but let it fall free in a shower of golden curls. It swirled around her small waist with each step she took. He had been mesmerized by the gentle swaying. "That was wonderful," her melodic laugh filled the room when the children had finished the last letter. "You will be reading before harvest at this rate." 
 
      
 
    "Why do I need to learn to read?" Karegh asked puffing out his chest. "I am going to be a great warrior of what use will reading be to me on a field of battle? A true warrior has no need for reading." 
 
      
 
    "Really," Alli said turning her eyes to the boy. "What of Lawwe, Cate and Darien? Have the not each proven their skill in battle, yet all three read," she said pointedly. The look of disgust on Karegh face made it apparent he saw no connection between their skill with a sword and the ability to read. 
 
      
 
    "I want to learn how to read and write," Molly said rolling her eyes towards Karegh. "Then I can take a job teaching the rich people's children." Her eyes darted side to side before she whispered loudly, "Not in Calandoria, of course. Only men can hold a position like that here, but in Pearoandorn or maybe even Hokaren," she nodded. Darien winced when he heard her words. 
 
      
 
    "Why would you want to be a stupid thing like a tutor when you are an adjutant?" Karegh asking rolling his eyes back at her. "They are poor," he said turning to Alli. "Have you ever heard of a rich tutor?" Alli did not respond, but looked at both of them hopelessly. They would both already know how to read if they did not have to stop ever fifteen minutes or so for them to argue. 
 
      
 
    "Do you think we will be adjutants forever? Sooner or later the king is going to realize that I am a maid and you are just a stable boy and boot us out of here." Molly said. She remained seated on the throne, but tried her best to turn her back to Karegh. "It is different for you," she pouted. "You are a boy. You can be anything." 
 
      
 
    "True," Karegh said turning his back towards Molly and crossing his arms in front of him. "If you were a decent Calandorian female you would do your duty and marry so you could produce sons for Darien's army." 
 
      
 
    "Why you," Molly jumped from her seat and headed for Karegh. He saw her approach out of the corner of his eye and jumped down from the throne running away from her. Molly began chasing him around the room. 
 
      
 
    "Enough," Alli's voice echoed off the walls of the room. Both Molly and Karegh stopped in their tracks and stared at her. "Molly," Alli said shooting a stern look at the girl, "Karegh," she said sending him a smoldering gaze. "Both of you come sit back down and I will tell you how it should be, no not should," Alli correct herself. "I will tell you how it will be when young people like you open your eyes to the world around you and take destiny into your own hands." The two children hung there heads in shame and slowly walked back to the dais and sat down on the thrones to listen to her lecture. 
 
      
 
    "In the future, if you have the courage to finish what has been started here," she said looking each of them in the eye, "than Calandoria can be a land both of you can be proud of." Darien watched her pace angrily in front of the children. He was not sure how he felt about her words. He had always felt great pride for Calandoria and its people. 
 
      
 
    Alli paused her pacing and faced Molly and Karegh again. "This country can continue having the strongest army in the world without sending boys away from their homes to train, but instead by giving them homes to grow up in with loving mothers and fathers." Karegh stared at her with doubt. It was a privilege to be sent to the home of greatest soldiers to train as a boy. It had been his own dream, but he had been denied. He was more than tall enough, but his wiry frame had been laughed at by the men his father had tried to have him fostered with. Instead he took work in the castle stables hoping the labor would add muscle to his lean frame. "It is true," she said seeing the boys doubt. "Heart in one soldier is worth a hundred sword arms that seek only glory. One man who truly desires to defeat his countries enemies in order to protect those he loves, not for honor or duty can thwart ten times as many men as the man who fights for his own glory. I can guarantee the man with heart will be able to read and write." Alli locked her eyes on the boy. 
 
      
 
    "Why?" Karegh asked defiantly. 
 
      
 
    "I will tell you why," Darien said entering the room and making his towards the trio. "Because a good soldier's heart always remains with those he loves." Darien moved to stand in front of the boy. "Their letters give him renewed courage in battle and the letters he sends home to his family eases their fears. Without this connection, a soldier's worry for his family would distract him and he would die on the battlefield." 
 
      
 
    "Really!" Karegh said staring at Darien wide eyed, the boy readily accepting whatever Darien said. 
 
      
 
    "Absolutely," Darien replied roughing the boy's hair with his hand. He turned and met Alli's eyes a moment before moving to stand in front of Molly. 
 
      
 
    "And what of my dreams," Molly said averting her eyes from Darien. 
 
      
 
    "Can you not imagine a world were a female is afforded the same opportunities as a man?" Darien asked softly. 
 
      
 
    Molly did not look at him; instead she found a spot on the marble floor and locked her gaze to it. The world Darien spoke of did not exist. "I was sent to the castle to become a maid by my father," she said holding back her tears. "I am not pretty enough to bring him more than a cow and maybe a few chickens." Despite her struggle a few tears escaped and she quickly wiped them away with her hands. "He said if I was going to continue living with him I would have to work to help pay for my support. All his money was being sent to my brothers to assist them in becoming officers." 
 
      
 
    Darien gently took her chin and turned her tear stained face towards his. She was still young, but any fool could see she would not be a plain woman. Darien could not speak of her brown hair because she always kept it tied in several knots on top of her head with red ribbons, but her eyes sparkled blue like the ocean and her skin was flawless. Darien wondered if it was not her father's station, rather than her lack of beauty that made her bride price so little. He did not try to soothe her by declaring her beautiful. Unless she believed what he was saying his words would make no difference. He gently wiped a tear from her cheek before releasing her chin. 
 
      
 
    "That is ridiculous," Karegh interjected. "Is your father daft? You are more than pretty enough to bring gold coins to his pockets." Darien smiled at Karegh. While his words would not comfort her, Karegh's could. Already Molly was smiling again. 
 
      
 
    "The choice of who you marry will be yours Molly and your father will not be compensated." Darien said turning back to her. "Women are not livestock to be used for breeding. It is my desire to give them the freedom to choose the path their lives take. Without your help I may fail. That is why I chose you to be an adjutant. That is why I will not ask you to leave the position." Even as Darien said the words he wondered how long Molly would stay. By Calandorian standards she was at the age she should marry. Once she was presented as an adjutant in court several men would begin making offers for her. Darien could only hold them at bay for so long. For her sake he would have to see that the business of the kingdom kept her out of public view as much as possible. 
 
      
 
    "I think that will be enough for today," Alli said knowing the momentum had been lost and the children would not be able to concentrate now that they had been interrupted. Without giving her to a chance to change her mind both of the children hopped up and ran the distance of the room disappearing out the double doors. She smiled as she watched them leaving shaking her head. She had not noticed that Darien had turned his eyes to her. 
 
      
 
    When she turned back towards him and his intense stare, she remembered her dress. She did not know where it came from, but she could feel a blush warm her cheeks. "I will not deny I do not like it," Darien said staring at the dress. "The pants do show you off better." His comments fanned the blushed. She did not meet his eyes, but she knew he was still staring at her and it was making her uncomfortable. "If I commanded you never to braid your hair again would you obey," he said still watching her. 
 
      
 
    She shot him a fierce glare, "I do not take orders." Ignoring the heat of her words Darien walked the short distance between them. 
 
      
 
    He reached out and took one of the curls that fell around her face in his fingers. "What if I asked," he whispered. 
 
      
 
    She looked into his steel gray eyes. "It is only hair. Shear it all off and I am still me." 
 
      
 
    "I know," Darien said releasing the curl. He continued to meet her gaze. Alli took several steps away from him and turned her back to his gaze. 
 
      
 
    "Please do not tempt me with the impossible," he heard her whisper. Darien continued to stare at the curls falling to her waist. He had not come here for this, but he had not expected to find her looking as she did. He felt guilty at his reaction to her. She had caught him off guard, which was the only excuse he could think of for his behavior. 
 
      
 
    "Forgive me," he sighed. "For just a moment I was able to forget that we are not free. Both bound by destinies not of our choosing." When Alli said nothing, but continued to look away he ran his hand through his hair in frustration. "I have been searching everywhere for you," he said deciding to get back to his reasons for being there. 
 
      
 
    Alli turned at his words and smiled. "You found me." 
 
      
 
    Darien was drawn in by her simple reply. He felt as if he had found something he did not even know he was looking for in Alli. It was only in this moment he could see what stood before him. Not wishing to upset her more he turned from her and stood looking at the thrones. Saddened he realized two of them would have to be removed; only three Raven's remained. "Would you sit with me," he asked indicating the thrones before him. 
 
      
 
    "Of course," she moved up the dais and sat on the largest throne in the center. Darien watched her and smiled when she took her seat. He moved up the dais and sat down to her right. "This is alright with you," she eyed him innocently. 
 
      
 
    "Depends," Darien said. "Alli is welcome to sit there anytime, but Allista Forstar crowned princess of Hokaren is not." 
 
      
 
    "She does not exist anymore," her tone full of sadness. She had not spoken of her father's decree to have Moraken on the throne instead of her. She would not speak of it now either. 
 
      
 
    "I hope some of her remains," Darien said standing and moving in front of Alli. "I need to speak to a representative of Hokaren with the king's authority. I am going to have to ask you to trade seats just for a few moments while we talk," he winked at her, "then you may have your seat back." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Kiala," Makren knocked on her chamber door and then entered without waiting to hear her reply to his knock. Kiala was sitting in front of the fire enjoying the morning meal the maids had brought to her. She turned and smiled at him as he moved to sit in the chair next to hers. 
 
      
 
    "How are you feeling today," he asked. She looked completely recovered from her injuries. She was wearing one of the simple day dresses he had borrowed from Rachel's wardrobe for her to wear until a seamstress could be brought to the castle to fit her for her own clothes. Makren had been careful only to select those items he had never seen Rachel wear. Going into her room just to retrieve the garments had been difficult enough for him. He did not think he could have withstood the pain it would have caused to see someone else wearing her clothes. 
 
      
 
    "Wonderful," Kiala replied smiling at him. "I met the most gentlest man early this morning. He taught me to play cards. It was so enjoyable that I have agreed to meet with him everyday after the morning meal in the library." Her words both alarmed him and made him curious, but he said nothing. He returned her smile waiting for her to tell him more. "His name was Cate. He mentioned he knew you and confirmed your story that you were not a servant," she sounded embarrassed that she still believed he had held a household position. 
 
      
 
    "What did he say about me?" Makren asked. He was concerned Cate might have mentioned he was the king's brother, but surely Kiala would not be smiling at him if she knew he was a Raven. "Just that you were an adjutant and served on the king's council with him." Relief at her words flooded him. Eventually she would have to be told. The longer he waited the angrier she would be. He just had not found the words or the right time to tell her. 
 
      
 
    "You were not afraid of him?" Makren asked remembering how she had reacted to seeing Darien and Lawwe. 
 
      
 
    "Why would I be afraid of him?" Kiala asked confused. "He is a gentle as a kitten." Makren suppressed his laughter at the fierce General being described as a gentle kitten. 
 
      
 
    "The other night in the hall," Makren said reminding her of the incident. 
 
      
 
    "Those men had swords," Kiala said coldly. "I do not trust men with swords." She ran her brown eyes over Makren before looking to his face. "Do you ever wear a sword?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes," he nodded. "So does Cate. It is what a man must do to protect those they care about." Makren's eyes went to the scar outlining her face and running under her chin. 
 
      
 
    "Are you a soldier," there was panic in her voice. 
 
      
 
    "No," Makren said quickly and was glad to see the relief in her eyes. He wondered what her reaction would be when she learned he was a Raven. "Kiala, there is a man who lives on the other side of the Northern Mountains. He has thousands of soldiers and even now he is readying for battle. Soon he will order that army into Calandoria and then the rest of the world. He wishes to destroy us all." Makren saw a look of terror enter her eyes. He hated to continue, but Darien was demanding her presence. "The king wishes you on his council. He would like you to aid in our defense. I must have your answer today." 
 
      
 
    Kiala did not answer. Instead she turned and poured a cup of tea from the tray on the table next to her. She handed it to Makren before speaking again. 
 
      
 
    "If I remember correctly," her words were soft and unsteady. "King Jimreth thinks ill of me and only at his wife's pleadings did he allow me to serve as a maid in the kitchen." Makren did not know what she spoke of. Why would his brother or his wife concern themselves with the household staff? That duty fell to the housekeeper, Mrs. Gibbs. 
 
      
 
    "King Jimreth is dead," Makren said. Her look of surprise was not unexpected. She had been locked below the castle for a long time and Makren had not mentioned it before to her. Since she spoke to so few it was likely she knew little of what had happened since Maureen's death. "Princess Rachel is also gone," The pain his own words caused him was almost too much to bear. He had not spoken of Rachel since he walked out of that cell with Darien. He rubbed his face with his hands until the threat of tears left his eyes. "Darien is king now." 
 
      
 
    "I liked Rachel," Kiala whispered. "She was kind to me." Kiala wiped her eyes still unable to believe that the young princess was gone. "She told me of her brother Darien, but I have never met him. Do you think he is a fair and just man?" she turned questioning eyes to Makren. 
 
      
 
    He was not sure why but he reached out and took her hand with his. Kiala did not pull away as she had done before when he touched her. "I do," he said. "Please, join the council and see for yourself. We could use your gentleness." 
 
      
 
    Kiala looked down at her hand in Makren's. His hand did not scare her. It was not like the hands that pulled at her in her dreams. It was strong, yet gentle. She wanted so much to believe him, to believe she no long had to live in fear. She nodded her head in acceptance and looked into his gray eyes. "Will there be soldiers at the meeting?" she heard herself ask. 
 
      
 
    "None will be in the room, except for Cate and Lawwe," he said. Her face lit up at the mention of Cate. 
 
      
 
    "Then I will join you if you promise not to leave my side." Kiala said. Makren smiled a tightened his grip on her hand. 
 
      
 
    Makren entered the council room quickly and announced to the room that Kiala would be joining them. They had all been seated for several minutes waiting for Makren to join them. Makren softly spoke to Darien and requested that everyone remove their swords just until the meeting was over. Darien was reluctant, but in the end conceded to his brother's request. While Darien instructed Cate and Lawwe to remove their weapons, Makren left the room again to get Kiala. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later Makren entered the room guiding with his hand the young woman who followed him. Makren turned and whispered something in her ear before leading her to an empty chair close to his own seat. The girl looked to be recovered, Darien thought. She also looked to be frightened to be there, he could see the fear in her brown eyes. After seeing Kiala seated Makren pushed in her chair and moved the brown hair falling over her ear aside long enough to whisper something else. He patted her shoulders before moving to his own seat. 
 
      
 
    "Welcome Kiala," Darien said giving a smile to the girl. She returned the smile and gave him a little nod. Kiala turned her attention to Alli. Makren had told her some of the most unbelievable stories about this woman when he told her about the other council members. Alli was not what Kiala had expected. Since the meeting had not yet begun she could not resist the urge to ask the other woman a question. "Do you really wear britches?" At the moment the lady was wearing a very pretty blue dress. 
 
      
 
    "That is my normal attire," Alli said looking curiously at the newest council member. "Today I thought to try the Calandorian custom of wearing a dress." 
 
      
 
    "Makren," Kiala said turning a frown to him. "I would like to try britches." 
 
      
 
    "No," Makren said flatly, before turning his attention to Darien. His eyes urging his brother to start the meeting quickly. 
 
      
 
    "King Darien," Kiala drew Darien's attention before he could consent to his brother's silent plea. "Would you be offended to see me in britches?" It was a test, Darien thought. She was testing him to measure his worth. The girl had more courage than she let on. His brother was a fool if he could not see the strength in her eyes. Despite her fear of swords and her hate of all things Raven she would be able to hold her own. 
 
      
 
    "Please call me Darien," he said meeting her intense gaze. "In this room we are all equal." 
 
      
 
    "Not if she can wear britches and I can not," the challenge in her voice was clear. Makren rolled his eyes and started to speak, but it was Molly who spoke instead. 
 
      
 
    "I think I would like to wear britches as well," she said ignoring Karegh who stuck his tongue out at her. 
 
      
 
    Darien turned to Lawwe, "As soon as our meeting is finished Lawwe, have a royal decree posted in Rorgrim and carried through out the rest of Calandoria. From this day forward any women wishing to wear men's clothing may do so despite her husband's or her father's wishes. Anyone trying to prevent a woman from dressing as she pleases should be punished accordingly for disobeying the king's command." He then turned to Kiala. "Are there any other issues you wish to discuss my lady?" 
 
      
 
    Kiala smiled, "No. I will wait until our next meeting before bringing anymore grievances before the council." Satisfied with her answer Darien began explaining his plans to send raiders to the Realm of the Sun. The purpose was to eliminate the Acumen in that kingdom. 
 
      
 
    Hours of debate followed and only grew more intense when he revealed his plans for the Acumen in Calandoria. It was only after Alli supported his decision and agreed that Hokaren would take similar actions that the others agreed with the plan. Alli and Darien had spent the morning in the throne room discussing the plan and she too believed it was the only way. Of course Darien had excluded her from his plans or she might not have agreed so readily. As it stood the Acumen in Calandoria and Hokaren would be rounded up and housed within the city walls of Rorgrim. They would not be killed; however they would not be allowed to fulfill their prophecies. Hopefully some would survive until the war was over. 
 
      
 
    It was Kiala who held out the longest. She had a difficult time condemning innocent people just because the God's had gifted them. She only consented in the end at Makren's pleading and before doing so asked Darien pointedly "Must the name Raven always be connected to the death and destruction of the innocent?" 
 
      
 
    Darien had been angered by her words, but true to his promise that all opinions would be listened to without retribution he said nothing. Already members of his own family had fallen and if prophecy held true he was destined to lose more. Despite Kiala's opinion he would sacrifice the small number Acumens if it would save more lives in the end. 
 
      
 
    Once the decision had been agreed to Darien had planned on turning his attention to the Temple. Already too much of their time had been consumed with the war. It was the Temple they needed to focus on. A knock on the door drew everyone's attention away from Darien. Cate rose and answered the door at Darien's nod. After speaking with the guard who had knocked for a few moments he closed the door and turned back to the room. "I have been informed that the execution of Carson Lowell was carried out this morning for his part in your sister's death," Cate said to Darien and Makren before returning to his chair. 
 
      
 
    "What have you done?" Kiala screamed as she pushed herself away from the table. She rose and looked at Makren with tears in her eyes. "You lied to me," she raged at him. "How could you?" Makren rose from his chair and walked toward her, but she did not stand waiting for him. Instead she ran from the room slamming the door behind her. Makren stared at the door a few minutes before turning and meeting his brother's eyes. Makren then followed Kiala out of the room. 
 
      
 
    Once outside the council room door he easily caught up with Kiala. Not waiting for her to run again he picked her up and threw her over his shoulder. She immediately began kicking her feet wildly and hitting his back with her hands trying to gain her freedom, but he held her even tighter as he made his way to her chamber. 
 
      
 
    Once he had gotten them inside and he had secured the door he moved to the bed and dropped Kiala. She lay there weeping, ignoring him. Makren moved to the chair next to the bed and waited for her to finish. She had much to explain for this latest outburst. Her behavior was not that of a sane individual and watching her Makren thought it might be better to replace her on the council now. As time went by the decisions made in that room would be more severe and Kiala obviously could not handle the responsibility. 
 
      
 
    It was hours before the last of her sobs subsided and Makren could finally speak with her. "Did you know him?" Makren asked. Kiala wiped her eyes with her sleeve and nodded. "He was all I had left. King Jimreth had all of my family executed, all but him," she said feeling her tears welling again. "He was my brother." 
 
      
 
    Makren felt as if a knife had pierced his heart. He remembered little of Jimreth, but as a child he had never thought him brutal. Makren sighed, even if he would have known the man was Kiala's brother it would not have changed his mind about the man's sentence. 
 
      
 
    "There was no choice for us," he said somberly, "he killed Princess Rachel." 
 
      
 
    "All the Raven's deserve death for what was done to us," more tears came pouring out of her. "I can not believe you had a part in this. He was my brother," 
 
      
 
    "And she was my sister," he shouted with more force than he had intended. Kiala's head snapped up and their eyes met. "My twin sister. The only person in this world I truly loved," Makren said fighting his own tears. 
 
      
 
    "You are a Raven?" Kiala asked disbelieving. Makren could see the hate building in her eyes. Sighing he pulled a dagger from his boot and threw it on the bed next to her. 
 
      
 
    "Take it and drive it into my heart," he tore the front of his shirt open exposing his scarred chest to her. "There is nothing left in it and I all a do in this world is bring nothing but misery to others," he whispered. 
 
      
 
    They sat in silence, Kiala staring at the dagger next to her and Makren staring at her. After several minutes Kiala reached down and grasped the dagger tightly in her fist. She looked to Makren before lifting the tip of the blade to her own chest. "I want peace," she whispered. 
 
      
 
    Before she could pierce her skin with the knife, Makren was in front of her holding her brown eyes with his gray eyes. His hand covering her own on the dagger, preventing her from moving it forward. "Not like this," he said prying it from her and placing it back in his boot. "I too want peace and have pulled that dagger out many times since Rachel's death." He sat down on the bed next to her keeping their eyes locked. "I do not believe Rachel would want it for me, nor do I believe it is what your brother would wish for you," he said softly. 
 
      
 
    Kiala took her hand and brushed the hair on his forehead to one side then leaned over an placed a kiss on his cheek. Makren was shocked by her actions, but did not move or respond. She returned her eyes back to his. "Together perhaps we can find the peace that both of us seek." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
    The hours stretched into days for Eranen and Lissandra as they read and then reread the books he had kept hidden from her when she had first arrived. There were thirteen in all and they continued searching each one for some clue to what they should do next. "There is nothing in any of them," Lissandra said slamming the book she had been looking at onto the table. It was the fifth time she had looked at it. She put her two fingers on each side of her head and began gently massaging her temples. Her body ached, her head hurt and she was tired. 
 
      
 
    Eranen who was sitting in one of the stuffed chairs by the fire reading another of the books looked up when she had slammed the book onto the table. He sat watching her. He knew her frustration, he felt the same way. None of these were the book the prophecy spoke of. All of his books had been searched. It was not here, the prophecy had been wrong. He knew their time for searching was over. "I need to go to town and hire some men to help with the harvest," he said deflated. "I will buy a wagon as well; it will make the trip more comfortable for us. Would you like to come with me?" 
 
      
 
    Lissandra looked at Eranen then around the barn. It had been days since either of them had done anything but look at the books. "No," she said sighing. "I need to clean this place up and start packing our things for the journey." She looked down at herself and then to Eranen before starting to laugh. Curious Eranen watched her leave the table and quickly climbed the ladder to the loft. A few minutes later she climbed back down and stood before him holding a leather pouch. "Here," she said shaking the pouch at him. "If we were in Calandoria you could have me publicly whipped for not giving this to you on the day of our marriage," she said winking. 
 
      
 
    Curious Eranen took the pouch and opened it. It was full of gold, he looked back to Lissandra. "Take it and see if you can find us some clothing suitable for court," she said. 
 
      
 
    Eranen's looked hardened has he handed the pouch back to Lissandra. "I have money for acceptable clothing. I will take care of it," he said forcing the pouch into her hands. 
 
      
 
    Lissandra took the pouch and moved to the side as Eranen stood up and stretched his arms over his head. He then headed towards the stalls where the stallions where kept. "I did not mean to offend you," Lissandra said, "It was mine before we married, but now legally it belongs to you." 
 
      
 
    Eranen turned and smiled at her. "I am not offended Lissandra," he said honestly. "I have just kept my wealth hidden from you. I live frugally by choice not because I have to." At her confused looked he added. "I am saving to build the academy." 
 
      
 
    Lissandra laughed, "Then we will save it for the academy as well," she said. 
 
      
 
    "No," Eranen said. "Save it for our children." He turned back towards the stalls and began preparing one of the stallions for the trip to Heartsfield. He did not notice Lissandra's blush. 
 
      
 
    "Do you think we will have children?" she asked. It had not occurred to her before now that they might. How it had not crossed her mind before she did not know, that was the reason most people got married was it not? 
 
      
 
    Eranen led the stallion from the stall and tied it to the railing. He walked over to Lissandra and gave her a quick kiss, "Yes," he said. "I do think we will have children." Without saying anything else he went back to the horse and led it from the barn. She heard him yell he would be back before dinner just before he mounted the horse. "I'll be waiting," she called back, but was not certain if he heard her or not. 
 
      
 
    She turned towards the table and began gathering the books. A few minutes later she was swung around by the arm to face Eranen. "You are coming with me," he said. She watched him as he went to the stall the other stallion was in and began putting a saddle on the animal. 
 
      
 
    "But, Eranen," he cut her off. "You are not safe until harvest unless I am with you Lissandra. Harvest does not begin until tomorrow; therefore you are coming with me." He led the horse from the stall and then walked over to where she stood. He picked her up and carried her to the horse. Instead of releasing her so she could mount he sat her down in the saddle and led the horse from the barn. 
 
      
 
    Lissandra had started to protest before Eranen's words had sunk in. This was the last day. If anyone was going to harm her it would be today. She watched Eranen mount his horse and together they rode towards Heartsfield. 
 
      
 
    The first order of business once they arrived in the small town was to purchase a wagon for their upcoming trip. It had been accomplished much easier than Lissandra would have thought given the size of Heartsfield, but apparently the town stable always had at least one for sale according to Eranen. 
 
      
 
    After securing the wagon and hitching the stallions to hilt, Eranen took Lissandra to a dress shop. He did not go in with her, but instead went across the street to a tavern to inquire about men looking for work. He returned just as Lissandra was finishing her purchases. They spent the rest of the afternoon shopping together buying supplies and other things they would need for their trip. They had dinner at the tavern and then went to the Inn to secure a room for the night. This would give Lissandra the rest of the evening to pack the trunks with their purchases and would only leave a few sparse belongings at the barn to gather before they left. Eranen organized the wagon and loaded the trunks once Lissandra had finished packing them. Eranen planned on leaving for Rorgrim the next day. He had made arrangements with the men he had hired that afternoon to take the crop to be sold. The men would split the profit, leaving none for Eranen. Not what Eranen had hoped for, but better than letting the corn rot in the field. 
 
      
 
    The next morning before dawn the men Eranen had hired met them at the Inn and together they headed back to Eranen's farm. 
 
      
 
    It was near midday, they were less than a mile away from home and Lissandra was in a wonderful mood. It had been a long time since she had not spent a whole day think of nothing but the future. At last harvest had arrived, she was still alive and best of all she had Eranen. He was driving the wagon and she was sitting next to him enjoying the scenery, lost in her thoughts. Eranen grinned at her, "You seem happy today." 
 
      
 
    "I am," she tilted her head back with her eyes closed and let the sun shine on her face. "Do you think everyone who marries is as happy as we are?" She turned to him smiling. 
 
      
 
    "No," Eranen said chuckling, "I am sure no man as ever been as happy as me." He leaned over and gave her a quick kiss. 
 
      
 
    They carried on a casual conversation for a few minutes before topping the last hill that would bring the farm into view. Eranen suddenly halted the wagon, jarring Lissandra. She looked at him, but did not speak. Instead she followed his stare to the destruction that lay before them. 
 
      
 
    The barn and the fields had been completely burned. A light haze of smoke still covered the ground. The shack was still there, but Emy Lou was no longer tied behind it where Eranen had left her the previous morning. Eranen's eyes darted to the forest were the house was being built. The trees surrounding the structure where untouched. That might mean the partially complete house was untouched as well. 
 
      
 
    "What about Emy Lou," Lissandra said still unable to believe what she saw. "We will look in a minute," Eranen said climbing down from the wagon. He walked towards the men he had hired. They had been following them and had stopped behind the wagon. Lissandra was too concerned with her own thoughts to listen to the conversation Eranen had with the men. She did see him hand several gold coins to them, before they turned their horses around and headed back towards town. Once Eranen was seated in the wagon again he drove them the rest of the way down the hill. 
 
      
 
    He pulled the wagon to a halt at the charged remains of the barn. After stepping down he went to Lissandra's side and helped her down. "Do you think you will be okay here by yourself, for a few minutes?" Lissandra indicated she would and began looking around at the destruction. Eranen unhitched one of the horses and quickly mounted. He looked at her one more time before galloping across the field towards the trees. 
 
      
 
    Lissandra's eyes were drawn to the shack, which stood untouched. The fire had consumed the garden next to it, yet not a single board was charred. Seeing nothing to salvage in the barn she walked over to the shack, just to make sure it was truly unharmed. To her amazement the book she had brought with her from the Temple of the Moon's Soul along with those of Eranen's they had been reading sat on the ground in front of the door of the shack. Lissandra knew the books had been left in the barn. The only way they could have been stacked so neatly in front of the shack was if someone had moved them there. As if expecting to see someone standing close by she turned around looking. When she saw no one there she laughed at herself. 
 
      
 
    Lissandra search around the shack and then in the what was left of the barn for any sign of Emy Lou. She found nothing that suggested Emy Lou had been killed by the fire, which probably meant she had run away frightened. Given what Eranen had said about the cow she would no doubt turn up sooner or later. Lissandra still standing in the middle of the where the barn use to be spotted the clay pot that had stood on the mantle of the fireplace. It was lying on the blackened ground a few feet in front of where the stones of the fireplace still stood. She quickly retrieved it and used the hem of her dress to wipe the black soot off the outside of the jar. She could hear the jingle of the coins Eranen kept in it. She was so intent on what she was doing that she did not hear the riders approach. She turned around after removing all the black to find herself confronted by four men on horseback. 
 
      
 
    "My lady," one of them said as he dismounted. Lissandra watched the man approach her. His armor had the Forstar crest across the chest. This man was part of the Hikirian Royal Guard, Lissandra thought to herself. He stopped and knelt on the ground a few feet in front of her. "Are you well, my lady," he asked looking up at her. 
 
      
 
    "Yes," she said. "And you are?" 
 
      
 
    The man rose to his feet before answering. "I am Duncan Hollis, my lady. Princess Allista sent us to see after your safety." 
 
      
 
    Lissandra eyed the man suspiciously, "Why?" she asked. 
 
      
 
    "She rode with your brother to Rorgrim several weeks ago. Me and my men," he said indicating to the three men still on horse back, "were ordered to watch over you from a discreet distance and offer our assistance if the need should arise." 
 
      
 
    Eranen, riding fast from where the back of the barn had once stood, stopped the stallion in between Lissandra and the man. Quickly scanning the men he concluded that they were Hikirian soldiers. They did not wear they same symbol on their chest as those Darien had helped him kill. "Why are you here," he demanded of the man who had been speaking with Lissandra. 
 
      
 
    "Pardon, my lord," the man bowed to Eranen. "I was just explaining the same to the Princess Lissandra when you arrived." Eranen turned to look at Lissandra. She was covered from head to toe in ash and soot. 
 
      
 
    "Are you alright," he whispered to her. She nodded in reply. Eranen then turned his attention back to the man and listened to his explanation. 
 
      
 
    Duncan told Eranen of the orders he had been given to by Princess Allista. Eranen was impressed by the men's skill, but he did not mention it. In all this time he had never suspected that they were being watched. Duncan also told Eranen that all but one of them had followed them to town the day before. The man left behind was back at their camp if Eranen wanted to question him about the events of the night before. Eranen definitely wanted to speak to the man. He asked Duncan to bring the man to the edge of the woods. Duncan nodded before mounting his horse and riding away with the other men. Eranen held his hand out for Lissandra and helped her to mount behind him. Once she was seated he turned the horse towards the woods at a fast pace. 
 
      
 
    "What is this place?" Lissandra asked after Eranen had lowered her into a hole in the ground just behind the house he was building. It was to dark for her to see her surroundings. 
 
      
 
    "This is where I lived before I met your brother," he said lowering himself into the hole. Lissandra blinked rapidly when he lit a lantern behind her. It took a few minutes for her eyes to adjust in the dim light. "This is also where I hid my books on prophecy." Eranen sat the lantern down on a barrel which sat below the opening in the roof. 
 
      
 
    It was no wonder that Lissandra had not found the books. She had thoroughly searched the barn and the half constructed house to no avail. Once her eyes had fully adjusted Lissandra took in her surroundings. They were in a large underground room. Eranen had covered the floor, walls, and ceiling with wood. Above ground he had placed dirt over the structure making it impossible to detect. The opening she had been lowered through was just wide enough for Eranen to fit through. 
 
      
 
    In one corner of the room there was a table with a chair on each side. In another corner sat a large bed complete with blankets and pillows. "It gets cold in the winter," he said moving up behind her and wrapping his arm around her. He stood there for a moment holding her. "I need to bring the wagon into the woods and question the guard that stayed behind yesterday. Will you be alright alone in here for a little while?" 
 
      
 
    Lissandra turned around in his embrace and nodded. Eranen seized her lips in a demanding kiss. When he pulled away from her he was panting. "When I think I could have lost you," he said. He gave her one more, quick kiss before turning back towards the hole. 
 
      
 
    Lissandra watched him climb on the barrel and hoist himself up through the opening. He then slid the lid over the hole sealing her in. She smiled to herself. Yes, I feel wonderful today she thought. 
 
      
 
    It did not take Eranen long to retrieve the wagon and park it near the house he was building. He quickly unhitched the horses and tied one to a nearby tree. The other he quickly mounted and head to the spot near the edge of the woods were he had told Duncan to meet him. They were waiting for him when he arrived. He quickly dismounted and walked to the group of soldiers. 
 
      
 
    "Which man stayed behind," Eranen asked Duncan as he approached. 
 
      
 
    "That would be Jamie, my lord," Duncan said indicating a man with blond hair sitting on the ground a short distance away. "I tried to question him myself, but his ramblings make no sense to me." Eranen looked at the man in question. He had his knees pulled against his chest with his arms wrapped around them. He was rocking back and forth mumbling to himself. Eranen frowned at the man's odd behavior before following Duncan over the him. 
 
      
 
    "Jamie, Lord Palek wants to talk with you," Duncan said to the man, but if the man heard he made no indication. "Jamie, did you hear me? Lord Palek wants to speak with you." The man continued mumbling and rocking ignoring Duncan's words. 
 
      
 
    Eranen gently pushed Duncan aside and lowered himself to the ground in front of Jamie. The man stopped rocking and looked at Eranen. After a few moments he started rocking back and forth again. "Jamie, will you tell me what you saw?" Eranen softly asked the man. 
 
      
 
    Jamie shook his head wildly still rocking back and forth, his brown eyes rolled around in their sockets. "Y-you w-would n-n-not believe m-me," he stuttered. Something had frightened the man that was obvious to Eranen. 
 
      
 
    "Please," Eranen asked again. "I have to know. How can I protect my lady if I do not know the threat?" 
 
      
 
    Jamie stopped rocking and looked at Eranen again. "T-the cow's h-hair turned blue." Eranen did not make a reply to the man's statement. He did not know how to reply to the man statement. Jamie did not say anything else he just stared at Eranen. 
 
      
 
    "Where is the cow?" Eranen asked hoping Emy Lou was alright. 
 
      
 
    Jamie's eyes darted to Duncan then back to Eranen. He leaned closer and spoke in a faint whisper. "It climb on its back a flew off." Eranen stared at the man before frowning and shaking his head. He might have believed the man had thought Emy Lou turned blue. The light of the fire could have cast an odd shadow on her, but nothing would make him believe the cow flew. He slowly lifted himself from the ground and dusted off his pants. 
 
      
 
    "T-told y-you would n-not believe," Jamie said looking up at him. "It w-was a dra, a dr-ragon." 
 
      
 
    "Did you say a dragon?" Eranen said looking down at the man. Jamie nodded wildly and began rocking back and forth once more. 
 
      
 
    Eranen turned to Duncan. "Bring your men under the cover of the trees to camp tonight." He looked up and scanned the sky. 
 
      
 
    "You do not believe him, do you my lord," Duncan said following Eranen's gaze to the sky. 
 
      
 
    "I am not sure" Eranen said turning to walk back towards his horse. 
 
      
 
    Lissandra had finished removing the layers of dust from everything, but the bed. The large blanket looked as if it would need to be beat before they could use it, but the rest of the bed would be fine. She tugged the heavy blanket off and threw it on the floor. Eranen could take it up once he returned and she could beat it while she found them something to eat for dinner. She sat down in one of the chairs to rest for a minute and surveyed the room. It was much cleaner now and that alone made it more comfortable. As she looked around she saw something poking out from underneath the mattress of the bed. Curious she rose to retrieve it when she heard the lid covering the hole in the ceiling slide away. She turned to see Eranen drop into the room. 
 
      
 
    "What is this?" he asked pointing at the blanket. 
 
      
 
    "I need you to take that up for me so I can beat the dust from it or we will spend the night sneezing, instead of sleeping," she said walking to the bed. Eranen bent over and picked up the blanket. That was when he noticed Lissandra's arm under the mattress. 
 
      
 
    "What are you doing?" he asked. 
 
      
 
    "Seeing what secrets my husband keeps under his bed," she smiled pulling small thin book out. 
 
      
 
    Eranen laughed, "Oh that," he said. "I really thought I burned that last winter." She looked at him with a quizzical brow. "That is the worst book of poetry ever written," he said. 
 
      
 
    Lissandra frowned and opened to the first page of the tiny book. She read the first verse out loud. "Her beauty rivaled the moon, she sought a great boon. Instead she married a man not quite a loon on a sunny afternoon." Eranen laughed harder at her look of disgust. 
 
      
 
    "My grandmother gave it to me as a birthday present. She swore it would win me a bride." Eranen shrugged his shoulders and climbed back up the hole with the blanket. 
 
      
 
    Why would anyone waste the paper to write this dribble on she thought as she tossed the book to the bed. She went to the hole expecting Eranen to lean over and reach for her. After a few moments of waiting she called to him, but he did not appear. Frowning she went back to the bed and sat down to wait. The little book slid against her leg. Looking at it she picked it up and opened it reading the next verse to herself. Princess or pauper was the choice to be made and it could not wait one single day. Power or death was the choice to be made, by dawn on that special day. Home or South was the choice to be made a brother to find her and guide her way. Lissandra looked from the book to the hole in the ceiling. Where was Eranen? 
 
      
 
    She saw the blanket fall from the hole, followed by Eranen. "I went ahead and beat the dust out for you," he said picking the blanket up and carrying to the bed where she was sitting. 
 
      
 
    "Eranen, sit down and listen to this," she moved over to make room for him. Eranen started to tell her he would rather not, but the look on her face stopped him. He sat down and threw the blanket behind them on the bed. She read the passage to him once he was settled. "This not a book of poetry," Lissandra said looking at him. 
 
      
 
    Eranen leaned his head against Lissandra's so they could read the next verse together. The king died, the regent died, the princes returned home. Faster and faster to save his throne. Eranen did not know what to think. This book had been his grandmother's. She had left it to him when she died, but his mother did not give it to him until he was sixteen. "All this time," he whispered. "I have had this all this time without realizing." 
 
      
 
    Lissandra did not comment she had already begun reading the next page. Eranen seeing she was not paying attention to him also began reading again. Some of the passages made no since to them, while others they had already seen come to pass. A few hours later still sitting with their heads together they read the last sentence in the book. It was not the same writing as the rest of the book and looked as if it had been add by a previous owner. "Seek him in the Northern Mountains. The old man's time has come to meet the fated ones." Lissandra repeated the words out loud before staring into Eranen's green eyes. "I told you I was going to the mountains with you," she said stifling a yawn. 
 
      
 
    "It would seem so," he said taking the book from her before standing up and stretching. He walked over to the table and sat the book down before turning back towards the bed. Lissandra had stood up and had taken off her dress, hose and shoes. Leaving only her chemise for her to sleep in. Eranen moved over to the bed and spread the blanket out. Lissandra smiled at him before crawling beneath the covers. 
 
      
 
    Before dawn the next morning Eranen and Lissandra had risen and began preparing for their journey to Rorgrim. Lissandra had finally remembered the books that had been save from the flame. After telling Eranen about them he decided they should take them as well as a few others from the shack. He hated leaving the rest unprotected, but there was no room to carry them all in the wagon and no time to move them somewhere else. 
 
      
 
    It was while they were gathering the books and loading the wagon that Eranen finally told Lissandra what Jamie had said. He had hoped to find mention of a dragon in the little book of prophecy, but one was never mentioned. "Surely you do not believe the man," Lissandra asked him. 
 
      
 
    "It does sound foolish I will admit," he finished tying their trunks securely in the wagon before helping her into the small seat at the front. The horses had already been hitched and they were ready to leave. "But something caused the fire and it was no ordinary fire." Lissandra nodded in agreement. The flames came within a foot of the old shack, but no closer. They also had stopped right along the tree line leaving the small woods untouched, as well as the house Eranen was building. What struck her as the oddest occurrence was that the fire had not spread to the field of grass surrounding Eranen's land. Only the crop and the barn had been touched. Still even under the unusual circumstances, the thought that a dragon actually existed seemed absurd. 
 
      
 
    At least it did until Eranen crawled into the wagon and before moving the horses forward told her of the legend of the Meandering Meadows. In the far north west of Pearoandorn there was a beautiful meadow surrounded by a low stone wall on the north east and south, to the west a large rocky mountain stood between the meadow and the sea. It was said that none who ventured over the wall was ever seen again. Lissandra had heard the story as a child. The Meandering Meadows is where parents threaten to send their unruly children. Lissandra had never heard mention of a dragon in connection to the mysterious place, but Eranen had. He had a book of course that told of the legendary dragon of Pearoandorn who made and agreement with the king never to leave the meadow and in return man would not hunt the dragon. The dragon could have free reign and if livestock or people ventured into the meadow, then they would be the dragons to hunt. Both Eranen and Lissandra knew the meadow existed, everyone knew of the meadow. Was it possible that the dragon existed also? If so then the dragon was no longer confined to the meandering meadows and if that was not bad enough the dragon seemed particularly interested in either Eranen, Lissandra or both. 
 
      
 
    Leaving Lissandra to her thoughts Eranen began moving the wagon. Duncan came along side them. "Pardon, my lord," Eranen held his hand up to the man cutting off what he was about to say. 
 
      
 
    "It is Eranen," Duncan nodded and continued. 
 
      
 
    "Pardon, Lord Eranen." Eranen rolled his eyes at the man and Lissandra giggled. "Our army is camped at the Blue River just inside Calandoria. Princess Allista asked you to have your pick as personal guards once we reach them," 
 
      
 
    "No," Lissandra interrupted the man. "You and your men can come with us or not, but we will not be delaying our trip for any reason." 
 
      
 
    "It would be an honor to serve the House of Palek, my lady," Duncan said bowing his head to her. 
 
      
 
    "There is no House of Palek," Eranen said frowning at the man. "There is just Eranen and Lissandra," he pointed to himself and then Lissandra as he said it. 
 
      
 
    "Of course, my lord," Duncan smiled before falling back to join his men who were already following the wagon onto the road. 
 
      
 
    "House of Palek," Lissandra said trying it out. "House of Palek," she said again looking at Eranen. He was irritated she could tell, but what had he expected. He had married a princess. "I like it," she laughed. "The House of Palek, known through out the kingdoms as the greatest educators ever known." 
 
      
 
    Eranen shook his head and ignored her laughing. Life had definitely been simpler before he married. Before he had met her his dream of an academy had seemed out of reach. At the very least he would be old and gray before he obtained it. He turned and glanced at the trunks in the back of the wagon. If he included what Lissandra had add there was enough gold to start construction tomorrow if he wanted. He looked back at Lissandra and taking her hand he gave it a tight squeeze. "I could learn to live with," he said. "As long as you are a part of it." 
 
      
 
    "Forever," she smiled at him. Nodding he released her and continued to steer the wagon forward. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
    The castle in Rorgrim had a marvelous library Kiala thought looking up from her book to scan the shelves lining the walls. Long shelves covered every wall from floor to ceiling, each full of books. More shelves had been brought in and stood scatter around the room, none of them empty. There were plenty of comfortable chairs to sit in as well as a long table in the center of the room surrounded other chairs. Kiala took a inhaled deeply through her nose. The room smelled of books, it was paradise. 
 
      
 
    The entrance to the library was in the same hallway as the dining hall. She had discovered it the morning she met Cate. He had been sitting enjoying a book himself when she had entered. Every since then as soon as she finished eating the morning meal with Makren, she would come here and meet Cate. They did not read or play cards as she told Makren they did. Instead they worked on her courage. Makren did not need to know about that. Men frowned on such things, especially Calandorian men. They would work until the midday meal and then both Makren and Cate would disappear to the council meeting. Darien had given her free reign of the castle, but she liked it here. She felt safe in this room. Not that she was afraid anymore. She stilled cringed occasionally when a soldier walked by the open door, but she did not scream or try to flee. 
 
      
 
    The council meeting is taking forever to get over with today she thought. It will be time for dinner before it is over at this rate. As much as she loved to read she could not spend every waking hour doing so. While Darien had forgiven her outburst in the council meeting, he had not spoken to her since nor had anyone else on the council, save Cate and Makren. They were all that kept her from going insane in her solitude. 
 
      
 
    "There you are Kiala," she jumped at the voice, but relaxed immediately. It had become very familiar to her. 
 
      
 
    "Makren," she squealed with delight as she rose from her seat and ran into his arms. He swung her around a few times before sitting her feet back firmly on the floor. "I did not think you would ever leave the council room," she said laughing. 
 
      
 
    She noticed he frowned at her. Anytime she mentioned the council his gray eyes would cloud and his brow would crease. "If you would return to the meetings we could spend more time together," he said. 
 
      
 
    "Who am I to make decisions of life and death," she asked putting her hands on his shoulders. "I am nothing more than a peasant's daughter, with no education to speak of. There are many more qualified." 
 
      
 
    Makren shook his head, "You are more than any peasant. You are an adjutant to the King of Calandoria whether you accept the responsibilities or not." 
 
      
 
    "I prefer being friend to Makren, nothing more," she said smiling. 
 
      
 
    Makren sighed. At times Kiala was more stubborn than anyone he had ever met. "Well then friend, how what would you like to do for the rest of the day?" 
 
      
 
    Kiala spun away from him in circles causing her pink dress to lift and spin like a bell around her. "Everything," she laughed. 
 
      
 
    Makren laughed as well. She was certainly not the fragile flower he thought she was a few weeks ago. All of the bruises and scrapes were completely gone and she had gained some weight. She now had wonderful curves and her face glowed. Makren stopped himself. He was her friend, nothing more. She did not want more. She still sometimes jumped if he touched her unexpectedly or made a sudden move. Too often he had caught himself staring at her lately in a way that was a little to friendly. Luckily, Kiala had not noticed. 
 
      
 
    Makren looked at the scar that ran down her jaw line. Whatever had caused that scar had happened when she was young. Whatever had caused that scar kept him from kissing her as he desired. 
 
      
 
    "Let's take a walk along the castle walls," he suggested. "The view is wonderful this time of day and we would be alone to talk." Smiling she took his arm and let him lead her from the room. 
 
      
 
    The view of the Rorgrim from the castle wall was breath taking and just as Makren had said they were alone as they walked the wall. "Why are there no guards posted on the wall to keep watch?" Kiala asked looking down the deserted walkway. 
 
      
 
    "The castle is located in the center of the city. It would be impossible for an army to break through the walls of the city without the castle knowing of it in time to prepare. Guards are posted on the walls of the city," he said. 
 
      
 
    Kiala reddened, she should have thought of that herself before asking him. She was constantly embarrassing herself by asking questions with obvious answers. She hoped Makren did not think her simple minded. 
 
      
 
    Makren was watching her curiously for signs of what had caused her blush. So many emotions had passed over her face at his answer to her question. What went on in her head, he wondered. 
 
      
 
    "You do that a lot," Kiala said looking at him. 
 
      
 
    "What do I do a lot," Makren questioned still watching her. 
 
      
 
    "Stare at me," she said uncomfortably. 
 
      
 
    "I like looking at you. No matter how beautiful the view it is always improved when you are in it" Makren said ignoring her blush. 
 
      
 
    "You should not say things like that," Kiala said moving to the edge of the wall and looking out across the city. Twilight was fallen over the city and the lights from the windows below danced like stars. 
 
      
 
    Makren moved to her side and put his arm around her shoulder. He did not look at the city below; instead he watched the joy the view brought her light up her face. "I was pretty once," she had whispered so softly Makren had barely heard her. "I was also very vain." Makren made no remark to her comments. He did not want to interrupt her. This was the first time she had ever mentioned anything of her past. "Then I received this," she ran her finger down the side of face following the scar along her jaw line to her chin. "The Gods reward for vanity." 
 
      
 
    Makren traced the scar with his own finger, "How did you get it?" he asked. Kiala straightened her back and pulled away from him. 
 
      
 
    "It is late we should go eat dinner," she said turning to walk back towards the door that would lead them into the castle. 
 
      
 
    Makren followed beside her. "Darien will allow you to eat no more meals in your room. From now on it is his desire that you eat with the rest of us in the dinning hall." He saw her tremble at the thought. "It will be alright," he said whispering in her ear. "I will be right beside you the whole time." She nodded and took his arm. 
 
      
 
    When they reached the door she paused and glanced over the city one more time. "What if attackers came to Rorgrim during the day disguised as travelers or merchants and remained in the city until after the city gates where closed for the night. Would it not be easy to launch an unexpected attack against the castle?" 
 
      
 
    Makren looked at her. In the evening light with the fire from the turret over head dancing off her face she looked beautiful. "Yes it would be," he said agreeing with her assessment, "Which is why you should join us at the next council meeting." 
 
      
 
    Kiala smiled and shook her head, "You will not be pleased until I spend every waking moment with you, will you?" she teased. 
 
      
 
    "No I will not," Makren said starring into her chocolate eyes. Kiala swallowed hard and opened door entering the castle before Makren. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Do you know what time it is?" Darien bellowed making his way to his chamber door. The pounding had wakened him. It had been so long since he had been able to sleep he was in a foul mood at being disturbed. He did not know who was on the other side, but they better have a good explanation. He yanked the door open forcefully and froze. 
 
      
 
    Alli stood before him wearing only her night clothes, her hair ruffled from sleep. Her gown was nothing more than a whisper of white silk and a good portion of her shoulders were exposed. It clung to her body and shimmered in the dim light. Darien would not have noticed the gown at all, but the delicate robed she had donned before leaving her chamber was made of a fascinating material he could see right through. Darien looked down at himself. He had lit only the small candle on the table by his bed and pulled on a pair of britches before opening the door. He had not even bothered with the laces. 
 
      
 
    "Darien," he forced his eyes up to meet hers. "Do you mind if I come in?" His brain was still foggy with sleep and the sight of her in the gown. He was unable to answer yes or no, not waiting Alli pushed her way past him and entered the room. 
 
      
 
    Darien stood at the open door a moment longer before closing it and turning to face the room. Alli had sat down in one of the two chairs in front of the fireplace. The fire had almost died completely, but a few embers still glowed. Darien moved around the room lighting a few more candles before sitting in the seat next to her. "What are you doing here," he asked. 
 
      
 
    "I am having trouble sleeping," she sighed. "I am worried about your plans to destroy the Temple of the Moon's Soul as well as what we have plan to do to the Acumen." She calmed her fidgeting hands before continuing. "What if we are wrong? What if the Gods seek retribution? Can mere mortals battle Gods?" 
 
      
 
    Darien looked at her again. Each time he saw her she was more beautiful than the last. The dress had been miraculous. There were no words to describe the gown. Darien turned his eyes back to the fireplace. It was a much safer place to focus his attention. "If we are wrong, we will die," he whispered. 
 
      
 
    Alli agree with Darien's words. "I am not sure I am ready for that," she said. 
 
      
 
    "Is anyone?" Darien questioned. 
 
      
 
    "I am Acumen. The chance that I will live a long life is improbable," she sighed. "I thought I had come to accept the fact that I would die young, but I have not." 
 
      
 
    "Alli," he breathed turning is eyes back towards her. He reached his hand over to hers took it, holding it gently. She looked into his eyes. "Then live Alli," he said. "Live." 
 
      
 
    His eyes showed none of the coldness she normal saw there. They had softened along with his face. His stern look and creased brow were relaxed. She did not know why she had done it, but she reached up and cupped his face with her free hand. Darien sat there starring in to the depths of her blue eyes, letting her rub his cheek. 
 
      
 
    "I am afraid I do not have the strength," she said softly. 
 
      
 
    "Then I will lend you my strength, just as you have done for me these past weeks," He raised his other hand and placed it over the hand caressing his cheek. "You have a unique spirit, Alli." 
 
      
 
    "So do you Darien," she breathed, "So do you." 
 
      
 
    He leaned forward his lips slightly parted. His intentions were obvious to Alli and she waited with pent up breath for the kiss. It never came. A knock at the chamber door brought him out of the trance and she heard him curse under his breath. She released his face and turned her head away embarrassed, but smiling at his disappointment. 
 
      
 
    When the knock came again, Darien released her hand and started for the door. "Who is it?" he shouted. 
 
      
 
    "It is Kiala," a meek voice sounded from the other side. "I know it is late and I do not mean to disturb you, but I want to speak with you about something." Darien sighed. "It is alright, it seems to be going around tonight." He looked back at Alli. "Just give me one minute," he called to Kiala through the door. Darien went to his wardrobe and pulled a long heavy blue robe out. He handed it to Alli and then located his shirt on the floor where he had discarded it before going to bed. He quickly pulled on the shirt, while Alli tied the robe around her. 
 
      
 
    Once Alli was seated again, Darien went to the door and opened it. "Alli was having the same trouble, please come in and join us." Darien step back from the door and motioned for her to sit in the empty chair next to Alli by the fire. Kiala was in her night clothes as well, but her gown was much more concealing than Alli's and her robe similar to the one he had given Alli to put on. After he closed the door he went and lit a small lamp flooding the room with more light. 
 
      
 
    Kiala took the empty seat and turned to Alli. "I am sorry I disturbed you, my lady," she said. 
 
      
 
    Alli smiled at Kiala. "It is alright. I have gotten in the habit of talking Darien's ears off about prophecy at all hours." Darien moved in front of the fireplace facing the two women. 
 
      
 
    "What is it Kiala?" Darien said. He could not imagine what could have brought her to his chamber in the middle of the night. 
 
      
 
    "I was walking along the castle wall again this evening. Every since the first time Makren took me there it has been one of my favorite places to go." Kiala said smiling. "Do you know what I saw there this evening?" 
 
      
 
    "What?" Alli asked curious. She had never been on the wall. 
 
      
 
    "Guards, on watch," Kiala said. Alli wrinkled her brow in confusion. She did not understand why Kiala was smiling. Kiala was afraid of guards, or so she thought. Darien raised his hand to cover his smile. "You see," Kiala said starring at Darien. "At first I thought maybe Makren, but that is not his way. He prefers the shadows." Kiala stood up and to all their amazement kissed Darien on the cheek. 
 
      
 
    "You are welcome," Darien said. 
 
      
 
    "When I saw them there, I knew," she said smiling at him. "I knew you really meant it when you said you valued my opinion." Kiala smiled at him a little longer before returning to the chair next to Alli's. 
 
      
 
    "Is that why you came," Alli asked still shocked by Kiala's actions. Kiala could not stand to be touched, but she had just kissed Darien. 
 
      
 
    "No," Kiala said confused by Alli's question. "I had an idea. One that will give you the revenge you seek while at the same time uniting the people behind you to fight Descartes." 
 
      
 
    Darien just stared at Kiala. Alli leaned forward at her words. "Darien, I think we should hear this," she said. Darien nodded and Kiala was about to continue when a knock sounded at the door. Darien did not call to see who was behind the door this time. Instead he strolled across the room and opened it. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry to bother you," Lawwe said. "A rider has arrived with disturbing news." Darien motioned the man to enter the room and closed the door behind him. Lawwe paused only a moment when he saw Alli and Kiala sitting by the fire. 
 
      
 
    Darien retrieved a chair from next to the bed and pulled it by Kiala's. He indicated Lawwe should sit before returning to stand in front of the fireplace. "I am sorry to intrude," Lawwe said to the ladies as he sat down. He looked curiously at the women wondering why they were in the king's bed chambers in the middle of the night wearing only their night clothes. 
 
      
 
    "You are not interrupting," Kiala said still smiling brightly. 
 
      
 
    "Of course not." Alli added. "We were having an impromptu meeting." She looked at Darien and reddened. No, Lawwe was not interrupting, Kiala had already done that. 
 
      
 
    Darien knew what caused Alli's blush. "What news is it that brings you here at this hour," Darien asked looking to Lawwe. 
 
      
 
    Lawwe did not met Daniels eyes. He bowed his head and slowly shook it. "Eranen Palek's farm was burned to the ground three days ago. There has been no sign of him or the Lady Lissandra." Darien looked at the three seated before him. The women offered him salvation, the man pain beyond imagining. 
 
      
 
    After several minutes Kiala broke the silence, "It does not mean they are lost," she whispered. 
 
      
 
    Alli could see the grief and the anger building behind Darien's steel gray eyes. She rose from her chair and moved to his side. She placed her hand on his shoulder and whispered just loud enough for him to hear. "Prophecy tells me they will return to Rorgrim," 
 
      
 
    Darien turned his head and looked at her hand resting on his shoulder. He covered it with his own, "I would still feel better if she were here, but thank you." His eyes met hers. They stared at each other long enough for the other occupants in the room to grow uncomfortable. 
 
      
 
    Kiala spoke breaking their trance, "Perhaps we should leave," she said rising. "My plan can wait until tomorrow." 
 
      
 
    "No," Darien released Alli's hand and urged Kiala to sit back down. "I want to hear it now," he said. "If it will do what you said, I would like time to consider it before bringing it up to the council." 
 
      
 
    "Alright," Kiala said sitting up straight in her chair. "It would serve us best," a knock at the door cut her off. This time the door opened before Darien had even reached it. 
 
      
 
    Molly and Karegh burst into the room and stopped abruptly when the realized Darien was not alone. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry," Molly said curtsying. 
 
      
 
    "It is alright," Darien said softly. "What brings the two of you here at this hour?" 
 
      
 
    Karegh turned beet red and started to turn and leave, but Molly grabbed his arm and kept him beside her. "It is the storm," she said pointing out the window on the far side of the room. "You know he can not sleep when it is storming out." They all stared out the window she pointed to. None of them had noticed the storm raging outside. 
 
      
 
    "Me, it is you," Karegh shouted at her. "You ran to my room before the first thunder boom." Molly rolled her eyes at the boy and then for good measure stuck her tongue out at him. 
 
      
 
    "Enough," Darien bellowed before Karegh could retaliate. He pointed to his bed. Both children lowered their heads and walk slowly towards the bed, Darien followed them. Once they had crawled in Darien pulled the covers tightly around them. Alli, Kiala and Lawwe watched the scene quietly. It was obvious to all that this was not the first time he had let the duo spend the night in his chamber. "Now," Darien whispered to them. "Not another word and go straight to sleep or I will send you back to your own beds." He took a moment to ruffle Karegh's hair before returning to stand in front of the fire. 
 
      
 
    It was with the best of intentions that Kiala opened her mouth to speak, but another knock at the door prevented her from uttering a single syllable. Cursing out loud Darien took long strides to the door and hastily jerked it open. Makren stood on the other side with a panic stricken look on his face, holding a silver tray with a tea service on it. "What is it?" Darien asked concerned. "What has happened?" 
 
      
 
    "Kiala is missing," Makren said. 
 
      
 
    Darien suppressed his smile and shook his head. "No, she is not missing, she is here," he stepped aside so Makren could enter the room. 
 
      
 
    "Here," Makren said angrily. He stalked past Darien and entered the room. 
 
      
 
    "Why not everyone else is," Darien said quietly to himself as he turned and shut the door. 
 
      
 
    "Makren," Kiala said jumping to her feet and moving to his side. "What are you doing here?" she asked once she was next to him. Makren surveyed the room and relaxed. She had not been alone with his brother as he had first assumed. In fact, it was rather crowded in his brother's chamber. He glanced to the bed and saw Molly and Karegh fast asleep beneath the covers. Alli sat near the fire in her night clothes and Lawwe sat not to far away from her, fully dressed. "Makren," Kiala drew his attention back to her. "You did not answer me. Why are you here?" 
 
      
 
    "I brought you tea," he said lifting the tray a little to gain her notice. "You always ask for tea when there is a storm. It helps calm your nerves so you can sleep," she smiled at him. That smile would be his undoing. Darien moved past them on his way back to his spot in front of the fire. "Did you bring enough for everyone," he laughed. 
 
      
 
    Makren reddened. Kiala took the tray from him and carried it to a small table next to the bed. They all watched as she poured a cup and added a small amount of cream and sugar. She gave it the cup three quick swirls with a spoon. She turned and carried the cup to Makren. "The way you like it," she said handing him the cup. 
 
      
 
    He took the cup with a smile and tasted it. His smile was devilish she thought. While he continued sipping the tea she looked at him shaking her head. His white shirt was unlaced half way down his chest and the shirt was tucked in to his pants on one side, but not the other. At least he had remembered his boots this time, she thought. He had managed to only get one of his pant legs tucked into them. The other bunched around the top of his boot. "What are you doing here?" he asked. 
 
      
 
    "Talking with your brother," she winked at him. "I have decided to fulfill my duties as an adjutant." She smiled before returning to her empty seat between Lawwe and Alli. Makren seeing no other empty chairs in the room opted to sit on a large trunk at the end of Darien's bed. 
 
      
 
    "So," Makren said addressing the room at large, "What are we discussing?" 
 
      
 
    "I am here to talk about the Acumen," Alli said. 
 
      
 
    "I came to discuss the Temple," Kiala added. 
 
      
 
    Lawwe turned to Makren, "A dispatch from Hokaren arrived. Your sister's hiding place was destroyed. She and her escort are missing." 
 
      
 
    "Missing," Makren frowned. He looked to Darien, "Are we sending men to locate her?" 
 
      
 
    "There is no need," Darien said looking at Alli. "Some of Hokaren's finest are protecting her." 
 
      
 
    Alli nodded, "Prophecy tells us she will arrive in Rorgrim safely," she said easing Makren's fears. 
 
      
 
    "And you," Darien asked Makren already knowing the answer. 
 
      
 
    "Her," he said pointing to Kiala. "She is the reason for most of my actions," he sighed. "You trusted her care to me brother, but I swear she fights me at every turn." Kiala turned her chocolate eyes to him. How many times had he lost himself in her eyes? "It is hard to tell if I am caring for her, or she for me." 
 
      
 
    Darien grew uncomfortable at his brother's words. Everyone in the room had watched their actions since he arrived and none were foolish enough to believe their relationship to be mere friendship. What made him uncomfortable was how easily Makren spoke of it in a room full of people. 
 
      
 
    "Fear not, Makren," Kiala said. "I assure you that you are still taking care of me. I only look after you to ensure the job is done properly." Darien looked at Kiala. She was glowing now that Makren had entered the room. Makren was glowing as well. 
 
      
 
    "Darien," Alli said interrupting his thoughts. "Perhaps it would be best if spoke in the morning. The sun will be up in a few hours." 
 
      
 
    "Yes," Darien said looking at the crowd in his room. A sudden knock drew everyone's attention. 
 
      
 
    "Is there anyone left in the castle?" Lawwe laughed. "I thought they were all in here." Darien ignored the man's humor and walked to the door answering it. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry to disturb you," Cate said. "A rider from Hokaren has just arrived." 
 
      
 
    "I know," Darien said cutting him off. "Lawwe has already brought us word of my sister." 
 
      
 
    "Us," Cate said entering the room. Cate surveyed the group. His eyes locked with Alli's. She could not mistake the displeasure in his eyes at finding her there. Cate turned to Darien, "The rider did not carry a message for you," he said. "It was for her." Cate pointed to Alli. 
 
      
 
    "Alli," he said softly, "Come let me speak with you in private." 
 
      
 
    Alli shook her head. "We can speak here Cate," she said. "We are among friends here." 
 
      
 
    "This message would be better delivered in your chambers, my lady." He had used a title. He would not do that unless it was serious. 
 
      
 
    Alli looked to Darien, he was watching her. "I think I would rather hear it here," she said softly. "Then neither of us will have to repeat it." 
 
      
 
    Cate nodded, "Your father is gravely ill and they do not expect him to live out the month," he said bowing his head. Alli put her hands to her face and began crying quietly. "We must leave immediately if you want to see him again." Cate said. 
 
      
 
    Alli looked at him, her eyes soaked with tears. "I can not," she said. "The prophecy, had it been fulfilled another would have come by now." She shook her head before Cate could get out his protest. "If I leave, I die." 
 
      
 
    "What of Hokaren," Darien asked Alli. "What will become of Hokaren if the King dies and the Princess is not there to take the throne?" 
 
      
 
    "Princess!" Makren shouted jumping to his feet and turning to his brother. "You never said she was a Princess!" 
 
      
 
    "How could I have foreseen this, Makren?" Darien asked. 
 
      
 
    "Do you not understand," Makren exclaimed. "If she is to be Queen of Hokaren then even more of my prophecy has been fulfilled." 
 
      
 
    "There is still Maeorus in Pearoandorn," Darien said calmly. "Unless you plan on traveling there and giving him your warning then there is no need to worry." 
 
      
 
    "I do not," Makren said looking at Alli, "but I did not intend on telling the ruler of Hokaren either." Makren walked to Kiala and grabbed her hand. "Prophecy finds a way to be fulfilled Darien," he pulled Kiala from her chair and headed for the door pulling her behind him. "If we are not more careful the Destroyer will rule us all," he said as he past Darien and Cate. He opened the door and pushed Kiala into the hall before turning back to the room. "Descartes wants every last person in Calandoria slaughtered." Makren grabbed the door and slammed it behind him causing Molly and Karegh to stir in the bed. 
 
      
 
    Darien turned to Lawwe. "I want my best man sent to Pearoandorn at first light. He is to watch over and keep Maeorus from harm." Lawwe nodded and rose to leave the room. "Be careful not to mention why we are sending him," Darien added. "We do not want to accidentally fulfill the prophecy." Lawwe nodded again and left the room. 
 
      
 
    "I am sorry Alli," Darien said turning to look at her. "If you wish it I will take everyone in the castle to Adelaide, so you can see him again." 
 
      
 
    Alli shook her head smiling. "I think you would," she said staring at his eyes. They had softened again. Each time they did she felt she was glimpsing a piece of his soul. "I will stay. Makren is right. We must listen to the prophecies, especially mine if you want your plan to work" She rose and walked to him, her eyes never leaving his. "I will do what I can to secure my throne from here. Hokaren is not as political as the other kingdoms. However, if I do lose it do not be surprised if I petition your court to help me win it back," 
 
      
 
    "Of course," he said. "Calandoria would be honored to aid such a cause." She nodded and allowed Cate to lead her from the room. 
 
      
 
    Darien looked around the room it was empty except for the two children lying on his bed. With a sigh he turned and left the chamber. He would sleep in the Royal Chamber tonight and tomorrow he would have his things moved there. The Royal Chamber was much larger, the bed was bigger, and there were more chairs in the room. Besides, he was the King of Calandoria, perhaps it was time he started acting like it. Tomorrow he would open the castle for court and hear the needs of his people. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Makren," Kiala said with panic in her voice. He was pulling her down the hall by her arm. His grip was so tight she could feel bruises forming beneath her sleeve. "Makren, please your hurting me," she pleaded digging in her heels. He spun around and looked at her. There were unshed tears in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    "I am sorry," he whispered, "I did not, I would never," she raised her hand to silence him. 
 
      
 
    "I know," she said. "I will follow you Makren there is no need for you to pull me behind you." He gently took her arm and rolled up the sleeve of her gown. He could see the marks his fingers had left on her flesh. He looked into her eyes. "I know it was not intentional," she whispered. "I also know there is something you are keeping from me. The despair she saw in his eyes was so great her heart ached. "Tell me this prophecy that troubles you so. I can not ease your pain if I do not know the cause." 
 
      
 
    He closed his eyes and lifted her hand to his heart wishing she could heal it. "There is nothing that can ease my pain, Kiala." He dropped her hand and turned. He continued down the hall towards his room. 
 
      
 
    Kiala began running after him "You can not do this," she said. "You can not shut me out." Makren continued walking, ignoring her words. When he entered his chamber Kiala was on his heels and followed him in the room. She slammed the door behind her. 
 
      
 
    "You should not be in here," he said glaring at her. 
 
      
 
    "Why not," she glared back. "You frequent my chamber often enough" 
 
      
 
    "I can assure you that is a habit I will stop immediately." Makren regretted his words the minute he saw the look of pain in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    "A minute ago you were dragging me with you, now you are pushing me away," she lowered her head to hide her tears from him. "Which is it you want," she questioned softly. 
 
      
 
    Makren shook his head, "What I want does not matter, Kiala," he answered. "My feet are on a path I can not seem to leave no matter how hard I try." 
 
      
 
    "Sometimes we are given burdens to bear, that almost destroys us," she said raising her tear stained face to his. "I almost let that happen to me, but now because of you I am learning to take whatever joy I can out of this life," she wiped her tears with her sleeve. "Let me help you," she pleaded. 
 
      
 
    Makren walk to her and hugged her to him. "Kiala, you do not understand," he said burying his face in her hair. "It is prophesied that I will hand the world over to Descartes, by betraying my own brother." 
 
      
 
    Kiala pulled back and looked into his gray eyes. "You would never willingly betray him," she said sternly. "Do not believe in the prophecy or let it scare you. Prophecies fail all the time." She laid her head on his shoulder where she could hear his heart beat. 
 
      
 
    "I should leave before I damn us all," he said gently running his fingers through her hair. 
 
      
 
    "You can not leave," she whispered. "You are all I have." 
 
      
 
    "No Kiala," Makren said still stroking her hair, "You have a long life ahead of you. Love, marriage, and children, all the things you should have. All the things you deserve," he sighed. "I am jealous of the man who will be there with you." 
 
      
 
    Kiala began crying harder, "Do not be, Makren. No one would ever have me." 
 
      
 
    "Are you insane," he asked. "A man would fight for the right to call you his." 
 
      
 
    She lifted her head and looked into his eyes. "No, no man would have me" she pulled herself from his embrace and turned her back to him. "There are things you do not know about me Makren, awful things," she whispered between sobs. 
 
      
 
    "Then tell me," Makren pleaded in frustration. "Tell me of your scar and I will tell you of mine." 
 
      
 
    She turned to look at him again, "What scars do you have?" she asked. 
 
      
 
    Makren pulled his shirt over his head and turned so she could see his back. A giant sun covering the entire span of his back had been branded into his skin. In the middle of the sun was the shape of a triangle. The scar looked deep as if the hot brand had been laid against his skin several times. There were other scars running through the brand and on his upper arms. He had been whipped over and over. Kiala choked back her gag. She would not be sick. That would only cause him more pain. "Will you tell me of it?" she asked. 
 
      
 
    Makren turned and looked into her eyes. "Will you tell me of yours," he asked. 
 
      
 
    Kiala nodded and sat down on the edge of his bed. Makren moved to join her, but she stopped him. "Sit over there," she said pointing to one of the chairs by the fireplace. Makren move to the chair and started to turn it around to face her, but again she stopped his movements. "Do not turn it around," she pleaded. She could not tell him everything if he was watching her. Even now her courage was wavering. Makren nodded and sat down with his back facing her. 
 
      
 
    "Did you ever wonder why I was allowed to be an attendant during Maureen's labor," she asked. Makren did not answer, he was not sure if he should. "How an unmarried woman, even if she was one of the Queen's personal maids, would be allowed to witness a birth?" 
 
      
 
    "I have," he confessed, "but it is not something to ask a lady." 
 
      
 
    "No," she said. "It is not something someone with your character would ask, lady or not." Kiala closed her eyes and let the memories of so long ago flood her. She had never spoken to anyone about what had happened to. People knew some of it, but no one knew the whole of her story. 
 
      
 
    I told you before I was beautiful once, or at least I thought I was. I was very vain and very young. I refused to learn to sew or cook. I did not need such humble skills. I was going to marry a nobleman or rich merchant and have servants to do my bidding. She paused her story, remembering the foolish dreams of the girl she had been. 
 
      
 
    My mother was at her wits end trying to curb my waywardness. My father use to tell her not to worry. Some man would offer for me because of my beauty and beat me until I acted like a proper woman. I hated him for saying that. 
 
      
 
    When I turned thirteen I would dress in my finest clothes every evening after dinner and sneak out to walk the streets around the castle. I wanted all the rich men in town to see my beauty. My finest dress had four patches and grass stains, but I was confident I would look like a jewel to one of them and they would want me for their own. I was ignored completely. 
 
      
 
    My father caught me many times and beat me trying to curtail my behavior. All his beatings did was strengthen my resolve. They would be jealous when I was rich. They would beg my forgiveness. 
 
      
 
    I kept this routine for a couple of years. I had reached marrying age and not a single man of worth had approached my father. At least not with any decent proposals. I was growing more desperate. I stole material from the rubbish cans behind the dress shops to make nicer dresses, but I could not sew. I stole money from my father and paid a young girl who lived down the street from us to make the dresses for me. 
 
      
 
    One night shortly after my fifteenth birthday I was wandering the streets just as I had done every night. It was getting late, but I was avoiding home. That morning a goat herder had visited my father. He was looking for a wife for his oldest son. He had seen me in the market place with my brother the day before. My treacherous brother had actually given the man directions to our home and encouraged the man to make an offer to our father for me. I vowed never to forgive him. 
 
      
 
    I knew it was late, but I could not face going home to hear the news that I was to be a goat herder's wife. 
 
      
 
    Kiala had to stop for a moment. She picked Makren's shirt up off the floor where he had dropped it. She used it to wipe the tears from her face. She had not intended to cry, not when she told him. She wanted him to see her strength. 
 
      
 
    Makren turned his head just enough to catch a glimpse of her from the corner of his eye. She was crying and it was killing him not to go to her side and comfort her. She did not have to finish. He was not a fool, but he did not move. She need this, he thought. She needed to let go of her past. 
 
      
 
    After regaining her composure Kiala continued: 
 
      
 
    I can not tell you the details of all that happened that night. I can only remember bits and pieces myself. Those memories still haunt my dreams. I had wandered to a place where a young girl should never be, regardless of the time of day. It was the noise coming from the taverns that brought me out of my thoughts and back to my senses, but by then it was too late. There was a group of soldiers standing around me. I can not remember how many of them there were, maybe five or six. One held a knife to my throat and pulled me into a nearby alley, the others followed 
 
      
 
    . 
 
      
 
    Kiala paused and took a deep breath. She had not yet gotten to the worst part. She could end her story here, but that would not be fair to him. He deserved to hear it all, from her own lips. 
 
      
 
    I woke up several days latter in the sanctuary. The priest were tending my wounds and praying over me. My body ached, but my face burned. The knife wound was infected and no surgeon would visit me because I had no money to pay them. 
 
      
 
    Makren heard her voice relax. He unclenched his fist. He had not realized until that moment how hard he had been squeezing them. He flexed his fingers to regain feeling and wiped the blood his nails had caused digging into his palms on his pants. He was about to stand when she begin speaking again. 
 
      
 
    The Queen, Maureen had heard the story of what had happened to me. The whole city was talking of it. Maureen had a softer heart than her husband, King Jimreth, who had ordered only ten lashes for each of my attackers. My family, all but my brother, died because of me. The King had ordered our home burned as a warning to others to keep their daughters under control. Several of the cities young women had been attacked around the same time, mine the most brutal. I do not believe the King had intended for my parents to be in the house when it was burned, Lady Maureen often said so. 
 
      
 
    My brother had just joined the army at the encouragement of the King, so he had not been there when it had happened. The Queen offered me a position in the castle and made arrangements for me to stay with in of the smaller cook's rooms behind the kitchen, she felt responsible for the loss of my family. At the time I was grateful to her. Without her intervention I might have ended up in one of the many houses of ill repute like so many other young girls without families to care for them. 
 
      
 
    When she stopped speaking again, Makren started to stand, but her words stopped him. "Not yet," she said. "There is more you need to hear." Makren hung his head at her words. She was just a child, younger than even Molly when this had happened to her. 
 
      
 
    I was too naïve to realize I was with child. The cook had to tell me. You can not imagine what it feels like to have life growing inside of you. It changed me, humbled me more than the scar on my face ever could. I spent hours with my hands on my belly talking to the baby. I never thought of it as a curse. I heard others talk. They believed it a great tragedy, but not me. I finally learned to sew and would stay up late at night making tiny clothes from the rag bin in the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    Kiala looked at Makren. She needed to see him, not just his back. She need to look into his eyes to say the rest. She rose and moved to the chair next to his. Makren said nothing, he did not have to. She could see the compassion in his eyes. She reached over and intertwined her hand with his. He gently squeezed it. 
 
      
 
    "I knew little of the world or laws back then. I did not even know what to expect. When the time came, I was alone. The cook found me curled in a ball on the kitchen floor late one night lying in a pool of blood. I had been so paralyzed by the pain I could not even scream. The cook summoned the Queen and the two of them attended me. Neither ever left my side. It took two days to bring my son into the world. I had lost so much blood I past out minutes after giving birth. I never even saw him," tears rolled down her face. "He was gone when I woke up," she sobbed. "He had been healthy and they took him." Makren covered their joined hands with his other hand. "They called it a mercy killing, better for both of us," Makren could not take anymore of this and neither could Kiala, but she was not finished. "I continued my service with the Queen. In time the pain lessened, but I never forgave her." She was talking so softly now that Makren had to strain to hear her words. "I served her faithfully. I even helped bring her own son into this world," she said looking at Makren. "They were both well when I left that room to tell King Jimreth the news. When I returned a few minutes later they were gone and all of us were ordered to be executed. The old cook was the first one they took." Kiala took his braids from his shoulder into her free hand and gently stroked them. 
 
      
 
    "It was not a natural death for them," she whispered. "And no one, not even the king seemed interested in the truth." Makren stared at her. What had happened to his brother and his wife? He had no doubt that if Kiala knew, she would have said so. 
 
      
 
    Makren rose and swept Kiala from her chair and into his arms. He carried her to the bed and gently laid her down. "Sleep," he said pulling the blanket around her. "It will be dawn soon." She nodded and curled into a ball to sleep. Makren went to the other side of the bed and lay down next to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sun was just lighting the sky over the city of Rorgrim. It had been three hours since Darien had told Lawwe to have his best man sent to Pearoandorn. Lawwe had not spent those hours trying to decide who the best man in the service of the king was. Instead he spent that time wondering if he had the courage to send him. He would be posted on the wall of the castle at this hour, which was why Lawwe had come here. 
 
      
 
    Lawwe spotted him immediately. It had not been hard, the man stood out from the others. Hair red as wine is a rare trait, not just in Calandoria, but everywhere. He tied it at the nape of his neck and let it fall down the length of his back. Most soldiers choose short hair, it was once less advantage an opponent would have, but not him. He did not care if his opponents had an advantage. It was more of a challenge if they did and he always welcomed the chance to prove his skills. The man was at least as tall as Lawwe and muscular, but not bulky like Cate. He had a broad chest and was well tone all over. He had the same blue eyes that his mother had. 
 
      
 
    "Moran," Lawwe called to the man and motioned for him to join him away from the others who also stood watch on the wall. The man smiled at Lawwe and quickly jogged over to where he was standing. "The king requires your services." Lawwe could see the pleasure enter the man's eyes. 
 
      
 
    Four years earlier he had been the youngest man ever appointed to the Elite Guard. It had nothing to do with his families connections and unlike many of the guard his position had not been bought. His skill with a blade knew no equal and he was an excellent horseman. Lawwe had not seen him miss his mark with a bow since he was ten. If it was not so important I would send someone else, Lawwe thought. The man who stood before him was more than the most skilled, Lawwe trusted him above all others. 
 
      
 
    Moran knew Lawwe had not said more because he had to look him over first. Lawwe had to make sure he was well. Moran did not mind, it gave him time to look Lawwe over as well. The lives they led did not give them many opportunities to see each other. The last time he had seen him he had not noticed the silver in his dark hair. Perhaps reflection from the fire of the pits at the top of the turrets made it appear more prominent. The lines around his eyes were deeper and Moran could not overlook the shadows under them. He thought the life of an adjutant would be easier than that of a general. 
 
      
 
    "What is it father?" he asked Lawwe, no longer smiling. His father looked much too serious. 
 
      
 
    "You are being sent to Pearoandorn, to look after King Maeorus." Lawwe had not made the decision to send Moran lightly. This was a dangerous assignment. It was more than the prophecies that concerned Lawwe. King Jimreth had died and King Harold would be dead soon. Two Kings dying so close together was not reason alone for alarm, but add that to the prophecies. It had taken Lawwe time to make his decision. Could he sacrifice his son for Calandoria? Or the world if what Makren said of Descartes was true? 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 In the end there really was no decision to make. This is why he had sent Moran to his mother's people when he was ten. Moran had been trained for things like this and more. Half of the blood that flowed through Moran' veins came from his mother. Even if Moran did not know what that meant Lawwe did. Moran may very well be the only man who could return from Pearoandorn. 
 
      
 
    "Why the grim look," Moran asked. "Does the king ask me to risk more than he would?" 
 
      
 
    "No," Lawwe said at last smiling at his son. 
 
      
 
    Lawwe took Moran back into the castle before giving him his orders. There were too many ears on the wall and every precaution had to be taken. They went to Lawwe' chambers and spoke at length of the kings expectations. Lawwe had been careful not to mention Descartes or the army gathering on the other side of the Northern Mountains. If Moran suspected anything was being hidden from him, he did not mention it. It would not have mattered anyway, Moran thrived on serving Calandoria. There was nothing that could be asked of him, that he would not willingly give. By the time the rest of the castle was just taking the morning meal, Moran was riding out of the gates to see the kings will done. 
 
      
 
    "Calandoria needs order," Darien said frowning behind the closed door of the council room. "And I need help sorting this mess out." Everyone in the room nodded in agreement to his words. They had been there, and they had seen first hand the problems Darien faced. 
 
      
 
    That morning Darien order the castle gates open. He went to the throne room wearing his crown and held court just like so many Ronans before him had. He heard the grievances of his people. Petitioners had brought before him everything from land disputes to squabbles over bar room bets. Four of the noble families had brought petitions for him to choose their daughters as his queen. It was absurd to think he could focus on his vengeance against the Order and a war against the Realm of the Sun and still deal with such things. It was a waste of his time and did not serve his or his kingdom's best interest. 
 
      
 
    Prior to calling them to the council room he had the books of law brought in and placed on the table. One week was all he would allow them to devote to the task. They would each be given a portion to work on and together the structure of Calandoria would be changed and the laws would be rewritten. He place Alli and Kiala in charge of the laws regarding women, reminding them to start slow it would take time for Calandorian men to accept change and the purpose for this was not to create unrest among the people, but order. Makren would look at the nobles and tax system. Lawwe would look at the military. Molly and Karegh would work together looking at law regarding children and education. Cate was given the task of creating a new system for individuals to make grievances, one that would prevent them from traveling across Calandoria to Rorgrim and the king. Darien was going to look at anything regarding the Order. It was his goal was to eliminate all influence the religion held over Calandorian rule. He could tell none were looking forward to the task, but no one objected. 
 
      
 
    He had one last thing to tell them before they begin working. After court that morning he had received word from Lissandra. She was safe and was now traveling to Calandoria. The trip would take some time because they were traveling by wagon not on horseback, but she would be home by the end of the month. Daniels relief was apparent as he told them, but no one was more excited to hear the news than Makren. He had not seen her since he was a young boy. Darien had tried to warn him that their sister was no longer gentle. Instead she was bossy and stubborn. Her beauty was another concern he felt he needed to warn Makren of. They really only had two choices if they wanted to stay off more problems. Marry her off quickly or hide her from sight, neither of which appealed to either one of the brothers. 
 
      
 
    Darien was just about to dismiss them to their duties when he remembered Kiala had an idea regarding the Temple. He felt an overwhelming need to hear it. He turned to her and seeing the look in his eyes she nodded. "The crown will not destroy the Temple. Descartes will." Kiala said drawing everyone's eyes to her. They had not seen her exchange with Darien and were confused by her words. 
 
      
 
    "How?" Darien asked, not seeing the solution he craved. He could not wait until Descartes marched against them. He would not wait. Did no one understand? could they not feel it? The Temple had to be destroyed now. 
 
      
 
    "If the crown openly attacks the Temple as you have suggested, the people will rebel." Kiala said forcefully. The others seeing now that Darien had changed the subject all nodded in agreement. "Only those within the walls of the Temple need to know the truth." She looked to Darien and then to Makren, "Neither of you can be there. You must be visible the day before and the day after. The armies can not leave there post, or people will suspect." Darien could see the wisdom of Kiala's words, but then who would destroy the temple. He was just about to ask when she elaborated further. "A small group of ten or less could easily leave Rorgrim and meet in the woods on the way to the Temple. If they could destroy it without being seen…" Darien cut her off. 
 
      
 
    "Then the blame could be placed on Descartes. The out rage of the people would be rallied against him and Calandoria would begin preparing for war." Darien said realizing this was the way it was meant to be. He could feel the forces driving him to this end vibrate within him. Kiala's plan fulfilled his uncontrollable need to see the Temple fall. At that moment Darien was filled with terror. This was no longer about Rachel. When he had first seen her, he had been driven with a need to seek vengeance against those who had killed her. It was no longer about her. It was the Temple. Over the weeks it had become less about his sister's killers and more and more about seeing the Temple destroyed. Despite his moment of uncertainty, Darien did not sway in his resolve. Kiala's plan was perfect and once it was done this feeling would go away. He could slept again, he could focus on Descartes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
      
 
    While her brother's hearts worried over their sister's future in the council room, her husband worried for her safety and her health. Lissandra and Eranen crossed the Blue River into Calandoria nine days after they had left the small farm in Hokaren. Eranen had avoided the main roads as much as possible, but he constantly scanned the horizon as well as the sky for trouble. If a dragon did seek them, could they possibly defend themselves? Duncan and his men offered some comfort against attack, but during the last few days of the journey it was Lissandra's health that concerned Eranen the most. 
 
      
 
    Even though it was not the safest place, they had made camp at the cross roads near the Colondone Forest, home to the Temple of the Moon's Soul and the royal city of Rorgrim. Since the second day of their journey the skies had been drenching the land with rain. In order to prevent the wagon from be coming stuck on the lightly traveled roads, Lissandra had used her abilities to dry the road as they rolled over it. Eranen had not considered that such excessive use of her powers might have an ill effect, but after so many days Lissandra was exhausted. No, Eranen thought it was more than exhaustion. She had collapsed. 
 
      
 
    He had immediately stopped and had a shelter built for them. He did not know what else he could do. She was unconscious for a full day before waking and he had insisted on staying put for another just to give her more time to recuperate. Lissandra was nervous being so close to the Temple, knowing what the book of prophecy said so was he. Despite Rachel's death the Order would still be searching for her. 
 
      
 
    After two days he could no longer risk staying put, but the rain continued to fall. Lissandra was not strong enough to stop it, which he had suggest in the first place, but Lissandra had refused to deny farmer's the rain they need just for their own comfort. Now without her drying the road beneath them the wagon would never make it down the muddy roads. 
 
      
 
    The guard with them had been amazed at the swiftness of their journey so far. Eranen or Lissandra had never mentioned how it had been possible. Despite the fact that the guard's had been watching them the last few weeks, none seemed to know that Lissandra had any abilities. This pleased Eranen. He did not trust them, or anyone else for that matter. With Lissandra he would only trust Darien, yet even now he had began thinking that to be unwise. 
 
      
 
    While Lissandra slept he had read more of the book she had brought with her from the Temple. One of the passages stood out in his mind. It was a passage that told of a mighty king holding his blade to his sister's throat. Only the truth would prevent her blood from being spilled. Eranen might not have worried if other passages had not indicated that Darien could possibly be that king. He had said nothing of this to Lissandra. She worried enough about others trying to kill her without needing to now worry of her about her own brother. 
 
      
 
    Eranen looked at his wife with concern. She did not look well, but had insisted they push on that morning, wishing to put as much distance between them and the Temple as possible. The wagon had not yet bogged down and Eranen knew it was Lissandra's doing. If he stopped her they would be stuck several days away from Rorgrim, if he let her continue, he did not know what might happen. Could she die from using her abilities? Eranen had never heard anything that led him to believe she could, but had anyone ever possessed abilities like hers? 
 
      
 
    Eranen continued forward and said a silent prayer to the Gods that all would be well. If she collapsed again they would abandon the wagon and he would get her to Rorgrim safely, somehow. Eranen was brought out of his desperate thoughts by the sound of mooing. It was not just the mooing that had drew his attention, it was the tone. The cow sounded miserable, like it was in agony. Both Eranen and Lissandra began looking for the pathetic creature through the onslaught of the storm. It was Eranen who saw her first, standing on the side road about half a mile in front of them. As they got closer he smiled and shook his head. He heard Lissandra laugh with delight. It was Emy Lou, drenched and obviously miserable, but alive. 
 
      
 
    Eranen stopped the wagon when they reached her. He climbed down and hugged the cow. Lissandra laughed at the sight of the two drenched creatures in front of her. The man and his cow were finally reunited. Eranen took a rope from the back of the wagon and secured Emy Lou behind them. After giving her a few reassuring words he climbed back in the wagon and moved them forward again. Despite the fact that the rain fell harder than ever, the roads seemed even better after finding Emy Lou. Eranen knew it was not really possible, Lissandra was still weakened, but his spirits were higher and that made a difference. 
 
      
 
    Eranen did not stop that night to camp. The rain had eased and was falling softly. The wagon was still moving swiftly and Lissandra seemed to be recovering. At some point in the night Lissandra laid her head on his shoulder and went to sleep. Eranen assumed the wagon would bog down quickly once she closed her eyes. Much to his surprise it did not and he kept them going forward towards Rorgrim. Shortly before dawn however he and the horses need to rest so he pulled over on the side of the road behind some trees to sleep himself for a few hours. Duncan and the other guards took turns keeping watch while Eranen and Lissandra slept. He had moved them both to the back of the wagon were they would be more comfortable. 
 
      
 
    The next morning Eranen was surprised to see the sun shining down on them. He was even more surprised to find that not only were they dry, but so was the road. He looked at Lissandra's still sleeping form. Was it possible for her to control such things in her sleep? It was the only explanation he could think of. Not waking her he gently climbed to the front of the wagon. Taking the reigns he began moving them down the road. The guard seeing the wagon move quickly mounted and followed them. 
 
      
 
    It was several hours later that Eranen noticed that Emy Lou was no longer tied behind the wagon. He had not looked to see if she was there that morning. He had been too amazed at the dryness of the road to pay attention. He did not turn back to find her, but instead felt that she would find him again, she always did. 
 
      
 
    It was well past midnight when the sight of the city gates came within site. Eranen stopped the wagon just outside of the gates and turned his attention to Lissandra still asleep in the back of the wagon. "Lissandra," he said shaking her gently. She woke with a start a quickly looked around. Eranen felt the wind began blowing vigorously, and then suddenly stop. Once she realized where she was, she smiled up at him. "We are here," he said smiling back before he motioned for Duncan to join them. 
 
      
 
    Eranen was cautious about entering Rorgrim. They had not heard from Darien or Makren since Rachel's death and he did not want to announce to the city that Lissandra had returned, until he knew the state of things within the castle. It was for this reason that Lissandra put on her robe and pulled the hood down so her face could not be seen. In the torch light at the gate the robe looked more black, than blue. She was not to say a word even if a guard spoke to her. 
 
      
 
    At the gates the guards approached them with caution, but not suspicion, Eranen noticed. "Hold," bellowed one of the guards as Eranen pulled the wagon to a halt. "The city gates are closed until morning." 
 
      
 
    Eranen climbed down from the wagon and stood before the man. "Then please send word to the king right away that Eranen Palek waits at the gates for entrance." 
 
      
 
    The guards looked stunned by his words. Eranen glanced to Lissandra to make sure she was still covered. "Forgive me, my lord." Eranen turned back to the guard to see he was bowing. "I did not realize it was you." Eranen gave the man a puzzled look, but an explanation was not forth coming. "Open the gates," the guard shouted, "Open the gates. One of his majesty's adjutants requires entry." 
 
      
 
    Eranen was shocked at the man's words, but did not show it. Instead he walked back to the wagon and climbed up next to Lissandra. "What is an adjutant in Calandoria mean?" he softly whispered to her. 
 
      
 
    "The same thing it means in Hokaren I would suppose," she said softly. Eranen sighed, he had been afraid of that. "Keep your hood on until we are safe behind the castle doors," he said firmly. 
 
      
 
    "I will," she said amused. "For a Hikirian male you sure are bossy." 
 
      
 
    The ride through Rorgrim was slow moving, but no one hailed them or tried to stop them. When they arrived at the castle Lissandra had been shocked to see the gates closed. She did not say anything to Eranen about the oddity. Eranen easily gained admittance just as he had done at the city gates. He drove them into the courtyard and almost to the doors before he stopped the wagon and climbed down. He quickly rounded the wagon and help Lissandra down. 
 
      
 
    "You are home," he said. 
 
      
 
    She met his gaze with her silver eyes, "Only because you are here," she whispered. He took her hand in his and they walked to the castle doors together. Eranen paused at the doors. He leaned over and gave her a gentle kiss before knocking. The doors opened almost immediately. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 32 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eranen studied the man for only a moment before turning to Lissandra. "Is this Makren," he asked not quite believing the resemblance the man before him held to Darien. Lissandra nodded confirming Eranen's suspicions. 
 
      
 
    "Who are you?" Makren repeated, his words being ignored the first time he had asked. "And who is that," he pointed at the small figure concealed behind the robe. 
 
      
 
    "I am Eranen Palek of Hokaren," Makren looked immediately to the robed figure. 
 
      
 
    "Lissandra," he said throwing the hood off of her head to see if it really was his sister before him. Only Eranen noticed the light rain that began to fall as the man grabbed her to him. Lissandra hugged him back as tightly as she could. Eranen cleared his throat loudly causing Lissandra to look his direction. He was pointing to the sky. She realized immediately why and the rain stopped as quickly as it had started. "Let's go inside," Makren said dragging her by the hand behind him. 
 
      
 
    "Wait," Lissandra said halting his steps once they were in the grand entrance hall, "our trunks." 
 
      
 
    Makren looked back to the entrance just as Eranen was coming through the doors. Makren could see why Darien had trusted the man with their sister's safety. He had the look of a skilled fighter. Even now safe within the castle the man still had his guard up. "Sorry," he said to Eranen who had caught up to them. "I am Makren Raven; my brother has told me much about you." He extended a hand to Eranen, while holding Lissandra's hand with his other. 
 
      
 
    Eranen grasped his hand firmly as he moved closer to Lissandra. "We were pleased to hear of your return to your family," he said taking Lissandra's free hand with his own. Makren noticed Eranen's movements, but before he could make an inquiry regarding the intimate action, Lawwe came running down the stairs. 
 
      
 
    "Lissandra," he shouted running to her. "I have been so worried." 
 
      
 
    Lissandra left both Makren's and Eranen's grips and hugged Lawwe. Eranen frowned not knowing who this man was, but took comfort in the fact that he was old enough to be her father. "It is wonderful to see you again, Lawwe," she said smiling. "How is Moran?" 
 
      
 
    Lawwe did not answer her right away, "Alright I hope," he said reluctantly. "He is on a mission for your brother. 
 
      
 
    "You sent Moran?" Makren said sounding concerned. 
 
      
 
    "I was told to send our best," Lawwe said proudly puffing out his chest. 
 
      
 
    "This is Eranen Palek," Lissandra said pulling away from Lawwe and moving to stand next to Eranen. Lawwe extended his hand to Eranen. Eranen shook it in greeting. 
 
      
 
    Makren wanting to have a few moments with his sister begged Lawwe to see to their trunks. Lawwe quickly went to find some servants to bring them in. Makren did not know where he could send Eranen. His sister was holding the man's hand again. Makren met the man's eyes and realized regardless of the request he was not going anywhere. Makren sighed, "It will take them a few minutes. We are having a late night snack in the main sitting room upstairs if you would like to join us." Lissandra readily agreed and she and Eranen began following Makren up the stairs. About half way up Makren stopped and turned around. "I almost forgot. I am suppose to be getting more tea from the kitchen," he said. 
 
      
 
    "Where are the maids?" Lissandra asked puzzled. 
 
      
 
    Makren reddened before moving pass them back down the stairs, "Around somewhere," he said. "Go on up, I will be there in a minute," he said chuckling to himself and quickly leaving them alone on the stairs. 
 
      
 
    Eranen took a moment to take in his surroundings. It was just as grand, if not more so, than he had been expecting. "Well," Lissandra said indicating they should continue upstairs. 
 
      
 
    "In a minute," Eranen said enveloping her in his arms and firmly taking her lips with his own. They stood there kissing for several minutes, until someone clearing their throat behind them brought them around to look at the intruder. 
 
      
 
    "Darien," Lissandra squealed and threw her arms around his neck. Darien returned the embrace, but his steel eyes never left Eranen. 
 
      
 
    "I was not expecting you so soon," his voice indicated that there was more he had not expected, but he did not say more. He did however tighten his hold on Lissandra. "Did anyone see Lissandra enter the city?" he said still pinning his gaze on Eranen. 
 
      
 
    "No," Eranen said meeting Darien's unwavering gaze with his own. "For her safety she remained hidden until we were through the castle doors." 
 
      
 
    "We were on our way to the sitting room upstairs to join Makren," Lissandra said pulling herself from her brother. "Will you join us?" 
 
      
 
    "In a minute," Darien said. "Go ahead. I need to speak with Eranen alone first." That was when Lissandra noticed the daggers Darien was shooting towards Eranen. 
 
      
 
    She could feel the tension between the men. It had been unlucky that Darien had seen what he had. "Go on, Lissandra," Eranen said seeing her indecision. "I will be right behind you." 
 
      
 
    "No," she said stubbornly. She crossed her arms in front of her and squared her shoulders. Eranen gave her an amused smile when she started tapping one of her feet. 
 
      
 
    "We are in Calandoria now," Eranen said calmly. "I may not agree with the laws, but I think as princess you should follow them and do as you are told." Lissandra glared at him and loud crash of thunder echoed through the hall. 
 
      
 
    Makren walked into the hall carrying a tray heavy with tea and cakes and met them on the stairs. "What is going on?" he asked sensing something was wrong. 
 
      
 
    "Take her upstairs," Darien snapped at him. 
 
      
 
    "I have to take this to Kiala first and then I will come back down for Lissandra." He did not know what was going on between the three of them. At the moment he did not really care to know. Kiala hated storms and he had heard the thunder. He just wanted to make sure she was alright. 
 
      
 
    "You can come back, but I will not go with you," she said turn hostile eyes towards Makren. "I will knock the castle down around us first." Makren was taken back by the force of her anger. He shrugged his shoulders at Darien's look and continued up the stairs. 
 
      
 
    "Lissandra," Eranen snapped, "that is enough. We are not going to kill each other." 
 
      
 
    "You will not kill him," she pointed to Darien, "because he is my brother and you know I love him. He on the other hand will not show the same restraint." 
 
      
 
    "I will not kill him," Darien said quietly turning to her. "We are friends, despite my better judgment and while the thought did cross my mind I still have need of him. 
 
      
 
    "Your promise," Lissandra asked her brother. He only nodded. She turned to Eranen. "You will join me upstairs when you are done?" she asked. He too only nodded a response. Fine let them kill each other, she thought. She turned and march up the stairs. She paused briefly at the top and locked eyes with Eranen before disappearing down a corridor to her right. 
 
      
 
    Darien had watched the exchange between the two. Once she was gone he turned back to Eranen. "What was that about," he asked. 
 
      
 
    "She is afraid you really will kill me," he said turning his eyes back to Darien. 
 
      
 
    "Not that," Darien said heatedly, "I meant the kiss." 
 
      
 
    "I must ask that you forgive us for that," Eranen said. "It was the first time in days we had been alone and we could not help but take advantage of such an opportunity." 
 
      
 
    "Have you," Darien did not finish the question. He did not want to know. If the answer was yes he would kill Eranen. He was close to that decision now without knowing the extent of their relationship. 
 
      
 
    "Yes," Eranen said needing to be completely honest with him. "She insisted once we were married." 
 
      
 
    That changed everything, that one word: married. Eranen knew it would. He had not known Darien long, but there was one thing he did know about Darien. He would never hurt his family and that was what Eranen was now. He was family. Darien said nothing he just stared at Eranen a few moments before turning and walking up the stairs. 
 
      
 
    "I will go and leave the two of you alone," Kiala said rising as Lissandra entered the room. She had meant to leave right after Makren had told her his sister had arrived, but somehow he had managed to keep her in the room. Lissandra had shown no sign that she recognized Kiala yet, but it was only a matter of time and Kiala did not want to be there when it happened. 
 
      
 
    "No," Makren stopped her and took her hands with his. "Not yet it's still early." 
 
      
 
    "It will be dawn soon," Kiala said rolling her eyes at him. 
 
      
 
    "Then stay up with me and watch the sun rise," he pleaded. 
 
      
 
    "We went to bed at dawn yesterday and then rose early to make it to court this morning," Kiala said yawning. "I really am exhausted." 
 
      
 
    Makren sighed, "Do you want me to walk you to your chamber?" She almost laughed at the pleading look in his eyes. Every since she had told him about her past, he had been much too protective of her. He had made several attempts since then to tell her about his scars, but she had stopped him. He did not have to relive his pain for her. She knew everything she needed to know about Makren. They were still friends and that said it all. He had not abandoned her, he still respected her and he still cared. 
 
      
 
    "No, stay and visit your sister. I will see you at breakfast." Kiala gave him a quick kiss on the cheek before she left the room. 
 
      
 
    Lissandra had quietly watched the exchange between Kiala and Makren. "You are in love with her." It was a statement, not a question. 
 
      
 
    "I love her so much it hurts," he sighed. "I wish things were different." 
 
      
 
    "What do you mean?" Lissandra questioned. 
 
      
 
    Makren was about to respond when the door opened. "Lissandra," Eranen said, "Let's go to bed, our trunks have been brought in." Lissandra sighed in relief when she saw him. She went to him immediately briefly checking him for injury, which made him laugh. Finding no blood or bruises she wrapped her arms around his waist and walked out of the room with him. 
 
      
 
    Makren sat in the room by himself a minute thinking. What would he do if things were different? He sat a few minutes longer rolling the thought around in his head. 
 
      
 
    The knock on the door startled Kiala. She had just lay down and wondered if the intruder would go away if she ignored them. "Kiala," she heard Makren call from the other side of the door. Knowing he was the one person she could not ignore she crawled out of her bed and went to unlock the door. 
 
      
 
    As soon as she lifted the latch Makren burst into the room. She was standing in her white night gown and bare feet looking very confused. Makren looked at her for only a moment before grabbing her and crushing his lips to hers. She wrapped her arms around his neck, her fingers curled into his hair. 
 
      
 
    It took Makren a moment to realize she was not pushing him away. When he did he deepened his kiss and ran his hands down her back. After several minutes he pulled away from her panting. "I did not want one more minute to pass without you knowing that I am in love with you," he said softly. 
 
      
 
    "I already knew," Kiala said her eyes filling with tears. 
 
      
 
    "Then marry me?" he pleaded. 
 
      
 
    "I can not," she said firmly. "You know why," she said at the questioning look on his face. 
 
      
 
    "What do I care of others opinions," he said honestly. "Kiala, I am going to die. I want to spend what time I have left with you." 
 
      
 
    "No," she a little firmer and then she looked at him confused. "What do you mean you are going to die?" 
 
      
 
    Makren had told only Darien about that. How could he just blurt it out like that to Kiala? 
 
      
 
    "Sit down Kiala," he said releasing her from his embrace. "It is time for you to hear about my scars." She started to protest, but Makren still her words with his eyes. "Kiala, this is not about you. It is about me," he said. "Please give me the same freedom from my past that I gave you." 
 
      
 
    How could she deny him? Telling Makren her past had brought her healing, perhaps Makren needed healing as well. She moved to the chair next to her bed and waited for him to begin. He did not sit down, but stood facing her, watching her. "I was only ten when they came for me," he said softly. 
 
      
 
    Makren had been abducted from the home of his uncle. He had been forced to watch his uncle, aunt and their five children die. His youngest cousin was only five. The men had set her on fire and then made bets among themselves on how far she would run before falling. From there he had been taken through the mountains along with nineteen other boys. During this journey they were given no food or water. If a boy fell, he was given only one warning to get up. If he was unable to get up the men would smash his skull with a large iron staff. The bodies of the fallen boys were left to the animals. Makren had only fallen once and only he and four others walked out of the mountains and into the Realm of the Sun. Into a camp where other boys had already began there training. There had been hundreds of boys when Makren arrived, many already on the verge of death. 
 
      
 
    The branded process had began immediately upon their arrival. Each of them were stripped and tied faced down to a large stone slab. The intricate design was carved into their backs using a hot knife. This process was repeated weekly, at least for him, for the first three years. Any infraction was punished with a beating and the beatings would distort the design, so at the end of each week the brand was restored. 
 
      
 
    His youth was spent in a constant state of hunger and thirst. None of them could wear anything more than a loincloth. Clothes had to be earned and he took him six years to earn that privilege. 
 
      
 
    Once he had been staked naked in the desert with four other boys for fighting over a piece of bread. They had been left for three days with no water. The sun burned there skin and the hot sand cooked their backs. He had been the only one alive at the end of the three days. He told her every agonizing detail of his days and how he lay awake at night crying for his sister, Rachel. 
 
      
 
    They were taken to the priest for training once they near the age of sixteen. Each had been taught the ways of the Sun Art. It was required that they learn it and quickly. Any boy who had not learned how to bring forth fire after three months was executed. It had not been easy for Makren and just two days before he was scheduled to be executed he finally learned the secret and produced a little flame. Those who learned the Sun Art were moved from the camp to the temple. The time for their education of the Sun had come. 
 
      
 
    The priest had little tolerance for those who could not learn. He had been luckier than most that he could read and write before being taking and therefore he could study the Sun's dictates easily committing them to his memory. At anytime the priest could test a boy on his knowledge. Failing to answering all their questions correctly was punished by having your throat slit in front of the others. 
 
      
 
    Sometime during his seventeenth year their numbers dwindled to seven. Things eased after that. As long as you followed the rules anyway. He had been given clothes and his first braid. It was now time to learn of the chosen. Descartes himself had come to each of them and given them a name. From the time he had been taken from his uncle's home until the time Descartes named him he had only been addressed as boy. Descartes named him Arian, meaning light in some ancient language. He had picked up a few words of the language on his own over the years. It was not something they had been taught. They each met daily with the man. He spoke to them, learned their personalities. He was kind to them and after the brutal life they had lead they began to cherish their time with Descartes. 
 
      
 
    They were rewarded with women or at least that was what the other six boys called it. The priest insisted they had relations with the women given to them, none asked why. Makren had refused the first woman brought to him. He saw her to be as much of a prisoner as himself. The priest beat him for his refusal. When the next girl was sent and he refused her as well Makren prepared himself for the beating. He had learned enough by that time to know now that there were only seven and all of them had to live. The priest did not beat him a second time. Instead they slit the girl's throat in front of him. He never refused again. 
 
      
 
    Makren's heart wrenched as he told her of his last day in the Realm of the Sun. He told her of the prophecy the Acumen gave him and her eyes filled with tears. 
 
      
 
    Finally he felt it important to include the events that lead up to him being tossed in the cell below the castle with her. Being home had not brought him peace. Only she had been able to do that. When he finished speaking he bent over and kissed the top of her head, Makren quietly left the room. 
 
      
 
    Kiala remained in the chair tears streaming down her face. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 33 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lissandra snuggled closer to Eranen and did her best to ignore the knocking at the door. Eranen was of the same mind and tightened his arm around her waist pulling her even closer to him. The knocking grew louder. "Ignore them," he mumbled in her ear. They were exhausted after days of travel and craved sleep. Thankfully the knocking at the door continued only a few moments more before ceasing. 
 
      
 
    Lissandra stirred again several minutes later at a new noise. There was a clanging noise in the hall and what sounded like hammering. Eranen rolled over and opened one eye to look at the door. "I miss the barn," he whispered softly. Lissandra rolled over and hugged his back. 
 
      
 
    "I did not remember it being so noisy," she said placing a kiss on his shoulder. They managed to block out the new noise and fall asleep again, at least for a few minutes. 
 
      
 
    "Bring that back," came a shout from the hall. "You want it, you have to catch me," another voice yelled back. They both listened as footsteps echoed down the hall, until the faded away completely. 
 
      
 
    "Whose children?" Eranen asked softly. 
 
      
 
    "I have no idea," Lissandra sighed. "I have not lived here in several years." She stretched her arms over her head and yawned. She rolled away from Eranen and nestled her pillow. 
 
      
 
    Eranen watched her. She had not pulled the covers up and her entire backside was exposed to view. "What time do you think it is?" he asked her. 
 
      
 
    "I do not know," she answered. She lay still for a few moments before turning over to face him. "Are we getting up?" she asked staring at him. 
 
      
 
    Eranen raked his eyes over her now visible front, "I would like nothing better than to spend all day in bed with you," he sighed, "but we have a prophecies to fulfill. I am not a noble and know little of such matters, but I think proper protocol is to tell a king you are destroying the main religion in his country and gain his support before you actually do it," he raised his eyebrows and gave her a knowing look. 
 
      
 
    Lissandra gave a little pout with her lips before rolling over and getting out of bed. She went straight to the wardrobe and pulled out a blue satin gown. For Eranen she chose a green tunic and a brown cape. Eranen rose and began dressing along side Lissandra. He helped her fasten the dress and was just finishing the last button when a knock sounded at the door. Lissandra ignored the sound and sat down at the vanity to brush her hair. Eranen went to the door and opened it. Seeing Darien standing in the hall Eranen beckoned him inside the chamber. 
 
      
 
    Darien took a few moments to look around the room. He had not been in this room since Lissandra had been a child. Everything was just as he had remembered. There was still a shelf running over the door and windows surrounding the room. Lissandra's old dolls were lined along the shelf wearing silk and velvet gowns. A few even wore crowns. The windows were covered in heavy drapes of soft blue. Little gold diamonds spotted the fabric. The white wardrobe was opened, but Darien saw that it was full of both her and Eranen's garments. Not everything had remained the same. 
 
      
 
    He looked at the painting that was hung over the mantle of the fireplace. It was a family portrait painted when Rachel and Makren were only two, just before his mother had died. He had forgotten about the portrait. He had forgotten how beautiful his mother was. Lissandra did not remind him of his mother, even though she was beautiful as well. She had the coloring of a Raven; their mother had brown hair and brown eyes. 
 
      
 
    Darien glanced at the large canopy bed in the center of the back wall. The coverlet that matched the drapes was lying in a heap on the floor next to it. Sighing to himself, he moved to one of the female chairs with blue cushions sitting in front of the fire. He called it a female chair because the legs were so tiny it looked as if it would collapse under the weight of a man. Lissandra had always been partial to overly feminine furniture he thought slowly easing his weight into the chair. Once he was seated safely he looked at the cold fireplace. 
 
      
 
    Eranen followed his lead and sat in the chair next to Darien's. He had tested the chairs the night before and knew they were stable, so he sat down much quicker than Darien had. Lissandra remained on the little stool in front of the vanity, but she had paused brushing her hair to watch the comical sight of her brother sitting down. 
 
      
 
    Darien turned to Eranen, "It is nice to have both of you here," meeting Eranen's eyes as he said it. He knew he had not made that clear the night before. He had been in shock and his manners had reflected that. He had not even thanked Eranen for keeping his sister safe and for bringing her home. As her husband he did not have to do that, even more so since Eranen was a Hikirian and they were in Hokaren at the time. He was confident the Queen would not have permitted any use of coercion against one of her subjects in such a matter as this. Even if she and Darien had become friends, her disfavor at the treatment of women in his country was a constant sore spot between them. 
 
      
 
    In the bright light of day Darien actually found that their marriage was perfect for his plans. He wanted Eranen on his council, but there was never any guarantee he would accept the position. He had never doubted Lissandra would join the council and now that they were married it seemed more likely that Eranen would be willing to accept. Of course there was the possibility that Eranen would forbid Lissandra from being on the council and take her back to Hokaren, but Eranen did not strike Darien as the kind of man who would order his wife to do anything. 
 
      
 
    "It is good that you are here," Eranen said. "We were about to go find you." Eranen could tell that Darien was still having some difficulties with their marriage. Had their positions been reversed he would not have handled it as well. He would have at least punched the man. 
 
      
 
    "First I need to tell you both of what has been happening and my plans to stop it." Darien said. He closed his eyes in thought for a moment before speaking again. Eranen and Lissandra listened as Darien told them of the treachery the Order of Colondone had visited upon the crown and of the mysteries that surrounded Jimreth and Maureen's death. These events along with things happening in Hokaren had led to the belief that the Pearoandorn crown would also be threatened. Darien's solution, at least for Calandoria was a new council and new laws. Then he told them of Makren's prophecy and of the army Descartes would bring over the mountains come spring. He did not tell them all of that prophecy. He refused to believe that Makren would betray him or that his brother would die. 
 
      
 
    "You must be mistaken," Lissandra said leaving her seat and moving to stand in front of the fireplace. "Prophecy led both of us to Eranen so the Moon would meet the Sun and therefore the Destroyer would rise. Now I am to believe the Destroyer is not the correct side." 
 
      
 
    Darien did not know how to answer her. Eranen rose and wrapped his arm around Lissandra's shoulder. "We are only guessing at the meaning of those prophecies," he said softly. "We do not even know if the Moon met the Sun." His words surprised Darien. Surely after so many weeks Eranen and Lissandra knew what the Moon and Sun prophecy meant. 
 
      
 
    Lissandra nodded to Eranen before looking at her brother again. "I am going to destroy the Temple and take vengeance on the Order of Colondone," she said forcefully. Prophecy had reserved the right for her. "There will be no need to send anyone with me." 
 
      
 
    Darien looked into her silver eyes. "Are you listening to yourself Lissandra? The Order will kill you on site. How could one woman destroy a Temple?" he turned to Eranen with pleading eyes, silently begging the man to talk some sense into her. Darien needed that Temple destroyed, he could not explain why it had to fall, but it must be done. He could not afford to let Lissandra interfere with their plans. 
 
      
 
    Lissandra exchanged glances with Eranen before nodding and moving back to the vanity to finish her hair. Eranen's eyes followed her. Once she was seated he turned his attention back to Darien. 
 
      
 
    "Lissandra will destroy the Temple," he said flatly. "It is her destiny." Eranen could see the look of disbelief on Darien's face. He had been hoping to give her a few more days rest before having to show Darien, he sighed. "There is a great need to keep Lissandra's location a secret until the Order is taken care of, but we need to leave the castle tonight. All three of us. There is something Lissandra needs to show you." 
 
      
 
    Darien turned towards Lissandra; her silver eyes were staring at him in the mirror. He nodded to her before standing. "The entire council will go with us," he said before he turned and left the room leaving them alone. 
 
      
 
    "He did not believe you," Lissandra said brushing her hair again. 
 
      
 
    Eranen rose and went to her. He wrapped his arms tightly around her from behind. "On the contrary," Eranen whispered, "I think he did and it scares him." 
 
      
 
    "Kiala," Makren said loudly coming down the staircase into the grand entrance. He had not seen her since the night before when he had rushed to her room. He had been giving both of them some time to think things over. 
 
      
 
    "I see Darien asked you to dress for the occasion as well," she said pointing at his attire. They were both wearing black cloaks with hoods. 
 
      
 
    "It is good to see you," he said softly as he approached her. She averted her eyes from his tender gaze. When he reached her he lifted her chin with his finger until he could stare into her velvet eyes. She jerked her head way as soon as their eyes met. Makren hung his head and sighed. "I am not trying to upset you." He had said it calmly even though his emotions raged within him. "I do not plan on forcing you into something your heart and mind are not ready for, but at the same time I can not hide what I feel. I love you Kiala, please do not deny me our friendship," he begged. "It is all I have." Not wishing her to see the pain in his face he turned his back on her. 
 
      
 
    Kiala stared at his back with tears welling in her eyes. She had spent the first part of her life shunning society's rules of propriety. It had cost her dearly. She could not cause harm to another innocent and Makren was an innocent in many ways. Despite the pain her decision had caused him, she was not willing to change her mind. "Makren," she said causing him to turn around to face her and meet her eyes. "I do not want to lose your friendship, either, but things can not continue the way they are." She raised her hand to quell the protest he was about to speak. "If you can promise to forget this idea of marriage, then perhaps we can still be friends." Makren smiled at her. She could not deny he was charming. 
 
      
 
    "I think I can refrain from asking you to marry me again," at least for now he thought to himself. He took Kiala hands with his own. She was smiling again. 
 
      
 
    "It is almost time to go," Cate said as he entered the hall drawing their attention. Kiala released Makren's hand quickly, hoping the man had not noticed. Cate was wearing a black cloak as well. They were all leaving the city to meet Eranen, Lissandra and Darien who had left as soon as the sun had went down. They waited in silent for Alli, Lawwe, Molly and Karegh to join them, which only took a few minutes. 
 
      
 
    Makren led the group out of the castle and the city on foot. They would not ride. Darien had left strict orders that no one was to see them, not even a stable boy. It was with their hoods up that they made the short journey to the forest that lay north of Rorgrim. 
 
      
 
    "Will this do?" Darien asked Eranen as he showed him the meadow located deep within the forest. Eranen nodded in reply and looked at Lissandra. The brisk walk to the meadow had tired her. She was sitting on a fallen log at the edge of the trees. Darien's gaze followed Eranen's to his sister. 
 
      
 
    "She has not recovered from the journey here," Eranen spoke softly. "I pushed us to hard." 
 
      
 
    "It takes a few days to recover even when you are use to traveling," Darien said still watching her. 
 
      
 
    "She used her abilities too much, for too long. It always takes some time for her to recover," Eranen said before turning back to Darien. "I do not know her plans for tonight, but she plans to go to the Temple by the end of the week." Eranen fixed a hard gaze on Darien. "I will not allow it if I think she is putting herself in danger." 
 
      
 
    Darien met his gaze. He was not sure what was between Eranen and his sister. They had arrived married, but had only know each other only a couple of months. That was not time for love, but Darien could see Eranen cared for her? He also knew there was more to the marriage than he had been told. He was about to question Eranen about the hasty marriage when a sound drew his attention. 
 
      
 
    Both Darien and Eranen had turned towards the sound. Their hands went immediately to the hilts of their swords. They watched and listened. It was several minutes before they saw the light of Makren's lantern. He was leading six figures cloaked in black, the last also carrying a lantern. Given the last figures height Darien assumed it was Lawwe. Eranen looked to Lissandra. She had stood and was walking towards him. 
 
      
 
    Makren stopped in front of Darien and the rest of the group formed a tight circle around them. 
 
      
 
    "Lissandra," Darien called. He turned to where she had been sitting, but she had already moved to stand beside Eranen. He was supporting her around the waist with one of his arms. Darien motioned her forward. She moved from Eranen and stood next to Darien. They group removed their hoods so she could see them. 
 
      
 
    "This is my sister, Lissandra," Darien said. He turned and pointed at Eranen. "This is my friend and her husband, Eranen Palek." Eranen took the introduction as an opportunity to move behind Lissandra. She leaned back against him. 
 
      
 
    "At the end of the week the Temple will meet its end," she said solemnly. "To ease my brother's doubts I have planned a demonstration of my abilities. It is at his request that you are here." Lissandra turned her back on the group and turned to Darien. "Stand behind me," she said. "It is the only way I can guarantee your safety." Darien moved behind her. Eranen remained at her side. 
 
      
 
    "Remember that no matter what you see or feel, you are safe." Eranen said. "Lissandra will not bring more than she can control." He placed his hand on her shoulder, indicating she should begin. 
 
      
 
    Lissandra squared her shoulders. "Sit down, everyone," she said softly. "The Terra Arts can cause the ground to tremor violently, sitting down will help." She waited until the movement behind her quieted and then she drew into herself focusing on the flow of her power. She knew what she wanted. She could see it in her mind. Now she was to concentrating to bring her vision out. After a few minutes a low rumbling began. 
 
      
 
    They heard it, before they felt it. The first tremors were mild and caused no reaction from the spectators, but as the shaking and rumbling grew stronger Lissandra could hear them panic behind her. She knew what they felt was frightening, she was thankful for the darkness so they could not see what she was doing. Lissandra shook the stray thought from her mind. She was almost there. Slowly her vision was brought out. The shaking receded taking the noise with it. 
 
      
 
    "What was that," Darien demanded. Eranen turned to look at him, "Terra Arts," he said. 
 
      
 
    "What are Terra Arts?" Makren asked having never heard the term before. Kiala was curled under one of his arms. "It is the ability to manipulate the ground and things that come from it, like stone," Eranen replied turning his attention back to Lissandra. She had a slight sheen of sweat on her brow, but appeared to be well. 
 
      
 
    After taking a few deep breaths, Lissandra turned and faced the group. "Darien is most curious about the Sun Arts," her voice just a whisper. "They are dangerous. For tonight, I will only use them to give us more light." She closed her eyes in concentration as the group watched her. 
 
      
 
    "Look there," Karegh screamed pointing passed Lissandra. A small ball of flames hovered in the air about a hundred yards behind her. Slowly it was growing larger. Darien had seen a man with the Sun Arts conjure a fireball before, but it was not as large as the ball in front of him and Lissandra's ball was still growing. Already it was larger than Eranen's old shack. 
 
      
 
    "Easy," Eranen whispered in her ear when the ball had out grown the size of a barn, but she ignored him and continued urging the ball to grow. The night air was heating rapidly around them and sweat was pouring off of Lissandra. 
 
      
 
    Once the ball had grown to the size in her mind, she lowered it. It began sinking into the opening she had created with the tremors. Lissandra maintained the fireball while separating her focus to begin the vortex. It was already developing at the bottom of the crater she had opened. They spectators could not yet see it or even tell the depth and width of the crater. Concentrating on the vortex she grew it taller and more powerful. Soon the swirling caused the air to pull from all around them and a loud roar issued from below. 
 
      
 
    "Look," Molly said wide eyed pointing at the fire. The vortex was sucking it down towards the bottom. When the two elements met a pillar of swirling fire developed and the blast of air that shot forth from the rift, now clearly visible, sucked the air from their lungs. All of them rubbed their eyes at the intense dryness and panted for breath. 
 
      
 
    Only Eranen noticed when Lissandra swayed. The others were transfixed on the display of power before them. "Enough," he whispered in her ear. "End it." Lissandra nodded. 
 
      
 
    With a mighty force a sheet of water the breadth of the crater fell from the sky. Everyone, except Lissandra, Eranen and Darien, jumped back as the water splashed over the edges drenching them. Lissandra stood still only a moment before the rumbling began again. "No," Eranen shouted at her. He had intended for her to rest before she did anymore, but she shut him out. If he continued the protest she could no longer hear it over the sound of the rift being sealed. It was taking all the strength she possessed to seal the hole. When the rumbling finally subsided her legs gave way and blackness over came her. 
 
      
 
    Eranen caught her before she hit the ground, muttering a curse beneath his breath. He pulled her the hood of her cloak over her face before cradling her in his arms. He said nothing to any of them as he began carrying her back towards the trees and the castle. 
 
      
 
    Darien indicated to the others that it was time to go back to the castle. He wanted them to join him in the council room and discuss what they had seen. No one talked on the way back. They were all shocked at what they had seen and used the quiet to think to themselves. 
 
      
 
    A few hours later, when Eranen entered the council room the others quieted immediately. He had heard their muffled shouts from behind the door. Now they were staring at him expectantly. He took purposeful strides towards Darien. "Where is Lissandra?" Darien asked him as he approached. 
 
      
 
    Eranen narrowed his eyes at him, "She collapsed," his words were sharp. "I have put her to bed and she will remain there until I deem her well enough to leave." Darien did not miss the challenge in Eranen's voice. 
 
      
 
    Eranen turned to the room and looked at each of the individuals sitting around the table. For the first time he realized the Princess of Hokaren was among them. "I want to remind each of you that despite what you saw tonight, Lissandra is a person," he looked back to Darien. "A person," he repeated. "She has dreams for her future. She feels sorrow, happiness, pain and fear just like each of you. She gets tired, sore and sick." Eranen paused and placed his hand on Darien's shoulder. "She loves you," he said softly. "She would do anything you asked. I ask you to remember her, and not her power before asking her to use her abilities." Eranen stood there a moment meeting Darien's eyes before he moved his hand from his shoulder. He walked back towards the door. 
 
      
 
    "Where are you going?" Makren asked impatiently. 
 
      
 
    "To see after my wife's health," Eranen replied before leaving the room. 
 
      
 
    "What now?" Karegh asked still to young to understand Eranen's actions. 
 
      
 
    Darien looked at the boy and smiled. "Now we go to bed," he said standing and heading for the door. They all rose and followed him out of the room. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 34 
 
      
 
      
 
    The slow drumming of the rain against the window outside was like a lullaby lulling Eranen to sleep. Catching himself nodding off he shook his ahead. He had moved one of the dainty chairs that sat in front of the fireplace in the chamber he and Lissandra shared next to the bed. He had moved closer to watch her so if he did fall asleep he would hear her wake. He had intended on sleeping himself, but worry had kept his mind full of thoughts. Other than a few minutes here and there sleep had eluded him. He thought mostly of the prophecies, even now Lissandra's worn old brown book lay open in his lap. 
 
      
 
    He had not stayed in the chamber the entire two days since Lissandra's demonstration to the council. When he was not there a maid would stay with her. This way Eranen could be alerted immediately if she awoke. He had attended the daily council meeting and acquainted himself with the other members. Darien stilled planned on sending Lissandra to the Temple tomorrow night. Eranen and his brother in-law did not see eye to eye on the matter. Lissandra was weakened and could not handle the task in her current state. For two full days she had slept and now the morning meal had pasted on the third. She might not even be a wake before tomorrow night. 
 
      
 
    Eranen could not understand what was happening to his wife. She had used her powers frequently while they had been in Hokaren and to his knowledge she had never needed this much time to recover. She had certainly never collapsed no matter how great the display. Since the journey to Calandoria that had changed. The use of her abilities during the journey had made her ill, but not the whole time. Near the end of the journey she had recovered and continued good health all the way to Rorgrim. There was something he was not seeing and that frustrated him more than anything. A slight stir from the bed drew his attentions way from his thoughts and to the woman lying under the blue coverlet. 
 
      
 
    Lissandra only stirred a few moments before her eyes fluttered open and immediately found Eranen's. He was watching her intensely. She smiled up at him, "What time is it?" she asked and then stretched arms over her head purring. 
 
      
 
    "Just after the morning meal," he said watching for any sign that something was amiss with her. "How do you feel?" 
 
      
 
    "Wonderful," she said sitting up in the bed. "Thank you, for allowing me to sleep late." That was when she noticed that Eranen watched her with an odd expression on his face. She also noticed that he had pulled a chair close to the bed just for that purpose. "Why are you watching me like that?" she asked fearing that there was trouble. 
 
      
 
    "I have been worried about you." Eranen leaned back fully in the chair. She looked perfectly well, perfectly healthy. He wished her presence in Rorgrim did not have to be secretive. He wanted a healer to exam her to ease his mind, but the healers in Calandoria were also priest of the Moon. That religion was more of a threat to her now than any illness. Lissandra obviously did not understand why he was worried by the puzzled look on her face. "When you did not wake up yesterday or the day before," 
 
      
 
    Lissandra cut off his words, "What do you mean did not wake up yesterday or the day before?" There was alarm in her voice. 
 
      
 
    "You have been sleeping since we left the clearing in the woods. That was two days ago, this is the third." he explained. He leaned forward and placed his hand on her forehead checking for fever. Nothing, she really did seem to be alright. 
 
      
 
    "I must have been tired from our journey and then the demonstration for Darien," she said turning her face so he could not see her concern. "That would also explain why I am so hungry," she gave a small laugh and rubbed her stomach. She turned to Eranen with pleading eyes. 
 
      
 
    "Alright," he said laughing as he stood up and headed for the door. He paused before leaving the room, "Remember, do not leave this room. You are not supposed to be in Calandoria." 
 
      
 
    She swung her feet over the edge of the bed and placed them on the floor. "I will stay in my room as long as you feed me," she said. She heard Eranen softly close the door behind him. 
 
      
 
    "How is she?" Darien asked Eranen as soon as the man had closed the door to the chamber. He had been standing in the hall since dawn waiting for him to come out. 
 
      
 
    "She is awake," Eranen said bringing relief to her brother's face. "She seems fine, but I would feel better if someone could look at her." 
 
      
 
    Darien shook his head, "There is no one who does not have ties to the Order. No one we could trust." Eranen nodded and tried to move past Darien, but was stopped when Darien grabbed his arm. 
 
      
 
    "I know you are worried," he said softly. "I am worried as well, but the fate of our world rest upon tomorrow night." Darien released Eranen's arm. "We can not risk her being seen. Once the Order is no longer a threat," Darien did not finish, Eranen already knew the dangers Lissandra faced. 
 
      
 
    Eranen stared at Darien a moment before continuing down the hall. They were all crazy and his brother-in-law more than the rest. He had been to the last two council meetings. He knew their plans. Darien was obsessed with destroying the Temple. Lissandra's prophecy only fueled his madness. Eranen sighed, they were going to destroy the entire social structure of Calandoria when the Temple fell and the Moon Arts were gone. According to Alli, the soon to be Queen of Hokaren, his own homeland would soon see a similar fate brought upon the Sun Arts. Eranen only wished his wife would leave with him now, instead of insisting on being part of the madness. Was the death of her sister worth the destruction of two kingdoms? 
 
      
 
    Darien had waited until Eranen had disappeared around the corner at the end of the corridor before knocking on the chamber door. Eranen had not asked him not to disturb Lissandra, but his tone when they spoke suggested as much. When the door did not open, Darien knocked again. After a few moments more he grew impatient and slightly cracked open the door. Lissandra was kneeling on the floor over the chamber pot at the foot of the bed coughing. "Lissandra," he said concerned before rushing to her side and knelling on the floor next to her. She leaned back and wiped her mouth with her sleeve. Sweat poured heavily off of her brow. "Are you alright?" he asked softly. Leaning over he use his hand to move her long hair behind her ear and out of her face. 
 
      
 
    "I am fine," she said reassuringly. Lissandra's face filled with panic as she glanced at the pot in front of her. "I have to get this out of here before Eranen returns." She pointed at the pot so Darien could not mistake what she was talking about. "He will forbid me from going to the Temple tomorrow if he believes I am ill." 
 
      
 
    Darien agreeing with her words and wanting nothing to thwart his plans picked up the pot and rose. "Get dressed and wash your face," he ordered. "I will take care of this," he indicated to the pot in his hands. He watched her rise using the bed for support and go to the vanity. She took the picture of water sitting there and filled a large porcelain bowl with water. She immediately began washing. She did look fine, Darien thought. Despite the fact that he held the evidence of her illness, she showed no outward signs that anything was amiss. "I will come back later to talk, you should rest," he said softly. 
 
      
 
    Darien left the room and quickly made his way down the hall. He did not want to risk Eranen running in to him. Luckily, he found a maid along the way and quickly thrust the pot into her hands a minute before Eranen came around the corner carrying a large tray of food in his arms. Eranen paused when he saw Darien, but said nothing. He passed him on his way down the hall and entered the chamber. 
 
      
 
    "Did he bother you?" he asked entering the room. Lissandra was sitting at the vanity, brushing her hair in the mirror. She paused her brushing at his words and turned towards him innocently. "Who?" She asked hoping her voice sounded convincing. 
 
      
 
    "Your brother," he indicated the door with his head while carrying the tray to the small table that sat next to the remaining chair by the fire. Lissandra turned and continued brushing her hair. 
 
      
 
    "No, did he want to see me?" she asked. Eranen was watching her again curiously. He knows that I'm lying, she thought, he can tell. 
 
      
 
    Eranen could not believe nothing was wrong with Lissandra and he watched her for any sign of lingering illness. Perhaps he was worrying too much. He had never had the responsibility of another to worry about. Lissandra was not helpless or naïve. She had left the security of her family when she was young to join the Order of Colondone. When her life was threatened she had escaped on her own, without help and made her way to Hokaren looking for her destiny. She was not a child, she could take care of herself he thought, filling a plate for her. Then why did something feel wrong, was it just concern over the Temple? Would things return to normal once they left for the mountains? 
 
      
 
    Lissandra joined him at the table and sat down in the empty chair. She gave him her best smile as she took the plate of food he offered. "I feel like I have not eaten in at least a week," she said shoveling some food in her mouth. 
 
      
 
    Eranen moved away from the table and walked over to the windows on the far side of the room. He had the drapes opened so he could keep track of the time while she had slept. "It has been long enough that if you eat to fast it will likely come back up on you," he said. Lissandra's room face a small courtyard and he could see several rose bushes below full of blooms. There was a man below tending the little rose garden. "It is very beautiful here," he whispered before walking back to the table to stand next to her. "There is a council meeting this afternoon," he said watching her chew her food. "Do you want to attend?" 
 
      
 
    Her mouth was full so she merely shook her head yes. "I will go make arrangements," he said. The corridors would have to be emptied of servants prior to her leaving the room. 
 
      
 
    "Eranen," she called to him as he moved to the door and opened it. "Will you bring me a glass of milk? I think I did eat too quickly and hopefully it will settle my stomach." Eranen nodded before leaving the room. 
 
      
 
    Lissandra rose and headed back to the bed not feeling well. She lay down and rubbed the sides of her head slowly with her fingers trying to ease the tension that was building behind her eyes. She suddenly felt exhausted and closed her eyes taking deep breaths. She had not intended on falling asleep, but that is how Eranen found her when he returned several minutes later. He sat the milk down on the table and returned to the chair next to the bed. He sat down and resumed his vigil. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 35 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was quite, Moran realized straining to hear any sound. For three days the noise of chaos had screamed from the barred window of his cell. Now nothing, but an eerie silence filled the air. He hung his head in shame. He had failed his mission. He had failed his king and now Calandoria was in danger and no one, except for him could warn them. 
 
      
 
    He had arrived in Tormi, the capital of Pearoandorn, three days earlier. He had been welcomed into the castle, without question from the guards. Calandoria was an ally of King Maeorus and anyone sent by King Darien was considered a friend. If not for King Darien, Maeorus would not sit on the throne of Pearoandorn now. It had been Darien's army that defeated Lord Asheborn and at last brought peace to the kingdom. 
 
      
 
    Moran had arrived in Tormi during the middle of a celebration. Maeorus had decided to take a bride and the celebrations from within the castle spilled onto the streets of the city. All were hopeful that soon Maeorus would have an heir to follow him on the throne and continue the peace of the last few years for a long time to come. It had taken him near an hour to reach the palace in the heart of the city, winding around the merry makers filling the streets. It had not escaped his notice that most of them were women. He had seen the same in all the towns and villages he had stopped at on his way to the capital. The years of warring had depleted the male population in Pearoandorn. It was for that reason that Moran had not had to spend any coin during his travels. He was young and handsome and women freely gave him meals and shelter for the night, hoping in return he would show them favor. This had also made reaching the castle difficult. Women stopped him constantly begging him to stay and celebrate with them. He had not dallied, but he had to admit he had been tempted a few times. Any man could live like a prince in Pearoandorn. 
 
      
 
    Once he had finally reached the castle it had taken hours of waiting before he had been led to an empty room where King Maeorus would join him shortly. That was when Moran made a mistake and doomed his mission to failure. He had been taught to always study in his surrounding. When he had been led to the room he noticed only a desk at one end and several chairs sitting around the room, an office perhaps. He took one of the chairs close to the door and closed his eyes to rest until the king came. 
 
      
 
    He had not meant to fall asleep; it would have been an embarrassment to his king had Maeorus found him so. He awoke with a start and looked around the room. There was no one there, he was still alone. He looked to the windows of the room and saw that the sun had set. It had only been just after midday when he had arrived at the gates of the palace. He had been asleep for sometime, but apparently the king had still not come. He rose and began pacing the room. The noise of the celebrations still sounded from behind the door and Moran wondered if the guards that led him here had been to drunk to remember to fetch King Maeorus. 
 
      
 
    It was while he was pacing that Moran noticed the arm sticking out from behind the desk on the other side of the room. He raced to the desk, his heart pounding in his chest. Lying on the floor was Maeorus, his throat had been slit and his King's dagger protruded from his belly. Moran had recognized the dagger instantly. All the rulers had them. The Pearoandorn dagger was adorned with rubies, Hokaren's with emeralds and Darien's with sapphires. King Jimreth had also lost his life to his king dagger. Knowing the danger of his being found in the room with the slain king he immediately turned for the door. It was at that moment several guards rushed in searching for the king. It was only a matter of moments before Moran was seized and hauled towards the jail somewhere within the castle. 
 
      
 
    They had not reached the cells before fights began to break out around them. People everywhere began arguing about the next successor to the throne. Before his eyes, Moran saw the start of a new civil war in Pearoandorn. Finally making it to the jail, the guards forced Moran into one of the small cells and chained him to the wall. They left him there locking the heavy door behind him. That was three days ago, he thought again. 
 
      
 
    Moran had not seen anyone in all that time. No food or water had been brought to him. No one had come to question him about Maeorus's death. He had heard the fighting begin outside the window that very night. The sounds of war enveloped the city for three days, but now it was quite. Moran looked down at the weight on his side. His sword still hung from his hip. The guards had been in such a hurry to join the fray that they had forgotten to disarm him. This pleased Moran two fold. First the weapon had been a gift from his mother's people after he had completed his training and secondly he did not have to worry about securing a weapon once he left the cell. 
 
      
 
    He had been waiting for the right time to escape. He heard no voices, no guards, and no wagons. The city was quite as if deserted. Now was the time for him to go, before some one remembered he was there. It was only a matter of time before someone would rise to take Maeorus's place and then they would come for him. Moran tested the chains that held his arms. The chains held his hands high over his head. Yesterday his hands had still ached, today they were completely numb. He gave them a quick pull hoping to squeeze his hands from the chains, but they were to swollen. He had never expected the chains to break away from the wall. He fell to the floor in agony, his arms flopping at his side. His fingers would not bend and pain shot through his arms as he pushed himself up to sit on the floor of the cell. He could feel the blood slowly seeping back to his hands and with it came more pain. He stilled himself against it, mastered it and forced it from his mind just as he had been taught. Within a few moments he felt none of the fire that had radiated through him. He examined the chains that had fallen to the floor. They were rusted through. He cursed at himself for not trying to escape sooner. 
 
      
 
    He scooted himself across the floor using his feet until his back was against the wall. Using the wall for support as he slowly stood up. Moran looked around the cell with disgust. Pearoandorn fought amongst itself so much it could not even afford to keep the prison in good order. He wiggled his fingers to see if they were back to normal. Now that he was free of his chains his only concern was to return to his king and warn him of Pearoandorn. Eventually Pearoandorn would decide who their next king would be and then their eyes would turn to Calandoria, the kingdom that had sent an assassin against Maeorus. 
 
      
 
    Once he could use his hands again he pulled the dagger from his boot and easily picked the lock around his wrist. He then turned to the door. It was locked, but Moran noticed the hinges were even rustier than the chains had been. After moving to the far side of the cell, he took a deep breath and ran at full force using his shoulder to splinter the wood from the hinges. Moran had to shove the door roughly a few times once it was loosened before it fell with a heavy thud to the floor of a corridor. 
 
      
 
    Small windows along the top edge of the wall in the corridor lit the way for him. Not knowing which way he should move down the hall he took a moment to scan each direction. He saw a body lying still at one end and headed towards it. Moran recognized the man as he approached. It was one of the guards who had led him to the cell. He had fallen at the bottom of steps that appeared to lead to the main floor of the palace. Moran stepped over the man and began walking up the steps. There were no windows to give him light as he made his way up the steps, he moved with caution and ascended slowly, all the while listening for any signs danger. At the end of the climb he found himself in an open hall way that was flooded with light coming from several large windows. He ran to the windows and looked out. He saw smoke from a fire burning somewhere near the shore. There where no people in sight and the smoke hung in the air outside. He turned from the window and began making his way down the hall. The bodies of the dead littered the path out of the palace, he saw no one alive. 
 
      
 
    Once outside the palace he proceeded cautiously looking around the courtyard for any signs of life. The gates stood open before him and the guard house was empty. Beyond the gates, the city streets also held no movement, no sounds. It was if everyone in Tormi had simply disappeared. Moran quickly ran to the stables, hoping to find at least one horse that had been left behind. To Moran surprise the stalls where full, not one horse had been taken. He found his own horse exactly where he had left it upon his arrival at the palace and quickly readied the animal. Once that was done he released the other horses from their stalls. He would not leave them to starve or to be used against Calandoria. 
 
      
 
    Before mounting he filled a bag with oats for his horse to eat on the journey home and gathered some blankets from the small room that housed the stable boys. He silently gave thanks for the flask of wine and the bread he found in the room as well. He took a deep drink from the flask and hurriedly ate the bread. Seeing nothing else of value he headed back to his horse and mounted. He would stay off the main roads and move into Hokaren crossing the Blood River as quick as possible. It would take at least eight days to make it into Hokaren, but then he could turn north for Calandoria. It would still take several weeks to journey the length of Hokaren to the Blue River this far south, but at least he would be traveling in a land friendly to Calandoria. He urged his horse forward rapidly leaving the palace behind him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 36 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sun had set, the time had come, Eranen thought, looking to Lissandra. He moved to help her put on a black cloak Darien had found for her to use. She had awakened in time to attend the council meeting yesterday and finalize the plans for the Temple's destruction. Eranen watched closely for signs she was tiring, but she looked well. He know longer wondered what was wrong with her. He had spent the last few days reading both her book of prophecy and his own little book of poor verse. He knew she was fine, better than fine, she was perfect. Things were as they should be and they could discuss it once she had finished the task at hand. 
 
      
 
    He wished there was another way, but Lissandra was the only one who could silently approach the Temple with out raising alarm and see to its destruction in only one night. This was her destiny to fulfill guided by prophecy. Once it was finished she would be safe, they all would be. He would go with her, no one else. He would see her safely there and he would bring her home. After that he would go alone to the mountains in search for the old man. He had not told Lissandra yet, it was one of the many things they needed to discuss. She would not like the idea, but she would accept it. 
 
      
 
    She turned to him ready to leave. It would take two days to make it to the Temple, and two days for them to return. He sighed, in four days they would decide their future. He led her by the arm from their chamber, down the hall and together they descended the stairs into the grand entrance hall where everyone was waiting to see them off. 
 
      
 
    It was Darien who walked forward to meet them at the foot of the stairs. "Are you sure you are well? A day or two delay will not make much difference," Only now that the time had come did Darien begin to worry over his decision. Was he putting the life of his sister at risk out of madness? That is what Eranen had called his irrational desire to see the Temple fall. Darien seldom talked of destroying the Order anymore, his focus was solely on the Temple. 
 
      
 
    Lissandra kissed her brother's cheek softly, "I am well and the time is mine to choose. I will not delay this any longer," she told him loud enough that all could hear. She moved passed him towards the others. Eranen quietly followed behind her, saying nothing. 
 
      
 
    Several of the others had offered to accompany them, but all were turned away. Eranen had read them the prophecy in the last council meeting. Only Lissandra could accomplish the task and taking anyone with them would just endanger the plan to cast blame at Descartes. It was safer for Lissandra and Eranen, not to mention Calandoria if they went alone. 
 
      
 
    Alli stood back from the group and watched the scene of them depart in silence. The display of power she had seen from Lissandra several days before had been terrifying. Lissandra terrified Alli, not just her powers, which would scare any sane person, but everything about Lissandra frightened her. She was more than beautiful, regal, her very air and demeanor commanded respect. She was passionate in her duties and loved dearly by all. Why should they even worry at all about Descartes when Lissandra could defeat him and his army all by herself? The woman was a walking paragon and Alli felt inferior next to her. It was a petty feeling, she knew and had not mentioned it to anyone, but what need did Darien have of her when Lissandra was there. She watched as Darien gave his sister a hug and kissed her cheek before seeing her out the castle doors. The look of concern in his face was obvious. Alli wondered if Lissandra ever felt doubt or helplessness like the others did. Not being able to watch any longer she moved away from the group and slipped down the passage that would take her pass the dining hall and library, to the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    Cate noticed Alli slip from the hall, but he made no move to follow her. She had been distance ever since he had caught her in Darien's chambers wearing that wisp of a night gown. Had they been alone he would have taken her straight back to Hokaren, instead he gave her a tongue lashing to remind her why they where here. Her behavior had only become more unusual once Lissandra arrived the following week. She was no longer outspoken in council meetings. Darien no longer sought her counsel. Instead, he was stepping into the role of king based on his brother's and Eranen's counsel. She had not appeared upset by the change, which alarmed Cate, but he did not force her to discuss it with him. When she was ready to confide in him, she would. 
 
      
 
    Once Eranen and Lissandra had exited the castle the group lingered a few moments before leaving. Cate and Lawwe left together talking of playing cards over a bottle of wine. The old soldiers left the room with their arms around each other shoulders. Darien watched Makren drag Kiala upstairs and Molly and Karegh headed towards the library for reasons Darien knew nothing about. At least for the moment they were not fighting. 
 
      
 
    Darien's eyes moved to the empty passage that Alli had walked down. He sighed before heading in the same direction. He found her sitting on a stool at the large wooden table in the middle of the stone kitchen. The main hearth was still blazing with a large pot hanging in the center. Darien knew the pot more than likely held water, heated for those in the castle who would want tea before retiring to bed. Even though summer was fading and fall had begun the fire made the kitchen overly warm. 
 
      
 
    Sweat made the loose curls around her face mat to her skin, she had been sitting there awhile, he knew. He had seen her quietly leave the hall as Eranen and Lissandra were leaving. The rest of her hair was in the tight braid, he had hoped she would give up wearing permanently. He smiled at the memory of the first time he had seen her glorious golden curls falling around her waist. His face turned grim, she had changed since that time. Her father had died, that was part of it, but he had seen the subtle changes coming even before then. That night she had come to his chamber, had they not been interrupted, he would have discovered the reason for the change. Since then she had been keeping her distance, not just from him, but from everyone including Cate. 
 
      
 
    She was cradling a cup in her hands and her head was hung down. She starred into the cup intently. Either she had not noticed his entrance into the room or was hoping he was only there to get something and would not disturb her without encouragement so she ignored him. He moved from the entrance way to a stool that sat across from her at the table. Still she did not raise her head and look at him. "Will you share your worries with me?" he asked. At his words she raised her eyes to meet his. He saw tears welling there. 
 
      
 
    "I have no worries," she said softly, "but the time has come for me to leave." Darien did not seem surprised by her words as she had expected, but Darien seldom reacted to things like she thought he would. 
 
      
 
    "Have you had another prophecy," he asked grimly. 
 
      
 
    "No," she said honestly. "I have not, but I feel the prophecy that brought me here has been fulfilled with the arrival of Eranen and Lissandra. Now I must return to Hokaren." She had told no one of her father's will declaring Moraken his successor instead of her. Cate knew because he had been there when her father had told her, but even he did not know of the letter her father had given her later that same night. She did not tell Darien of it now, the time was not right. She was doing as he believed. She was going home to Hokaren to claim her crown at all cost. 
 
      
 
    "Remember my promise," he said softly. "If you need assistance regarding the crown, you have my sword." She smiled at him hoping it would not become necessary to ask him to use it. Not wishing to discuss politics and war tonight she changed the subject to one she was more curious about, his sister. 
 
      
 
    "Were you surprised at your sister's marriage to Eranen?" she asked. Darien laughed at her lack of subtly. Alli never was one to use tact to get information, it wasted time. She always spoke what was on her mind. She arched an eyebrow at his laughter. 
 
      
 
    "I was not as surprised as I should have been," he sighed. "The first time they met the air was charged with some unseen force and I do truly believe Eranen tried to resist her. It is a good match," he added. "They are alike in many ways, but more importantly compensate the others faults." Darien frowned as Alli erupted with laughter. 
 
      
 
    "What faults?" she asked. "Two more perfect people have never existed. He is a strong supportive husband who cares about her well being above all else," Alli took a sip from her cup before continuing, "As for Lissandra, I have yet to notice a fault in her. She is what every living person wishes to be." 
 
      
 
    Darien watched Alli a moment before letting out his own deep rich laughter. This annoyed Alli enough that she rose to leave. Darien caught her arm to stop her, while he composed himself. 
 
      
 
    "Please do not leave," he pleaded and indicated with his free hand she should sit back down. Alli reluctantly sat back on the stool and waited. "You just do not know them," he said taking her other hand. "I agree they make a nice package, but that is show. Lissandra was raised that way," he had begun stroking the back of her hand with his thumb. When he noticed he released both her hands right away. He swore he could feel his face turning red. "If their guard was let down you would see. In private or around family they are just as human as the rest of us," he finished. 
 
      
 
    "So what part surprised you?" she asked cradling her cup ignoring what had just passed between them. 
 
      
 
    "Only that she did not wait until she was home. Why rush into marriage after such a short acquaintance?" he answered. 
 
      
 
    Alli turned red herself thinking of an obvious answer to the question. It took Darien a few minutes to understand the blush. He cleared his throat, "Well there is that, I suppose," he said softly laughing. His eyes caught hers again and he leaned forward and took both her hands with his once more. "When will you leave?" he asked softly. 
 
      
 
    "As soon as Lissandra returns," she answered. "My country needs me and prophecy does not require me to remain," her voice was growing shaky as he began using his thumb on the back of her hand again. 
 
      
 
    "I will miss you," he said leaning over more so he could lightly brush her lips with his. He pulled away from her and met her blue eyes with his steel gray gaze. "Seek me, if you need me," he whispered. He released her hands and rose from the table. "Will I see you again before spring?" he held his breath waiting for her answer. 
 
      
 
    Alli turned her head from his penetrating stare, "I do not know, but if it is possible I would like to return," she said trying to slow the pounding in her chest. He was the only man who had ever kissed her. Honestly the only one she had ever wanted to kiss her. 
 
      
 
    Darien studied her a few more minutes before turning and leaving the room. He did not stop walking until he had reached his chamber. He slammed the door hard behind him and the turned and punched it for good measure. 
 
      
 
    Alli was leaving and he did not know why. She was hiding something from him. He walked to the cabinet next to the fire place and pulled out a bottle of wine before sitting down in the closest chair. Alli was different from other woman, or at least she was supposed to be. He had walked down the road of betrayal before blinded by love, he had no intentions of repeating past mistakes. Too much was at stake this time. His eyes were drawn to the painting over the mantle, the meadow backed by rugged mountains. He had moved it to the royal chamber from his old room. More than ever it pulled at him and more than ever he sought the peace it offered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 37 
 
      
 
      
 
    The air was hot even though the sun's warmth had set hours before, Eranen thought. He was holding Lissandra's hands as they crept through the woods that surrounded the Temple of the Moon's Soul. Their stallions had been left tied to a tree a few Moran away. The last part of their journey would be made on foot. They had ridden the entire first night and slept the next day just off the road with in ten Moran of the Temple. This evening they rode several Moran before abandoning the horses. 
 
      
 
    "Stop," Lissandra whispered so softly he had barely heard her. Eranen turned to look at her. The full moon filtering through the trees made her silver eyes glow and cast eerie shadows on her face. She looked like a being set on destruction. 
 
      
 
    "What is it," he asked just as softly. She looked up at the trees in front of them. Eranen following her gaze saw what had caused her concern. A watch tower stood to their left about ten feet away. There were twelve towers in all, where members of the order stood constant watch. The towers were located in the woods surrounding the Temple not only watching for protection, but to ensure a man never came within a mile Temple. It was forbidden to men, Eranen understood why better than even his wife who had belonged to the Order housed within. 
 
      
 
    From the ground the tower appeared to be no more than a tree. It stood taller than the tree line and was concealed by a mass of branches artfully tangled together. Two foot wide gaps had been cut on the sides of the top all the way around, but Eranen could only see one gap from his angle. The guard inside looked out of the gaps onto the forest below. Lissandra motioned him to quietly move to his left out of the sight of who ever was in the tower. Together they crouched low to the ground hidden by the shadows waiting to see if they had been spotted. 
 
      
 
    "Men can not venture past the towers," she whispered pulling further around the shelter of a tree. "Any man found on the other side of the tower would be executed on the spot." 
 
      
 
    Eranen pulled her to him tightly so she could hear him more clearly, "If we make it by this one is there a way to stay hidden from the view of the others." She nodded in answer before pulling away from him. 
 
      
 
    She rose and slowly began walking back to the spot they had just left, careful not to make a sound. Eranen watched as she scanned the tree line looking for the hidden tower. The moment she caught sight of it her eyes closed. The air around them rapidly grew colder and a strong wind began to blow. Eranen watched as dead leaves swirled around her. In the dim light of the moon he saw sweat beading her forehead, despite the cooler temperature. 
 
      
 
    Eranen heard the breaking limbs before he saw the first branches crash to the forest floor. Lissandra opened her eyes with surprise and ran back towards Eranen. She hid her face against his chest as more branches fell from the ground with a crash, throwing dust, leaves and spiraling limbs towards them. Lissandra coughed as the debris choked her. Eranen covered both of them the best he could with the folds of his cloak as quickly as he could. 
 
      
 
    When the rumbling subsided, he uncovered their heads and peered around the shelter of the tree. Lissandra sent a small flame floating towards where she had been standing a few moments before. The ball hovered ten feet high, shedding light on the forest floor below. 
 
      
 
    "What did you do?" Eranen asked concerned the noise would bring someone to investigate. 
 
      
 
    Lissandra stared at the giant block of ice that encased what had once been the top of the tower. "I froze it," she said trembling. "I did not think it would fall. I thought it was strong enough to hold the weight." She rose and walked towards the ice. "I had to get rid of the guard," she said weakly. 
 
      
 
    "Are the other towers close enough to have heard," Eranen asked, walking towards her and the block of ice. Lissandra shook her head and brought the little flame down a few feet, to give them more light. 
 
      
 
    Eranen stumbled on a few branches before he passed the block and then turned and offered her his hand for support over the fallen debris. Lissandra slipped on a branch when she reached for him and Eranen tried to catch her, but he fell as well. She slammed into the block of ice and slid down to the ground. The flame dropped as well. Lissandra brought her face back immediately and scrambled towards Eranen's grasping hands. She clawed at him until she was close enough to wrap her arms around his neck. 
 
      
 
    "What is it?" Eranen asked at her fear. His eyes frantically searched the ground looking for a snake or anything to explain her reaction. His eyes caught the sparkle within the block of ice. He pealed Lissandra off his front and moved her behind him. He slowly crawled forward to see what had scarred her. 
 
      
 
    The minute he realized what she had seen a chill ran down his spine and he cursed silently under his breath. A young girl stared back at him completely entombed by the ice. Her face was serene like a statue, but her large brown eyes with the vacant stare of death were haunting. Her blonde curls were perfectly suspended around her face. Eranen crawled back to Lissandra. She was sitting with her arms wrapped around her knee, her head down, and she was whimpering. 
 
      
 
    Eranen grabbed her arm and lifted her. He pulled her way from the tower as fast as he could. "Put out the light," he told her. Eranen did not look back to see if she did as he asked. He kept them walking towards the Temple. After half a mile Lissandra dug in her heels, "Stop a moment, please," she pleaded. 
 
      
 
    Eranen turned towards her and released her arm. She immediately wrapped her arms around her waist in pain. Her eyes darted around as she brought her hand up to her mouth. She saw some small bushes and head for them. Eranen waited as she emptied the contents of her stomach. He watched as sobs racked through her body. 
 
      
 
    "Lissandra," he whispered. She stood and turned towards him. He could see the tears streaming down her face. 
 
      
 
    "I did not think they would put a child in the towers," she cried. 
 
      
 
    Eranen walked towards her. "You did what you had to. If the alarm had been sounded how many others would have perished?" he asked. "We would not have given ourselves up to them." 
 
      
 
    Lissandra stood with her shoulders slumped. "That does not make me feel better," she wiped the tears from her face using the sleeve of the cloak. "In fact it makes me feel worse. What if by the end of the night I am forced to kill them all?" She was shaking trying to hold back the onslaught of tears. "Are we more valuable than they are?" she asked softly. 
 
      
 
    "No," Eranen said shaking his head. "We are not more important than they are, but you are Lissandra." He stepped closer to her. Lissandra flinched with each footfall. 
 
      
 
    "Because I have the power to destroy," she hissed, her tears falling again. 
 
      
 
    "No," Eranen said becoming angry with himself. He should have told her before they left Rorgrim. "Your powers are wonderful, but if there is one who possesses such power in this world it will only be a matter of time before another comes along." Her head snapped up at his words. Her silver eyes met his in the moonlight. "Right now you are more valuable than any other person alive, at least to me," he said wrapping his arms around her. 
 
      
 
    "Eranen, love is fickle and does not always last. Can you honestly say what we have is more important than a life?" She pulled back from him. 
 
      
 
    "No," he said taking a few steps to bridge the gap she had made between them. "We are not so important, nor our hearts, but preserving the life we created," He placed his palm on her abdomen. Lissandra watched as he gently rubbed it. 
 
      
 
    "What are you talking about?" She asked brushing his hand away from her. 
 
      
 
    He smiled at her, "Our child, Lissandra. The one that will arrive in late spring if I did my math right," he said softly. 
 
      
 
    "A child," Lissandra shook her head. "I would know if I carried a child, trust me," she sounded unconvinced by her words. She took a deep breath, "It can not be," she held up her hands and begin counting on her fingers. Eranen chuckled before grabbing her hands. "I have already done the math," he pulled her into an embrace. 
 
      
 
    She stared off in the distance trying to wrap her mind around the idea. "Is that is what is causing the sickness and tiredness?" she mumbled to herself. Frantically she looked up at Eranen. "We have only been married for six weeks, no seven weeks," she said pushing out of his embrace. She began pacing in front of him. "I thought these things took time." 
 
      
 
    Eranen had thought she would have been pleased by the news, not panicked. "Lissandra," he said softly. 
 
      
 
    "What," she practically shouted at him. 
 
      
 
    "We should finish what we came here to do," he said. "We can discuss the rest later." 
 
      
 
    Lissandra looked at him a moment and then headed off into the trees towards the Temple. Eranen stared after her, amused by her stubborn streak. He quickly caught up with her, but did not speak to her again until the Temple was in their sight. 
 
      
 
    They stopped at the edge of the tree line. The great lawn lay before them spanning the distance to the Temple. The light of the full moon made the walls of the temple glow eerily. Lissandra supposed the three she sought would be in the middle of the Moon ceremony now. She could see in her mind the Daughters of the Moon kneeling in rows, their heads bowed solemnly as the high mother led them through the prayers. 
 
      
 
    At the end of the ceremony the bell would ring, letting all know that the moon's favor had been given. Then the mother's would celebrate with port in their chambers after the ceremony, toasting each other for another month of controlling Calandoria with the dictates of the God. That would be the time for Lissandra to make her presence known. 
 
      
 
    The rest of the Order would go below to their chambers after the ceremony, except for those on inner watch guarding the dormitory. The timing of their assault could not have been more perfect if the Gods themselves would have planned it. She laughed to herself at the thought. If there was a Moon's Soul watching over Calandoria she would soon know. Surely the God would not allow its power to be drained from the world. 
 
      
 
    Eranen was more than impressed with the Temple. In all his life he had never seen anything like it. It was indeed very beautiful, but at the same time cold. He had turned to Lissandra to share his thoughts, but his words stuck in his throat when he saw her. She was watching the Temple. The reflection of the moonlight coming from the structure made her skin glow like a spirit or undead, at least how Eranen had imagined the beings would glow. Her eyes where almost white, but what gave him pause was the look of on her face. He had never seen a look so full of hate, not even on the field of battle where men killed one another. "Lissandra," he said calmly. 
 
      
 
    She jumped at the sound of his voice and relaxing her features immediately she turned to him. "Is something wrong?" she asked seeing the look on his face. 
 
      
 
    Eranen contemplated the question before answering, "I am not sure. It depends on if you can accomplish this task and leave your hate behind when we go," he said softly. 
 
      
 
    "Rest easy," she smiled. "This task brings me no pleasure, but I could not live with myself if I let Rachel's killers go unpunished." 
 
      
 
    Eranen understood. He had never told her, but when his mother had been killed when he was sixteen it had been his need for vengeance that led him to Pearoandorn and into the middle of a civil war. At the time Eranen could not imagine taking a life, but he would have sacrificed his own to obtain justice for his mother. 
 
      
 
    Drawing his attention way from his mother's death, a bell rang out in the silence of the night to signal the end of the ceremony and they begin of their assault. 
 
      
 
    "Give them just a moment to move below and then we will go," Lissandra said. The look of vengeance returned to her face once more. Eranen's hand went to the hilt of his sword. If everything went according to plan he would not need to use it. 
 
      
 
    The minutes tick by slowly and Eranen was becoming edgy to leave the hiding spot. It no longer felt safe. Something was out of place, yet nothing had changed. He glanced at Lissandra she stood still like a statue. She had pulled the hood of her black cloak over her head. Eranen heard a soft noise behind him, he swore. It was a footstep and who ever it belong to had been taught to walk in the woods without making a sound. Eranen had only heard the footstep due to his own skills and the inexperience of the individual behind them. He tightened his grip on his sword and spoke softly to Lissandra. 
 
      
 
    "We have guest," she had to strain to hear his words and it had taken a moment for them to register. She did not move, but waited for him to say more. "I want you to run," he breathed, "I will join you when I am finished." Lissandra shook her head slightly. "I will not argue with you," his voice rose slightly. "If they sound the alarm more than need be will perish." He saw her take a deep breath before nodding. She was shaking as she moved her hand to touch his for a moment. "Now," he yelled as he pulled his sword free and turned to face their foe. 
 
      
 
    Lissandra began sprinting across the lawn heading for the steps that would take her to the Temple. The hood of her cloak flew back revealing her face in the moonlight. She did not look back. Eranen was right; she had to get to the mother's chamber before an alarm was sounded. She stopped once she reached the bottom of the steps long enough to catch her breath. Panting she turned towards the trees, but she could not see Eranen or hear the sounds of fighting. 
 
      
 
    Wanting to run back and help, but knowing she could not she looked at the steps before her. Taking a deep breath she gathered the hem of her cloak and the dress she wore beneath and quickly began climbing the stairs. Even if she had not just sprinting across the lawn it would have been difficult to the climb the steps quickly. There were so many and they were steep. 
 
      
 
    Once she reached the end of the steps she crouched behind the nearest statue, panting for air. Her lungs were on fire and her throat raw from trying to take in more air. From the height of the platform she could see the spot where she had been standing with Eranen. He was not there, nor was he running across the lawn towards the Temple. Whoever had been behind them had drawn him into the woods to fight. 
 
      
 
    She willed strength into her tired legs and pulled her cloak back over her head. She gave a slight moan as she used the arm of the stone figure next to her to stand. It appeared her sprint across the lawn had gone unnoticed by those within. She squared her shoulders before moving around the statue and heading for the entrance to the Temple. 
 
      
 
    It sat between to tall white columns adorned with silver vines. She took long strides and calmly walked the distant. She knew if anyone spotted her standing on the platform they would be unable to tell her robe was black and not the blue of the order. When she had closed the distance from the statue where she hid to the golden door, she paused to listen. She could not hear any noise from the other side and she hoped that meant all but the Mothers had gone to bed. The Moon ceremony was an exhausting ordeal and very seldom did the women linger afterwards. "Please let it be empty," Lissandra breathed. 
 
      
 
    She slowly opened the door and slipped through as quickly as possible. The torches of the main halls off each side of the sanctuary were still burning. The large sanctuary looked the same as the last time she had seen it. It had probably looked the same for a millennium. No furniture was placed in the room and the high ceilings made even the smallest footstep echo. On the ceiling a battle between the Moon and the Sun was depicted. Unlike other scenes she had seen of the battle between the two in this painting they were in human form. The Moon, a woman with long dark hair was wearing silver armor and stood with her sword drawn. Facing her with sword also drawn was the Sun, a blond man with golden armor. There armies clashing around them, but neither the Moon nor the Sun seemed able to strike the other. Lissandra had always found peace looking at the painting, tonight was not any different. 
 
      
 
    During the day the room would be filled with pilgrims, knelling on the hard cold marble floor in prayer facing the fountain. The fountain sat opposite of the main entrance doors on the wall at the back of the sanctuary. It was a three tiered fountain made entirely of silver. The tiers where shaped like large bowls to hold the water. The water fell from its height of fifty feet from a small opening half way up the wall and slowly spilled down each of the three tiers before emptying into a large pool at the base of the fountain. At night torches lit the back of the fountain and added to its beauty. The sound of falling water echoed through the room and brought peace to Lissandra. On the wall behind the fountain, artisans had painted large sky with gold stars and the opening where the water fell to the fountain from was surrounded by a large moon made of ivory. It appeared the moon was giving the water, perfect for the purposes of the Temple. 
 
      
 
    This room is a lie, she thought to herself. It should have been a symbol of peace; instead it has housed conspiracy, murder and greed. She turned to her right and stared at the hallway leading from the sanctuary. She steeled herself to her task and began walking towards the corridor. She had only made it a few steps when a large figure wearing a blue robe emerged from the passage carrying a lit candle. The woman paused when she saw Lissandra and began shaking the moment she recognized her. 
 
      
 
    "How dare you come here," Abby hissed at her, "You who have shamed us all." Lissandra stared at the old woman. Lissandra had once looked at the woman before her with great reverence. She had never noticed the wrinkles that hung from her face or the bulges of fat that could not be concealed by the large robe. "What are you doing here?" Abby screamed. 
 
      
 
    "Did you think the House of Raven would do nothing," Lissandra spoke softly walking towards the fountain. She dismissed Mother Abby and looked at her reflection in the pool of water. Abby watched carefully. Norah and Claudette would be coming down the hall in a matter of moments. Despite the girl's gift of the Sun Arts the three of them would easily be able to handle her. 
 
      
 
    "What are you doing here?" Abby screamed again. She was growing annoyed with the lack of respect Lissandra was showing her. 
 
      
 
    Lissandra lightly touched her fingers to the surface of the water. Little ripples moved across her reflection. "At the moment I am waiting for Claudette and Norah to join us." She spoke softly, but her words had been echoed across the room. She slightly turned to look at Abby. 
 
      
 
    Abby had been taken back by her words, but only for a moment. A slow smile crept upon the old woman's face. She extinguished the candle and sat it on the floor beside her. She moved away from the entrance of the hallway and purposely moved to the center of the sanctuary directly behind Lissandra, but still a good distance separated them. Lissandra had heard her move, but did not turn to watch. "You are a fool child. If you sought revenge you would have done better to bring an army to assist you." 
 
      
 
    Lissandra did turn, but not at Abby or her words. She turned to the hallway where two figures in blue robes where entering the room. "What is she doing here?" Norah asked as the two moved to stand by Abby. 
 
      
 
    "I seek vengeance for my sister's death, of course." Lissandra turned slowly and followed them with her eyes as they came to a stop next to Abby. 
 
      
 
    "Alone," Norah questioned looking around the sanctuary to see if anyone else was present in the room. 
 
      
 
    "We knew she was reckless and now it appears she is stupid as well." Abby took a step forward, but Claudette stopped her. 
 
      
 
    "Where are your brother's men?" Claudette asked, her voice trembling. Lissandra wondered if it was out of fear or due to her age. 
 
      
 
    "My brother's men are with my brother I suppose. I have no need of them." She met Abby's eyes. "I am quite capable of handling myself." 
 
      
 
    "You are not foolish enough to come alone." Claudette stated. 
 
      
 
    "No," Lissandra shook her head, "I did not come alone." She moved her eyes to Claudette's, wanting to see her reaction. "I came with my husband," she said smiling at the astonished face. 
 
      
 
    "You dare bring a man here," Norah howled. "The Arts will be lost forever." 
 
      
 
    Lissandra only laughed, "I had no choice in the matter. Since he discovered I am with child he has not let me out of his sight." 
 
      
 
    "No," Abby screamed falling to her knees. "You will destroy the Moon." 
 
      
 
    "The Arts are still with us," Claudette said coolly. "I think it is safe to believe the blood sacrifice worked to strip her of her powers." Claudette pulled Abby up by the neck of her hood and pushed the woman to stand behind her. She turned to Lissandra's expressionless face. "Why are you here?" Claudette asked. 
 
      
 
    "I am here to kill you." Lissandra stated calmly watching the three women's look of surprise. "Then I will destroy the Temple." Norah laughed at her words and Abby joined in. Claudette and Lissandra glared at each other. 
 
      
 
    "You would destroy the Art of the Moon for petty vengeance?" Claudette asked harshly. "Would you?" Both Norah and Abby had stopped laughing and looked at Claudette's strained face. 
 
      
 
    "I do not need the Moon Arts," Lissandra answered softly. "I can control all elements," as she spoke a great wind began howling through the sanctuary. The robes of the three mothers began flapping wildly as the wind grew more powerful. Lissandra stood there watching, untouched by the forceful gusts. 
 
      
 
    "Cease," Claudette yelled. Abby was holding on to Norah to help maintain her balance. Lissandra amused herself a few moments more watching the women brace themselves against the air, the wind ceased in an instant. 
 
      
 
    Lissandra closed her eyes a moment and when she opened them again the sisters were looking in horror as the stone walls stretched to cover the exits surrounding the sanctuary. "So we are not disturbed," Lissandra said without emotion. 
 
      
 
    "If face with the same situation you would have done the same," Norah said pleading. 
 
      
 
    "Perhaps," Lissandra agreed, "but I did not. I did not strike out at you when I was confined to my quarters while you plotted my death. I left my faith and my life here behind." Norah charged for Lissandra, but never made it. Without blinking Lissandra encased the mother in a block of ice. A look of rage was frozen on her face. "She should have waited," Lissandra said eyeing the other two eagerly. "You might have been at least a challenge if you could have combined your powers." 
 
      
 
    Abby and Claudette stared in disbelief at the block of ice encasing Norah. Slowly Abby moved back towards the stone wall. Claudette made no attempt to move. "So the prophecy had come to pass," Claudette whispered. "The destroyer rises to power." 
 
      
 
    "No," Lissandra shouted. "The King of Calandoria rises to power. That pathetic man in the North will fall before him." 
 
      
 
    Claudette stared at Lissandra a moment, "What man in the North?" she asked confused. 
 
      
 
    Lissandra frowned at the question. Surely Claudette had read the book of prophecy in the Moon's Soul. "The Realm of the Sun seeks to conquer the world," Lissandra whispered. "Surely you know of this." Lissandra had been distracted by Claudette's question and Abby continued sliding around the room along the wall. She took advantage of Lissandra's confusion to launch her attack. Gathering all her strength she hurled a giant ball of ice towards Lissandra's head. The ball of ice melted and turned to steam before reaching its mark. The wave of heat Lissandra had sent towards the ball continued towards Abby and slammed her against the wall. With only a brief look at the woman, Lissandra engulfed her in flames. Abby let out a horrible whining screech as her flesh began to melt from the bone. She tried to take a few steps towards Lissandra, but the floor turned to liquid beneath her feet. Once she had sunk to her ankles the floor became solid again, holding the burning woman in place. The heat and the stench grew unbearable as Abby burned. 
 
      
 
    Lissandra stared into Claudette's eyes while the gruesome scene took place beside her. Claudette was not looking at Abby, but continued to meet Lissandra's eyes with her own. Once Lissandra was sure no life remained she extinguished the flames, leaving behind nothing but a charred skeleton standing where Abby had once been. 
 
      
 
    "I know nothing of the Realm of the Sun," Claudette said. "Why would I?" 
 
      
 
    "The book in the Moon's Soul," Lissandra answered. "The one that prophesized my abilities, my destiny." 
 
      
 
    Claudette continued staring at Lissandra, "I have not read any book regarding you, nor have I ever seen a book of prophecy in the Moon's Soul." 
 
      
 
    Lissandra was growing uncomfortable and began pacing trying to think how this was possible. "Then how did you know about me?" Lissandra asked Claudette quickening her steps. 
 
      
 
    "An Acumen came to us on the day of your birth and instructed us on the actions to take to prevent the rise of the destroyer." Claudette sighed and sat on the hard floor still watching Lissandra. Apparently Lissandra was in no hurry to kill her. "He told me to destroy the House of Raven or the Temple would be lost." Claudette's eyes moved to the ceiling and then the walls around her. "Apparently he was correct." 
 
      
 
    "And Rachel," Lissandra asked. 
 
      
 
    "She was a Raven," Claudette answered. "It had been easy to kill Queen Maureen and the babe. Nothing at all to place one of the girls in the birthing room to fill their lungs with water." 
 
      
 
    "Where is this girl?" Lissandra stopped her pacing and started moving towards Claudette. 
 
      
 
    "Dead, King Jimreth had all the attendance executed," Claudette reminded Lissandra as she rose to meet her as an equal in stature, if not in power. "It was equally easy to hire a soldier to kill Jimreth in exchange for providing shelter to his sister, who was also slated for execution." 
 
      
 
    "Is she dead as well," Lissandra asked halting her march towards Claudette. 
 
      
 
    "No," Claudette smiled. "The last reports my spies brought me from the castle assured me she was quite well." 
 
      
 
    "And the brother," Lissandra pressed. 
 
      
 
    "Executed for Rachel's death. It was he who performed the act." Lissandra smiled satisfied with the news. "And who is the sister?" 
 
      
 
    "A member of your brother's council and from what I have been told," Claudette smirked, "A favorite of your little brother's." Claudette rose and turned her back on Lissandra. There was no escape from her power and Claudette did not even have half of Lissandra's strength. "You and Darien were the elusive ones," she said softly. It has been more than impossible to do as the Acumen instructed us. "We hired men to take Darien on a small farm in Hokaren, but they never returned. When we had finally decided how best to get rid of you, you had vanished. Then Makren returned and only complicated matters. Still I thought the people would turn against him with Darien and Rachel out of the way. Unfortunately Darien returned and emptied the castle of everyone except for those necessary to him." 
 
      
 
    Lissandra began pacing again at Claudette's words. She listened intently to all that was said. Everything had begun with the Order, but how was it to end. "What of the dragon and the blue cow?" she asked halting once more and turning to Claudette. 
 
      
 
    Claudette did not no what to say to Lissandra. There were no such things as dragons or blue cows. Lissandra seeing Claudette did not understand grew more frustrated. The Order was not the end if Claudette did not know of the dragon or blue cow. 
 
      
 
    Claudette turned and reached out her hand towards Lissandra. It was not an act of aggression. She slowly laid her hand on Lissandra's arm. Their eye's met. Lissandra saw a look of pain across the old woman's face. "I still have a niece in Rorgrim," she said softly. 
 
      
 
    "As long as she is loyal to Raven, no harm will come to her," Lissandra said understanding the woman's pain. "You never sent anyone to Hokaren after me?" 
 
      
 
    "We never knew where you were," Claudette confessed. They had been so sure she would go to Rorgrim. They never believed she would leave Calandoria. Even if they would have wanted to check Hokaren, that would have been impossible. "The Hikirian Army, at least part of it camped on the main crossing of the Blue River. We could not have sent anyone, even if we had known where you were. We actually stopped looking for you after Rachel's death. Sooner or later you would have married and no longer been a Raven. The Acumen had been insistent that the Raven line must end." Lissandra lost herself in thought over Claudette's words. If the Order had not burned Eranen's farm, then who had? 
 
      
 
    "I know you do not care, but my preference if I may have a choice is to go the same way as Norah." Lissandra looked at the old woman before her. If not for Lissandra, how many years would she have left? She could feel her anger leaving her faced with the truth. Darien had been right. All the misery that befell them came from the Acumen, not the Order or even the religion they represented. Still the Temple could not stand. It was a lie and the world needed truth right now. 
 
      
 
    "Is the Acumen still alive," Lissandra asked her. 
 
      
 
    "Given the events of tonight, I believe the Acumen will die when I do if he still lives." Claudette said. 
 
      
 
    Lissandra was overwhelmed by a sudden dizziness. She slowly walked back to the pool and sat at the edge looking into the water. "The Destroyer is coming," she said absently rubbing her abdomen with her hand. "The destruction of the Temple is critical to our plans of defeating him." She sighed and looked at Claudette. "I will need help." Claudette's eyes rose to meet Lissandra's. "From someone who is knowledgeable in the power of the Arts." Lissandra took several deep breaths, resolved with her decision. 
 
      
 
    "Many of the girls have excelled, but their talent is limited to the Moon Arts," Claudette offered. 
 
      
 
    "That is not what I meant," Lissandra said standing and walking to Claudette. She held out her hand to the woman. "If you can accept the destruction of the Temple and swear your loyalty to Darien, I would like to take you and the Order somewhere safe until you are needed. There is much training to be done." 
 
      
 
    Claudette looked at the hand extended in front of her. "What training?" she asked frantically. "Without the Temple," 
 
      
 
    Lissandra cut off Claudette's words, "Trust me and help those who you sought to destroy," she said. 
 
      
 
    Claudette looked at the remains of Abby and then to Norah's tomb of ice. She took Lissandra's hand and nodded. "We will go where you lead us and do everything in our power to aid King Raven." Lissandra was relieved. She did not know what had caused her to want to spare Claudette or recruit the Order, but it felt right. Opening the entrances with her mind Lissandra began walking to the main doors. Claudette stood where she was watching Lissandra glide across the floor. 
 
      
 
    "Go to the dormitories and get the others," Lissandra said still walking towards the entrance. "Meet me on the steps in fifteen minutes. Anyone left behind will perish." 
 
      
 
    "What should I tell them?" Claudette asked. 
 
      
 
    "Tell them raiders strong with the Sun Art are approaching and they must leave with haste." Lissandra opened the door and walked out into the cool night air. She took several deep breaths and looked around. 
 
      
 
    Eranen was sitting at the base of one of the many statues on the platform near the entrance. He was rolling his sword over in his hand, looking bored. Duncan, their Hikirian guard, was standing with his back leaned against the statue, his arms were crossed and he was frowning at Lissandra. It had been Duncan who was behind them in the woods. Eranen had began attacking the man before he could speak and it had taken several minutes for Eranen to realize it was a friend, not an enemy he was fighting. He had followed Lissandra immediately, but the doors were sealed before he arrived. Eranen looked up at her with a penetrating stare. She gave him a weak smile before walking over to the men. 
 
      
 
    "Is it finished," Eranen asked standing. He sheathed his sword at her nod. 
 
      
 
    "I could not stick to the plan," she frowned. "I could only bring myself to kill those who attacked me," she dropped her head and waited for his reaction. 
 
      
 
    Eranen raised her chin with his hand, "and you see that as failure?" he asked. 
 
      
 
    "I was supposed to avenge Rachel's death." She was trembling at the thought of having to tell Darien she let Claudette live. He would not understand, neither would Makren. "I let my family down." 
 
      
 
    "No," Eranen cut in. "You are giving your brother what he needs more than revenge. The world will rally after the fall of the Temple, against Descartes." Lissandra searched his eyes relieved he was not disappointed in her. 
 
      
 
    "Duncan," Lissandra said turning to the guard. "We leave for Hokaren tonight are the other guards with you?" 
 
      
 
    "I left them with your horses," he gave her a small bow. "They do not know of you abilities, having not followed you out of the castle that night in Rorgrim. I did not know if you wished to keep them a secret, so only I followed on foot." 
 
      
 
    "Hokaren," Eranen said having already heard about Duncan's revelations while waiting for Lissandra. "What of your brother?" 
 
   
  
 

   
 
    Lissandra took Eranen's hand and led him away from Duncan. "I can not take the Order to Darien. I must see them safe first. There are several books in the Moon's Soul. I would like you and Duncan to get as many as we can carry. I will lead the Order into the woods and then come back to finish here." Lissandra swayed just a little, but it did not escape Eranen's notice. 
 
      
 
    "You are not well," he put his arm around her shoulder for support. 
 
      
 
    "I am just tired, nothing more." She kissed him quickly on the cheek. "I will meet you in the woods," she said turning back to enter the Temple. Eranen motioned to Duncan to follow and they entered behind Lissandra. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 38 
 
      
 
      
 
    The castle was quiet except for the loud constant footsteps echoing off the high ceiling of the grand entrance hall. The steady drum had not wavered in the past two hours. When it had began shortly after the evening meal, the residence of the castle had made themselves scarce. With so many having been thrown into prison the last few days there was no sense in putting yourself in the path of the king's wrath. Most assumed his present mood was due to the destruction of the Temple of the Moon's Soul two weeks before by the raiders in the from the north. That had been the official statement from the castle. 
 
      
 
    The king himself had made an address to the people once the news reached him. He spoke of changes that were being made in the kingdom to keep peace, while he focused on the raiders. Even worse he told them that an army was planning on invading in the spring. It was led by the same man who had destroyed the Temple and stole the Moon Arts from the people. Calandoria was on the brink of war and now was the time to stand united. Everyone was in a somber mood as thoughts lingered on the upcoming war. Many would die, but the king promised victory. Victory not just for Calandoria, but for the world. 
 
      
 
    The king raked his hand through his hair in frustration just moments before picking up a priceless vase that sat on a nearby table and hurling it against the stone wall, just missing one of the portraits of his ancestors. Only then did he pause his pacing. He stared at the vase, shattered into several shiny shards, scattered across the cold white marble floor. He stumbled to the base of the stairs and sat on the bottom step with his face in his hands. 
 
      
 
    Why was she doing this he wondered? She had promised to stay until Lissandra returned, but even now Cate was readying their horses. They would leave within the hour. Darien rose and began pacing again. What did he expect really? With the exception of Lissandra and Rachel he had never known a woman who could keep a promise. He expected to much from her. Darien paused again at the stairs when he heard footsteps coming down the hall. He waited and caught her with his steel gaze on the landing. His eyes followed her until she reached the last step and was standing before him. She was smiling. She had been smiling when she first noticed him from the landing. How dare she smile at a time like this! She was abandoning him and smiling about it. 
 
      
 
    "I was hoping I would see you before I left," Alli hoped her smile was convincing. She had thought everyone would be in bed at this hour and had already said her goodbyes after dinner. 
 
      
 
    Darien made no comment to her remark. He kept his gaze fixed on her eyes. Alli began playing with her hands. She always did that when she was nervous. "What has happened," she said noticing the pained expression on his face. "Is it Lissandra?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes," Darien said softly allowing himself to glance at her hair. She was wearing it loose instead of in a tight braid. Her golden curls fell around her shoulders and rested at her hips. He had always been amazed that she could put all that hair into a single braid. The braid was so tight not a single curl was evident. 
 
      
 
    Alli's breath caught at his answer. "Is she alright?" 
 
      
 
    Darien let out the breath he was holding. If she could ask, then there might still be a chance he could change her mind. "I do not know." He reached out and still her hands with his own. "You see I have not had word from them yet." He was speaking softly, afraid she would bolt if he used a tone that reflected his mood. 
 
      
 
    Her brow crinkled, it always did when she was confused. "Then there has been no change to put you in this mood?" 
 
      
 
    "I did not say that. As a matter of fact I would say there has been a great change." Alli diverted her eyes from his intense glare and pulled her hands free from his. 
 
      
 
    "This is about my leaving?" He reddened at her tone. "You are throwing a tantrum because I am leaving?" She folded her arms across his waist and began patting her foot waiting for his response. 
 
      
 
    "I was not throwing a tantrum," he said defensively. 
 
      
 
    "Really," she said waving her hand towards the shards of glass on the floor. "You told me that vase was one of your mother's favorites." 
 
      
 
    Darien felt his anger leave him at once. He looked at what had once been one of his mother's favorite possessions. He had watched her arrange flowers in that vase a hundred times as a child, but then she died. No one ever put flowers in it again. Not the housekeeper, not Maureen. It had been empty since her death. It felt as if the whole castle had been empty since her death, at least until Alli had come. 
 
      
 
    Darien looked at Alli. She was piqued he could tell. Her lips were drawn together tightly and her blue eyes sparkled with fire waiting for the opportunity to be released. "It was worth it if you agree to stay," he whispered. 
 
      
 
    "I can not," she said flatly. "I need to fulfill my new prophecy as quick as possible, so I can get another. Perhaps the one that will help us beat Descartes." She averted her eyes from him so he could not see she lied. She had used the excuse of a new prophecy to hasten her departure. 
 
      
 
    "What is the prophecy?" he asked her again. He had been asking her for the past week. 
 
      
 
    "It is not for you to hear or I would have told you," she said. She was starting to lose her resolve. What if Lissandra did not come back? The guard who reported the Temple's destruction to Darien had said no survivors had been found. That had been part of the plan, but what if the plan had gone awry and no one did walk away. Darien would need her. She shook her head to clear her thoughts. That was the very reason she had to go now. If she stayed she may never leave. She would forsake all just to be there with him. A man she could not have. 
 
      
 
    Darien looked defeated. He could tell by looking at her she was not going to change her mind. He almost called the guard to arrest her to keep her from leaving, but that was not the way. She either stayed with him by her own choice or not at all. He could not force her. If he thought sanely for a moment he knew she was right. She would die if she did not go. She had already spent two extra weeks waiting on Lissandra. 
 
      
 
    "Spring seems an eternity from now," he turned his eyes back to hers. She could see his resolve had crumbled. She almost let out a sigh of relief, but held it. She had not made it out of the castle yet. 
 
      
 
    "It is a long time away, but it will come," she took his hands. "And when it comes I will meet you with my army if prophecy does not bring me back before then." Darien nodded. He did not like it, but she was right. Spring would come just as the harvest had. Nothing could stop it. 
 
      
 
    She smiled at him again, "Try to stay out of trouble while I am gone." 
 
      
 
    He laughed a rich full laughter. "Since I live a life of peace before you entered it, I expect to be quite bored until you return." 
 
      
 
    "I did warn you when we met that situations tend to follow me," she laughed. Darien stopped laughing at the sound of her laughter. He had never heard her laugh before. A little giggle every now and then, but never a full laugh. He pulled her into his arms and captured her lips with his. He did not know what came over him. He had to kiss her laughing lips. 
 
      
 
    Alli was startled by his bold move, but made no move of her own to stop him. She wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed herself against him. It was exquisite she thought, the taste of him, and the masculine scent that filled her. 
 
      
 
    He was in similar rapture breathing her in. Reluctantly he ended the kiss. He had to or she would not be walking out the door tonight, or any night if he could help it. "Something to remember me by," he whispered in her ear. 
 
      
 
    "I will see you again," she said hugging him tightly. 
 
      
 
    The sound of someone clearing their throat made them jump. Alli turned read as a beet when she saw Cate standing at the door. "Are you ready?" he asked sternly. 
 
      
 
    "I will be there in a moment," she was squirming under his gaze. "Do not forget me," she said to Darien giving him one last squeeze before pulling out of his arms. 
 
      
 
    "I could never forget you," he smiled. He followed her with his eyes as she made her way across the room to the door. She spared one final glance at him before leaving. Cate' gaze was fixed on Darien even after Alli left the hall. After a few minutes more he stiffly turned from Darien not saying a word and followed Alli into the night. 
 
      
 
    Darien turned and headed up the stairs. He had been left weak by that kiss. He would miss her, but more importantly he knew the lies she was telling him were not meant to hurt him. She was trying to save herself. Darien was sure that was why she was running. She did not trust herself, he smiled. Spring was still several months away, but it would come and he would see her again. For the first time in many nights he would finally sleep easy. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 39 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lissandra sighed as she and Eranen reached the top of the last hill. It had taken two weeks traveling through fields and forest rather than by road, but they had finally made it. When she and Eranen had left almost a month before she was sure she would never see the little farm again. She really could not call it a farm now she supposed. The barn and the fields had been burned. Nothing but a small corner of the barn and the dilapidated shack remained. 
 
      
 
    "Why are we stopping?" Claudette asked as she strolled up behind Lissandra. 
 
      
 
    "We are home," Eranen smiled at Lissandra. 
 
      
 
    Claudette surveyed the char plot of land that lay before them. "We can not stay here," she said. 
 
      
 
    "It is the safest place for the girls," Lissandra turned and looked at them. There were thirty-three in all. They were covered in dirt and there clothes were torn, but they had all made it. 
 
      
 
    "Duncan," Eranen turned and called to the guard who was bringing up the rear with the other men. The men took their responsibility of being their personal guard to the extreme and somehow had ended up on this mission with them. A mission known only to the King of Calandoria and his council. Eranen did not complain, however. He needed help if he was to keep them all safe. The youngest of the girls was twelve and Claudette their former High Mother was definitely the oldest. Eranen had not asked her age, but he figured she was well past sixty. He was following Lissandra's lead were the Order was concerned. Their lives were hers. She was the one who had spared them. Everything would have been much simpler if she would have just destroyed the Temple with them inside. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, my lord," Duncan answered as he approached Eranen and Lissandra. 
 
      
 
    "Eranen," it was the automatic response now to anything Duncan said to him. 
 
      
 
    Yes, Lord Eranen," Duncan said causing Eranen to roll his eyes skyward before continuing. "I am leaving Lissandra and the others here. I want you all to stay with them while I go to town for supplies." Duncan bowed as he backed away to tell the others of the order. 
 
      
 
    Eranen turned at the sound of Lissandra's laughter, "What?" he questioned. 
 
      
 
    "He does that just to annoy you," she said. 
 
      
 
    Eranen smiled back, "I know." 
 
      
 
    "I will take care of shelter for them and get the books secured while you are gone. Did you have anything special in mind?" she asked. 
 
      
 
    "No, just make sure to keep it concealed by the trees. No need to announce we are back." Eranen said glancing to the sky. 
 
      
 
    "How long will we be staying," she asked thinking of all that need to be done to the house to make it ready for the Order. 
 
      
 
    "Just until morning," he sighed already exhausted. "I have to get to the mountains by spring. Before the army marches through. If he is there, he is in danger." He turned and looked at her cautiously. "I want you in Rorgrim where it is safe." 
 
      
 
    "I am going with you," she said firmly. 
 
      
 
    "No you are not," he really did not want to argue about it, but now was as good of a time as any. "Not in your condition. Winter may be here by the time I am done. I will not risk you or the baby to a cryptic message in a book." 
 
      
 
    Lissandra's hands immediately went to her belly. If Eranen was right and she was with child then traveling to seek the old man in the mountains did seem an unnecessary risk. Lissandra was not sure she believed it. She felt no different and it was still a few weeks before she would no for sure. "I do not want Darien to know why I am staying behind," she said. "We can tell him together once you return." 
 
      
 
    "I will leave that to your discretion," Eranen agreed. It would be for the best knowing Darien. If he knew of her condition he would probably confine her to her chambers until Eranen's return. "We will both tell him of this business with the Order as soon as we arrive," He was firm on that. Claudette being allowed to live would not sit well with Darien. If he was going to get upset it would be with Eranen, not with Lissandra. 
 
      
 
    Lissandra only nodded and walked back to the group of displaced women. She was dreading telling Darien what she had done, but she was not a killer. She could not justify taking the life of someone who did not wish to harm her. The man who had killed Rachel had been executed and Claudette was no longer a threat. She would be a powerful ally though, they all would be. Lissandra turned to Claudette; she still had much to teach her before morning. 
 
      
 
    Part I END 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 40 
 
      
 
      
 
    Part Two- Separate Paths 
 
      
 
    The weather was already frigid in the mountains. While those below were still feeling the warmth of the waning summer, snow was falling on the highest of the peaks. In another month when the trees in the forest of the land below the mountains were just starting to turn vibrant with the colors of autumn, snow and ice would begin blocking most of the passages through the rocky peaks. Maneuvering through those passages was always treacherous no matter the season, especially when you wore long robes. His robes were thick since the air on the mountain side where he lived was always much cooler than that of the forest which ran through the foothills. He had been making this journey down the mountain to the forest below once a year for most of his life. He always came just after the summer harvest to get supplies to see him through one more year. 
 
      
 
    Winter on Matalia's peak would be harsh, but life on the mountain had never been easy. It was a life of his choosing. Had he chose otherwise he would probably be dinning in the castle in Rorgrim even now. The life of ease he had known as a boy, a servant to answer his every whim and beautiful girls trying to gain his favor. He had lived that life once a long time ago and by choice he had turned away from it. He was not supposed to be a part of the world beyond the mountains, not yet anyway. 
 
      
 
    The time was coming. The time when he would return to the world he had turned his back on so long ago. He did not often think of what that life might be like. He did not want to get his hopes up again only to have them dashed by a cruel twist of fate. That had happened before. He had to be patient, wait for the man to come to him. He had made the rules, now he had to live by them. 
 
      
 
    "Not much further," he said out loud to no one. He had learned in his isolation that he had to speak out loud to himself or ever year when he needed his voice to get supplies it would not work properly. When the path began to widen and become less rocky he fingered the talisman at his neck, before tucking it beneath his robes. 
 
      
 
    It was a bright sunny day with just enough of a breeze to keep him from becoming over heated beneath the coarse brown robes he wore. "Are you going to ask?" 
 
      
 
    "Of course not" he answered himself. "Just because I saw one of them pass through the mountains does not mean he was someone." 
 
      
 
    "Now that sounded intelligent." 
 
      
 
    "Of course he was someone; I was not seeing things. I just do not want to get my hopes up that he was the one I have been waiting for." He was alone, but he did wear the same braids as the others wore. His appearance on the mountain pass meant nothing. Truthfully he had looked more like an escaped prisoner than a man searching for someone. The blond men in black had been traveling through the mountain pass close to his cave for years. They always had children with them and what he suspected to be plundered goods. This man had not been with the blond men. He had been traveling alone. 
 
      
 
    He shook his head trying to clear his mind of those children. He could have saved them, but he didn't. Just because he was capable of saving them did not mean he should. Fate had a destiny for him and not staying focused on that destiny could put it farther from his reach. He had taken the time to gather the bodies of those children who died along the pass on the way to the barrens which lay on the other side of the mountains. He gave them each a proper burial. No he couldn't save them, but he could respect the lives they had and give them what he himself hoped to have someday. A death where he was remembered for the trials he suffered and sacrifices he made so that one day the world would be righted. He remembered each face. In the last ten years he had buried hundreds. 
 
      
 
    "He reminded me of one of those children from long ago. It was the eyes." 
 
      
 
    "Yes those eyes haunt my dreams and are a reminder of the life I once had. I can still see myself hunting with my best friend in these very woods." 
 
      
 
    "He proposed to her on that mountain you know. It's named for her." 
 
      
 
    "Stop it. He was my best friend. They were my family both in the heart and by the blood. It is natural to miss them, but do not dwell on the past. Doing so will not help the future." 
 
      
 
    "Do you still remember his last words to you before he died?" He stopped walking not wishing to go any further down the road of the past. "Do you remember? He said avenge our suffering, fulfill your destiny brother." 
 
      
 
    "He called me brother." He said as he quickly began his journey into the forest again. "Stay focused on the task at hand or you will never get out of these mountains." 
 
      
 
    "You could at least ask about her. You have never asked a single question." 
 
      
 
    At that he took his walking stick and threw it down. "Why did you mention her? What is it about the forest that reminds you of her?" 
 
      
 
    "This is where you met, where you truly said goodbye." 
 
      
 
    He was driving himself crazy. He had to stop before he did something rash. Taking a deep breath he walked over and picked up his walking stick. 
 
      
 
    "Where is Perjak anyway?" 
 
      
 
    "He is getting old. He may not even come this time. It might be someone else. You knew the last time you saw him that he might not make it through the winter." 
 
      
 
    "I know I just do not want to see anyone else I care about die." 
 
      
 
    "People die. Even if you fulfill your destiny others you love will die. The difference is there will be more of them. Right now it is just Perjak you worry about. Once you return to living among people you will care about even more of them. I wonder how many will have to be sacrificed for your cause." 
 
      
 
    "None. None will be sacrificed by me. Those who help, I will keep safe." 
 
      
 
    "Isn't that how you ended up on the mountain in the first place, making promises you couldn't keep." 
 
      
 
    "I have learned from my mistakes. I will fail no one else." 
 
      
 
    "What a comfort that is to those already in their graves because of you. Which one do you think he was? The one who's coming for you maybe?" 
 
      
 
    "No the wise man is coming for me. He was too young to be wise." 
 
      
 
    "Looks can be deceiving and everyone looks young to you." He nodded in agreement as he glanced to the horizon just above the tree line. 
 
      
 
    "I should be able to see it by now. The top of the library should be visible above the trees." 
 
      
 
    "Yes it should be visible, but maybe the trees have grown in the last year." 
 
      
 
    "It is not more than a mile to the meeting stone. Where's the library? In all these years the trees have not grown enough to hide it from view. I can not believe they have done so now!" Just as he finished saying the words he saw what he was looking for. Not the library, but the meeting stone was becoming visible just a little further down the road. 
 
      
 
    The meeting stone was a large smooth piece of white stone that sat just off the side of the road. The stone was much longer than a man and when it had first been placed on the road it came just to his waist, but over time it had sunk into the ground so only about half the height could be seen now. Its sharp edges smoothed by the elements. As a young man he remembered using it as a table when they went on picnics with the girls. In reality it was for a statue, one that was never finished. One of these days he was going to carve it and reveal the image waiting inside. That was his dream anyway, just one of many he had to put off until his task was done. 
 
      
 
    As he came closer to the stone he could see an old man sitting on the ground leaned against it napping. He could also see the cart and mules. 
 
      
 
    "Perjak" he whispered to himself and began running towards the man. He stopped just a few feet in front of the old man then glanced in both directions. Where was Tom and Early he wondered. 
 
      
 
    Slowly he began walking towards the man taking a nap. He lightly tapped the sleeping mans leg with his booted foot. The old man snorted a couple of times and then began to snore. 
 
      
 
    He studied the old man a moment before kicking his leg again. His winkles were deeper than before. What was left of his hair was completely white. Last year it still had a few auburn strands that refused to yield to age. Japer sill didn't wake. Gently he leaned over and shook the old man's shoulder. " Sleeping on the job Perjak" he said grinning. 
 
      
 
    Perjak slowly opened his eyes. It took a moment for him to recognize the man in front of him. The boy had grown a beard and let his wavy blond hair grow out some so it curled just at the collar of his robe. If not for the warm glow of his amber eyes Perjak might not have recognized him. 
 
      
 
    "Tobias," Perjak said shakily. "Is that you boy?" 
 
      
 
    "Who else would it be?" Tobias grinned. 
 
      
 
    "Under all that hair I thought perhaps a bear had come to eat me for lunch." 
 
      
 
    Tobias laughed as he offered the man a hand up. Perjak grasped the offered had for support and tried to lift himself from the ground. After a few tries Tobias bent over and lifted the old man to his feet. 
 
      
 
    "My knife broke a few months ago so I have not been able to shave the beard from my face." Tobias said pulling Perjak to him and giving the old man a hearty hug. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry to hear that," Perjak said looking guilty. "I'll put an extra from my pack in the cart so you do not find yourself in discomfort again." 
 
      
 
    "Thank you," "Tobias said releasing the man. "Do not fret over the knife over much. The beard kept my face warm coming down this morning" 
 
      
 
    Tobias walked towards the cart and began fishing through the contents. " If you do not mind the wait I would like to shave before we eat. It takes hours to get the crumbs out and in the warmth of the forest it is starting to itch." 
 
      
 
    "Go ahead," Perjak said breathing heavily as he leaned against the large stone. "You remember the way to the stream?" 
 
      
 
    Tobias glance back at Perjak. The old man could barely move. Just standing made him short of breath. Tobias knew this would be the last time he ever saw his friend. Seeing Perjak standing alone by the rock reminded him about the others that should have been there. 
 
      
 
    "Where is Tom and Early?" he asked as he continued rummaging through the cart. 
 
      
 
    Perjak began walking towards him when he asked the question. Tobias stopped what he was doing and stood where he was waiting for Perjak to come to him. Watching him make the walk from the stone a short distance to the cart was painful. He knew that it hurt the old man to even take a step. The minute he reached Tobias, Japer grabbed the cart for support. "We need to talk about that." He said trying to catch his breath. Tobias handed the water sack he had across his shoulder to Perjak and waited until the old man was breathing easier before continuing. 
 
      
 
    " What do we need to talk about?" he asked scared to hear the answer. 
 
      
 
    A familiar look of sadness entered Perjak's eyes. It was a look he had seen countless times before. "Tom died of the fever last winter." The pain of Tom's death was evident in his voice. Tom had been Perjak's only son. 
 
      
 
    "I am sorry Perjak," he said softly. "He was a good man." Perjak could only nod at Tobias's words. "And your grandson, where is he. Why didn't Early make the journey with you?" Tobias wasn't sure what he saw in the old man's eyes at the mention of his grandson. 
 
      
 
    "He's dead too," was all Perjak said. 
 
      
 
    "Was it the fever, too?" Tobias prodded. He felt guilty making Japer talk about the death of his grandson, but with his death Tobias's future was uncertain. 
 
      
 
    "No, it wasn't the fever that took him," Perjak spoke so softly Tobias had barely heard his reply. "He wanted to quit." 
 
      
 
    Tobias tore his eyes away from the old man not wanting to meet his eyes and see the anguish he had caused. "What do you mean he wanted to quit?" Tobias asked hoping he was wrong about Early. 
 
      
 
    "He took the oath," Perjak said in a way that made Tobias feel like Perjak was looking to him for justification. "I did my duty and protected you." 
 
      
 
    "You killed him?" Tobias cried out, "You killed Early, your own grandson?" 
 
      
 
    "I had to. I took an oath as well. Your existence must be protected at all cost. He made his choice at the appropriate age. He was not forced and knew what it meant. I made the same decision as a young man. I fulfilled the duty I was sworn to. I could not allow him to walk away. My family has never wanted for anything. In return we bring you supplies and protect your existence at all cost. Even if the cost is one of our own. That was the agreement and it has been kept." 
 
      
 
    Tobias could not speak. He did not know what to say. Had he known about Early, Tobias would not have stopped Perjak. The fate of the world depended on Perjak and his family keeping their oath. 
 
      
 
    "That's what we need to talk about," Perjak interrupted Tobias's thoughts. "I do not have any other sons or grandsons to give to you in service. All that is left of my family line is me and Kale." 
 
      
 
    "Kale," Tobias repeated. "Who is Kale?" 
 
      
 
    "My granddaughter," Perjak turned around and opened one of the packs. He pulled a straight razor from it and handed it Tobias. Tobias took the blade and waited for Perjak to continue. "A girl should never be asked to do this. Time is drawing near for you. I do not think she will have time to marry and have a son before you need someone. She is all that is left. If you do not mind a female she is strong and can handle the work. She would not disappoint you." Perjak looked into Tobias's eyes. "She's younger than you just barley past her twentieth year, but she would do a good job. I will not be here next year." Perjak added the last trying to persuade Tobias to see his reasoning. 
 
      
 
    Tobias had smiled when Perjak had mentioned the girl being younger than him. Sometimes he had to remind himself he was only twenty-five. "I am sure she will do fine," he said reassuringly. "Just make sure she knows what to do and understands what may be asked of her if my time comes before another male can take over for her." 
 
      
 
    "She does," Perjak said as he leaned against the cart again. "I already have her oath. I had no choice." 
 
      
 
    "If you already have her oath why isn't she with you." Tobias asked a little upset that his new guardian would allow the old man to make a journey alone that could easily kill him. 
 
      
 
    "I did not want to bring her until I knew it was acceptable with you. You are master and we merely your servants. 
 
      
 
    Tobias grimaced he never did like it when they referred to him as master. "You are servants to the House of Raven only. The most loyal and devoted in history. One day your family name will be placed above all others." 
 
      
 
    Perjak did not respond or move at Tobias's words. He was tired. He didn't remember being this tired before. He needed to go home. He needed to see Kale one last time. "If you are not going to shave can we continue with the questions and then eat. I need more time to make it home before dusk than I use too." 
 
      
 
    "Alright," Tobias said still holding the razor. He moved around the cart to stand before Perjak. 
 
      
 
    "Is there anything you want to ask" Perjak said quietly. 
 
      
 
    Tobias thought for a moment. He had never said yes, but those gray eyes were haunting him and he did not see the library. Perjak thought the time was coming. He had to know something. Slowly he reached in his robe and pulled out the talisman. He held it up for Perjak to see. "Does this still mean anything?" 
 
      
 
    Perjak looked at the talisman. He had heard of them of course and knew Tobias had one, but he had never seen it. "Yes" was his only reply. The only reply he was allowed to make per the agreement even though Perjak knew the meaning Tobias sought was different to the meaning the talisman had now. 
 
      
 
    Tobias thought for a few moments on how to ask his next question. He knew by oath Perjak could only give a yes or no answer. He had written the oath. He did not want others opinions of current events to interfere with what he knew or influence his decisions. "Is the library still behind those trees?" 
 
      
 
    "No" Perjak whispered reverently knowing the importance of the answer. 
 
      
 
    Tobias was getting hopeful again. He could feel it building inside of him. He forced it down thinking he couldn't take disappointment if it found him again. "Did it get torn down for farm land or to build another structure. 
 
      
 
    "No" was the response. 
 
      
 
    "Was it destroyed?" Tobias tried to hide the excitement in his voice. 
 
      
 
    "Yes" Perjak answered knowing that if the signs were right Tobias would be leaving the mountain soon. He was hopeful for Tobias and the world, but hated knowing he had committed his granddaughter to the task. 
 
      
 
    "Are there five children?" 
 
      
 
    Perjak was not sure how to answer that. "Yes and No" 
 
      
 
    Tobias could only stare at the Perjak. Had events move along so fast. "Is the Princess dead at the hand of her own people?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes" Perjak cried in anguish. He did not know what the signs were, they were never shared. Only Tobias knew them. 
 
      
 
    Tobias didn't know why, but he had to ask on final question. His heart had to know even if destiny didn't. "Is Clarissa still alive?" 
 
      
 
    The question brought tears to the old man's eyes. He reached into the pocket in his pants and pulled out an old piece of parchment yellowed by age. It was a letter still sealed with wax. "No " he said sadly handing him the note. "She instructed me to give this to you if you ever asked. 
 
      
 
    Tobias felt the sadness of Clarissa's death envelop him. He took the letter and placed it in the folds of his robes. He would read it in private where he could mourn her loss. Tobias had to ask another question since Clarissa was gone. "Do you know the other two?" 
 
      
 
    "No, we haven't found them." Perjak knew by the rules he should not had said the last, but he did not want Tobias to think that he had been slacking his duties. Tobias hadn't really been listening to the answer. He had always hoped Clarissa would have been one of the other two, despite what had originally made him believe she wasn't. 
 
      
 
    "Is it time?" Perjak asked. Tobias shook his head. "Not yet, but soon. Soon the children will return home." 
 
      
 
    Perjak smiled he knew what that meant it was part of the oath. 
 
      
 
    "I will need Kale's help. Will she be prepared?" 
 
      
 
    "She will," Perjak said smiling. "She will honor her family and you." 
 
      
 
    Tobias turned and begin heading for the stream. "Have her drink the life so she can prepare the death as soon as you return", he called over his shoulder as he walked. "I will be leaving the mountains before winter has fully taken it hold to them." 
 
      
 
    At his words Perjak's heart crumbled. Had he known he could have spared Early. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My Dearest Tobias, 
 
      
 
    I did it! I found my destiny. I found my life. I pray that you will find yours. Please do not grieve over my death. Like you I welcomed it and lived well past the twilight of my life. I wish you the happiness that I found. Love and children, my dream. It was more than I imagined. 
 
      
 
    Please do not feel I forgot you or the love we shared. You were my first love, if only the fates would have allowed us to be together in this life. Know that I was happy and please do not dwell on what might have been. 
 
      
 
    While time did not allow me to be yours, I spent the last part of my life making sure you would have a chance for happiness too. The book is where it should be. Keep destiny in your heart and it will reward you. 
 
      
 
    Eternally yours, 
 
      
 
    Clarrisa 
 
      
 
    Tobias read the letter again. She had found her happiness that's what should have mattered. He knew they would never be together, but knowing she found happiness in another mans arms did not make him feel better. If only destiny would have linked them. For the longest time he was sure it had. The fates were cruel. Not just in love, but in life. Not only was he truly alone in the world, but now instead of one link he had to find two. The task seemed more impossible than ever. On the continent it would have been easier, but trapped in this hell it would be almost impossible. 
 
      
 
    Perhaps he could handle the task until he arrived on the continent. Once he was there everything would be easier. He lay down on his little bed. The best thing about leaving the cave would be leaving the bed behind. Every morning he awoke with a backache that reminded him of how old he was getting. He blew out the candle on the table and drifted to sleep thinking of Rorgrim and the soft beds of the castle. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kale's brown eyes were wide with curiosity as she looked at the tiny bottle her grandfather had place in her hands before going to bed for the evening. She sat it on the dinning table in front of the fire. Unlike her grandfather she believed one should use caution where magic was concerned. 
 
      
 
    Her grandfather had not looked well when he returned. She knew he was ill even though he pretended otherwise. She also knew he would be leaving her soon. Death seemed to surround her lately. First her father, then her brother and now her grandfather. She would not be alone however, she had taken an oath. An oath that meant she may never be lonely. A few months ago she would not have known what that meant, now it weighed heavy on her heart. She was the last of her blood line and she was bound to the service of a stranger until her death at his hands or destiny achieve. Not her destiny, but his. She idly played with a stray brown curl near her ear as she peered at the bottle again. She only knew what drinking it would supposedly do. It was magic, a strong magic. Up until a few months ago she hadn't believed in magic either. Her brother's death had changed her world. Her grandfather had not even given her time to grieve. Instead she was given books to read and a sword to practice with. 
 
      
 
    The books were mostly history books. Not just of Calandoria's history, but of the other kingdoms as well. Mostly they were boring and she would have quit except her grandfather seemed to desperately need her to read them all. It was after she finished he told her about Tobias. Tobias her grandfather called him. The man he had sworn his life to protect just like her father and brother. That's when her real training began. She was fitted with armor and given books to read on magic. Magic she would be expected to perform if need be. 
 
      
 
    Also placed into her care were the sword with the jeweled hilt and the silver armor. What had surprised her most was that the armor was made for a female. No man could have worn it, it was too small. She was also warned not to put it on. Only the one it was meant for could wear it. Not that it would have fit her either. She was too tall for it to fit properly. The lady destined to wear it was evidently shorter than most. Truthfully she had never seen anything so beautiful. 
 
      
 
    Kale brought her attention back to the small bottle. She picked it up and removed the stopper preparing to bring it to her lips. She could smell the liquid that's coloring reminded her of her mother's pearls. She grimaced. It smelled awful. How was she going to drink the whole thing. Then the thought occurred to her that no one had ever drunk a potion like this before. At least know one alive. What if it killed her? It had been made ages ago by a wizard. How long did potion stay good after it was made? She placed the stopper back in the bottle and sat it back on the table. She couldn't do this. She needed a few answers first. In two days Tobias would return with the cart and mules. She would decide then if she would drink the potion or not. 
 
      
 
    "Kale" she heard her grandfather's weakened call. She quickly grabbed the bottle and placed it in the pocket of her dress. She would tell her grandfather it was done. She would tell him that she had drunk the vile concoction and everything would be fine. If she did drink it eventually no harm would be done. If she didn't at least he would go to his grave believing his family had done their duty. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 41 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Kiala" Makren shouted as he ran into her room. " Kiala, their back." He said spotting her head over the table by the fire. Apparently she was sitting on the floor in front of the fire. He had startled her when he entered the room without knocking. It had been many weeks since he had been in her room at all, much less entering without knocking first. He had always knocked even when she was ill and he had cared for her. 
 
      
 
    Makren stopped when he entered the room enough to see her behind the table. She had obviously just bathed and was now drying her long chestnut hair with the warmth of the fire. She was wrapped only in a blanket. Makren suspected that she wore nothing beneath the blanket. Why would she? She would not have anticipated someone walking into her room without knocking. Suddenly Makren felt like he was intruding. He turned and began walking back towards the door he had left standing open. "I'm sorry" he said quietly. "I wasn't thinking." 
 
      
 
    Kiala recovered her shock just as he reached the door. "Makren" her voice halted his steps. He did not turn around. He could not. If he was to win her he could not let her see the desire in his eyes. "Makren wait" he heard her rise from the floor to stand. "Did you say their back?", she asked. Makren could hear the rustle of the blanket as she tightened it around her shoulders. 
 
      
 
    "Yes" he moved towards the door. "They have just arrived at the city gates. It will take a few moments for them to arrive at the castle. Darien wants us to see them as soon as they are here." 
 
      
 
    "Will you stop a moment." She said desperate to keep him in the room. She hardly ever saw him anymore. With Cate gone as well she had no one. She had nothing to do with her days. 
 
      
 
    Again Makren halted his progress to the door. The woman was testing him sorely. He wanted nothing more than to shut the door and take her to him. Knowing no buttons would hamper him made walking through the door that much harder. She would protest, but only for a moment before she gave in to him. He knew that as did she. It would be after the passion was spent and she thought of the consequences of their actions that he would lose her forever. She would leave if she thought she could not deny him. Leave to save him from embarrassment. 
 
      
 
    "Makren," her voice was timid. "Are they well?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes" he answered softly. 
 
      
 
    "Are you well?" She knew she should have let the question go unasked, but she had seen pain in his gray eyes before he turned away. 
 
      
 
    "I am well" he said cheerfully trying to sound convincing. "Get dressed and meet us in the sitting room on the second floor. I'll bring you tea." Without any reason to keep him any longer she watched him leave the room. He did not even look at her anymore. How could she live with this pain. It was unbearable living under the same roof with the only person she would ever love, but could never have. 
 
      
 
    Makren found Darien sitting in a large chair in front of the fire when he entered the sitting room. He had a look of peace on his face. Not the look of a man facing and army that vastly out numbered his own. Not like a man unable to save his family from dying. Not like a man in love with someone he could never have. 
 
      
 
    Makren shared the same burdens with his brother. The fact Darien wore the crown and not he did not change the fact that these burdens where theirs to bear. It was his country and his family also. Like Darien the women he most desired he could never have, fate was denying them both. Makren did see the problem with their women as different. If Darien followed his heart the woman he desired would die. The woman Makren loved was just incredible stubborn. 
 
      
 
    Shaking his head Makren walked across the room and sat in the chair next to his brother's in front of the fire. 
 
      
 
    "Makren" he acknowledged, "Is Kiala on her way?" 
 
      
 
    Makren looked to the fire to see if he could find the peace his brother had found, but images Kiala drying her hair before the fire in her chambers was all he saw. "She will be here in a moment," he replied absently. 
 
      
 
    "Good," Darien said looking at Makren. His brother looked broken. His brow full of worry, his shoulder tired. "I asked for tea to be brought for her." 
 
      
 
    Makren smiled at his brother, "Thank you, I forgot." 
 
      
 
    Almost on cue one of the kitchen maids brought in a tray heavy with tea and cakes. She placed it on a long table behind a stuffed sofa and left the room after bowing to each of the men. 
 
      
 
    "It's not like you to forget when it comes to Kiala," 
 
      
 
    "I am just preoccupied" he said still gazing at the fire. Darien's chuckle drew a glare from him. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry, brother, but usually you are preoccupied with her forgetting all else. Your destined to die come spring, our country is about to be destroyed, and still you remember every detail for her" Darien said explaining his amusement. 
 
      
 
    "I still am preoccupied with her" he sighed dejectedly. "She refused to marry me." 
 
      
 
    "I see" Darien said in understanding. He had noticed the change in both of them this past month. The whole castle had felt the change. "Is she not in love with you?" Darien knew she was just as he knew his brother loved Kiala. Love was not the obstacle between them. 
 
      
 
    "She loves me too much. A little less and with your blessing of course we would already be married." 
 
      
 
    Darien still did not understand the issue between them, be he understood what Makren meant. His own heart had been denied more than once by more than one person for the same reason. Darien wished he could tell Makren time would heal the wound, but he was not sure of that anymore. 
 
      
 
    "I have found myself on both sides of that argument" he said meeting his brother's gaze. 
 
      
 
    "On both sides how?" Makren asked. "How could it be in the best interest of any woman not to be married to the king?" 
 
      
 
    "The how and the why are not relevant." Darien said. "What is relevant is that at the time I was so in love I physically hurt. What is more important is that neither time was it the same woman and the love I felt for one paled in the love I found in the other." Darien paused to consider the impact of his next words. Not on Makren, but to himself. Makren was not ready to hear yet. He only said them to remind himself. "You see I am alone. Neither woman the one meant for me. Not because I did not love them, but because they were not the right one for me. It hurt to let them leave to find comfort with another, but I comfort myself with the knowledge that the perfect love is out there waiting to complete me in a way the others could not." 
 
      
 
    "You think I should just give up!" Makren said shocked by the suggestion. 
 
      
 
    "Never," Darien said quickly. "Any love worth having must to be fought for. I am only saying if you lose the battle the pain will lessen and love will find its way to you again." 
 
      
 
    Before Makren could remind his brother that for him time had run out, the door to the room opened. Both men turned to see Kiala walk into the room. The scent of lavender from her bath followed her in. She paused a moment at the intensity of their stares. With a slight blush she moved to the table holding the tea and began pouring a cup. Their eyes followed her movements until she was seated on the sofa. She felt self conscious by there stares. It was obvious they had been discussing her before she entered the room. 
 
      
 
    "It is nice to see you Kiala," Darien said breaking the silence of the room. She offered him a little smile before sipping her tea. "Where have you been hiding?" 
 
      
 
    "Just following orders my lord. The grounds are now prepared for the arrival of the acumen. I have also organized girls to assist the healers once the fighting begins. One of the smith's agreed to teach several of the boys to young to join the fight how to make arrows and swords. By the time spring arrives your army will be ready. I have also spent several days in the cells below with the acumen, which voluntarily turned themselves in last week. I have already taken three visions. So far none seem of any consequence, but I will have them in a full report to you first thing in the morning. The king will find everything in order according to his command." 
 
      
 
    Darien studied her a moment. She was one of his adjutants. Adjutants were closer to him than any other in the kingdom, save his family. He trusted her and valued her opinion more than many of the others in his counsel. She took the consequences of their actions very seriously and acted as their conscience. He knew once given her loyalty would never falter. She was almost perfect, almost. "Why do you insist on calling me that?" he asked. 
 
      
 
    Kiala search Darien's face looking for any sign of humor. She could feel Makren's eyes on her, but she did not dare a glance in his direction. "Call you what sire?" 
 
      
 
    "Lord, King, Sire. Why do you insist with titles despite my decrees?" he asked again. Kiala motioned with her hand around the room. "This is not the council chambers. There we are equals per your decree. Here you are my king and I am only your humble servant, my lord." 
 
      
 
    "You are right of course. This is not the council room where we are equals. This is the family room. Here we are family. We do not bear the weight of responsibility in this room only each other." He said smiling at her. 
 
      
 
    She did not respond, instead she took another sip of tea. Darien's smile widened in memory of another woman who uses similar tactics to avoid certain topics of conversation. Kiala gave him another little smile. "Thank you Darien. I will remember that." 
 
      
 
    A noise outside the door drew their attention. Darien felt his body tense. Until he saw her safe and free of harm he would not believe it. Not even a single stone of the temple had been found. The door opened slowly. She glided through looking more beautiful than he had ever seen her. As soon as he saw her he rose and embraced her in a tight hug. "Thank the spirits you are safe. I had begun to fear I would never see you again." 
 
      
 
    Lissandra embraced her brother as tight as she could. It was good to be home with her family. The events of the last month had taken their toll on her spirit and body. She need her family and a moment of peace within the safe walls of the castle to rest. Eranen followed her in the room and quietly closed the door behind them. When Darien saw him he extended his hand in welcome while still hugging his sister. "Welcome friend. Thank you for bringing her back safely." 
 
      
 
    "I am glad to see you again too," Eranen said to Darien. 
 
      
 
    Darien took Lissandra's hand and led her to the sofa. She sat on the opposite end from Kiala, leaving Eranen to sit in between them. Darien did not waste a moment returning to his seat. He was anxious to hear of the temple now that Lissandra had safely returned. He also wanted to know why it took a month for them to come home when two days was all that had been planned. 
 
      
 
    "You both look well," Makren said. "Since neither of you seem to have any injuries why don't you tell us where you have been for the last month!" 
 
      
 
    Lissandra glared at Makren. She had been home less than five minutes. Surely he was not still upset with her. She glanced passed Eranen to Kiala. "Darien if you please we would like to speak to you and Makren in private. Kiala met her cold gaze with one of her own. 
 
      
 
    "We have no secrets here," Makren protested. 
 
      
 
    "No it is okay, Makren." Kiala said rising from her seat. "It is nice to see you home safe," she said to Lissandra. "Thank you for allowing me to sit and have my tea with you my lord." She turned and bowed to Darien. 
 
      
 
    "Kiala sit" Darien said before turning to Lissandra. "Speak and tell me what you will. I desire the company of all in the room and since I am king I think my comfort should be the only one of any concern. 
 
      
 
    Kiala bowed deeply and slowly headed for the door. "Kiala!" Darien called after her. 
 
      
 
    "Goodnight, your majesty." She said before slipping from the room. 
 
      
 
    Makren wanted to follow her, but he didn't. Trying to explain Lissandra's actions would only strengthen Kiala's reasons for them being apart. He would deal with Lissandra first, the handle Kiala. 
 
      
 
    Makren looked to Eranen. "Isn't there some trunks or something that need to be brought in." he said pointedly. Lissandra glowered at him before placing her hand around one of Eranen's. 
 
      
 
    Eranen merely chuckled before rising. Lissandra tried to stop him, but he stilled her hands then placed a kiss on her forehead. "Talk with your brothers Lissandra. I will wait outside." 
 
      
 
    Darien watch with satisfaction as Eranen left the room. Eranen had always been the smartest man he ever met. Darien could have kept both Kiala and Eranen in the room, but that would have only encouraged Makren and Lissandra's childish behavior. 
 
      
 
    Lissandra watched Eranen leave and then turned to Makren. "That was uncalled for," she fumed. "He is my husband." 
 
      
 
    "And Kiala will be my wife," Makren shouted back. "She would be already if not for your meddling." 
 
      
 
    "I was not meddling. It was sisterly affection. You can not marry a maid." Lissandra's tone indicated she was done with the conversation. 
 
      
 
    "She is not a maid." He said angrily. "She is an adjutant to the King of Calandoria. 
 
      
 
    "Still she is not the right girl for you." Lissandra said quietly. "There are things about her you do not know." 
 
      
 
    Makren struggle with the urge to strike Lissandra, "I can assure you I know more about her than you think." 
 
      
 
    "What is it? What is it the Makren does not know?" Darien spoke for the first time. Lissandra looked first to Darien, then to Makren. 
 
      
 
    "Tell us. If there is a reason she is unacceptable I as king should know about it. If there is no reason to justify you actions, then I expect your protest to end now and for you to embrace her as your sister." Darien was frustrated with the both of them. 
 
      
 
    "Fine," Lissandra said lean back against the sofa. "I would have spared Makren the pain, but if it is the only way to get him to see reason." She was pouting Darien noticed. "Kiala is a fine person but not suitable as your wife. She could never be the wife of a Prince. Maureen sent me several letters regarding Kiala over the years." Lissandra paused trying to think of the best way to tell this sort of thing to her brothers. "I do not want to go into details, but Kiala has had a child." 
 
      
 
    Darien stared disbelieving at Lissandra. Makren only glared at his sister. "The details you left out are the reason I can marry her." Makren said. "Tell us the part where our finest soldiers brutally attacked and raped her when she was only fifteen. How for weeks no one even knew if she would survive what had been done to her. Or how about when Maureen took the baby that resulted from the attack and killed it right after the birth." Makren stared at his sister before continuing. "I told you she has no secrets from me." 
 
      
 
    "Lissandra, I never thought you would be a person who believed a victim guilty for the crimes committed against them." Darien said bluntly. He was not sure how he felt about what had happened to Kiala. He did know his opinion of her had not changed. If anything he was more determined to keep her safe. If Kiala and Makren had moved pass it then so could he. 
 
      
 
    "That is not what I was doing. Kiala's story is not unknown outside the walls of this castle. I am surprised the protest of her being an adjutant has not reach your ears. If she married you I have no doubt you would weather the talk just fine for a while, but eventually it would begin to separate you. It would start small. Invitations will not be sent to you for balls and hunts." 
 
      
 
    "Like I care if I ever go to any balls." Makren tried to interrupt, but Lissandra continued. 
 
      
 
    "Families would refuse to host your sons for training. Your daughters could not find husbands with respectable families. I love you Makren and I do not want to see you hurt, but the pain a situation like this can cause could easily destroy your love for one another." Lissandra said softly. "You would end up trapped in a marriage full of resentment and regret." 
 
      
 
    "So she tells me," Makren said somberly, "but that does not stop my loving her. If not her, then I will never marry. I will die loving her." 
 
      
 
    His words reminded Darien of Makren's prophecy. His brother was destined to die at the end of the war. While Darien was ready to battle the fates for his life there was still the possibility that he would fail. If Makren did die then Kiala would be the only happiness he would ever know. "Marry her," Darien said. "Whatever it takes marry her." He then turned to Lissandra. "We have not told you all of what is happening. You were only here for a few days and the temple had to come first. The rest of those on the council know most of what we have not told you, but there is one thing that we have kept hidden. Only Makren, Kiala, Alli and I know of it. Now I tell you. Makren's death has been prophesized by an Acumen who has proven very accurate in the past. Within a year our brother may be dead. If Kiala will make his time left happy then I intend for him to have her." 
 
      
 
    Lissandra stared at Makren tears welling in her eyes. "Why didn't you tell me?" she asked. "How could you not tell me?" 
 
      
 
    "Our concern was the temple," Darien said again. "We thought there would be time for other things later." 
 
      
 
    "Do not cry Lissandra," Makren reached over and put his hand on her knee. "Cry for me when I am gone. For now please accept Kiala. She is more worthy of the name Raven than I." Lissandra wiped her eyes with her blue cloak and nodded. 
 
      
 
    "What of the Temple," Darien asked. Now that his family's problems were solved it was time to get back to those of his kingdom. "Our reports confirmed the destruction." Darien thought it wise move fully into the conversation of the temple before thinking of Makren's death drained them all. 
 
      
 
    "The temple," Lissandra whispered. "I destroyed the temple." 
 
      
 
    "Yes we know" Makren said, "but what of the sisters. What of Norah, Rose and Claudette." 
 
      
 
    "Norah and Rose died at my hand," Lissandra began. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 42 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Go Away!" Kiala shouted at the knock on the door. She was sitting in front of the fire fuming. She did not want to see him. He had proven how deep his love for her was tonight with his sister. To think she had been worried about her well being this last month. The knock sounded again. "I said go away. I do not want to talk with you." He could have a least ran after her. Instead he waited nearly two hours to come and apologize for his and his sister's actions. 
 
      
 
    The door slowly opened. Kiala rose at his audacity. She slipped a shoe off her foot ready to throw it as soon as he came around the door. At the first sight of him she launched it right for his head. It was only after she had released the shoe she realized it was Darien's dark hair not Makren's she had aimed for. Darien was too shocked to see a shoe flying for his head to think about ducking. The pointed heal hit him square in the forehead. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry your majesty," she exclaimed as she moved to retrieve the missile from its landing place next to the door. 
 
      
 
    "No apology necessary. I deserved it and more. That was quite a throw," he said rubbing his head. 
 
      
 
    "No really," Kiala said. "I am sorry, my lord. I thought you were somebody else." They both knew she was talking about Makren. 
 
      
 
    "I sent him to bed," Darien said. "I thought it best to let your temper cool before he saw you again. I learned long ago that saying things in anger only brings misery to yourself and those you care about." 
 
      
 
    Kiala watched him as he closed the door and walked over to one of the chairs by the fire. "Come sit with me Kiala. I wish to speak with you" 
 
      
 
    Kiala moved to the chair next to his. She really shouldn't be surprised she thought. It was only a matter of time before he found out about her and asked her to leave. Her own behavior this evening justified his actions. She had deliberately disobeyed and order from the king. She only hoped he would allow her to say goodbye to Makren. "I am sorry for my actions this evening," she sounded as defeated as she felt. "I was unbelievably rude. I will make my apologies to Lissandra first thing in the morning." 
 
      
 
    "It is I who should apologize to you," his words brought her eyes up to meet his. "In one breath I proclaim us family and in the next I allow you to be tossed aside. Can you ever forgive me?" 
 
      
 
    "There is nothing to forgive you for," she said earnestly. "You were not supposed to be my champion." 
 
      
 
    "As you point out so often however, I am the king. If I can not rule within the castle walls how can I hope to rule beyond them." He took her hands in his. They felt so fragile. She seemed so fragile to him. He fought the images of her trying to defend herself against trained soldiers with these small hands. "That is why I am here. Perhaps I am not supposed to be your champion, but he feels as if he is losing this war and like any warrior in the face of defeat he is considering giving up." 
 
      
 
    Kiala nodded in understanding. She did not know how much Darien knew of her and Makren, but they really had not tried to hide anything. They did not even realize there was anything to hide for the longest time. It would be easy for Darien to know things were different now. 
 
      
 
    "I have also noticed that you are ready to give up as well," he continued. 
 
      
 
    "You are mistaken," she said. "I never choose to join the fight. I gave up before it began." 
 
      
 
    "No you didn't" Darien chided. "Had you given up you would be married now. Instead you have fought your heart and his at every turn." Evidently Makren had confided much in his brother. "That is why I am here as both of your champions. I have decided that it is time for both of you to call a truce, before you hurt each other even more." 
 
      
 
    "I would never intentionally hurt him," she said softly. 
 
      
 
    "Yet you do it everyday. I do not need to hear your reasons. You may keep them to yourself, but it pains me to see the two of you suffer so I am here to negotiate terms of peace." Darien smiled expecting a grateful response from her. 
 
      
 
    "I will not marry him," she said forcefully taking her hands from his. 
 
      
 
    "I said peace not surrender," Darien ran his hand through his hair in frustration. "He is going to die sooner than my own heart can bear. I will not see his last days filled with sadness. Do you love him at all?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes, I do" she said. "And I refuse to believe he will die. Futures are not set in stone, his fate is not sealed. It is because he is going to live that we can not marry. If he were to die it would be easy to marry him." 
 
      
 
    "Do not miss understand me Kiala. I do not plan on letting him die, but what if I can not stop it. For all my power what if I can not protect his life. Will you deny both his and your own happiness in an attempt to prove the fates wrong?" 
 
      
 
    "He will not die," she repeated. "He can not or I can not live." She wiped the tears from her eyes with her hands. "Since he will not die, I can not marry him. I love him too much." 
 
      
 
    "If you are not willing to marry him what are you willing to give?" 
 
      
 
    Kiala looked at him wondering where this conversation was leading. "What is it you want me to do?" she asked. 
 
      
 
    "I will not see my brother dying with his heart full of regret. I can not tell you what you must do. Only you know how much you can give to end both of you suffering. No matter how little it will never be enough for him, but he will accept anything you offer if he knows it is all he can ever have." 
 
      
 
    Tears continued to slide down her cheeks and she listened to Darien's words. She was causing Makren more pain than marriage to her ever would. Darien rose to leave her with her thoughts. He turned to her before opening the door. "Not so long ago I saw a broken girl in need of care. I knew a gentle heart would heal her. I charged my brother to care for her knowing that they could help each other heal the sorrows of their loss. I did not expect anything more to come of it. I charge you now with his heart. Do not allow death to take him with it broken." 
 
      
 
    Darien left Kiala sitting by the fire with her thoughts. As soon as he closed her door he spotted his brother-in-law down the hall leaning against the wall next to the room he shared with Lissandra. He was still wearing his sword. Darien knew Eranen had been waiting for him. Darien sighed as he moved towards him. Might as well have this confrontation out of the way and start tomorrow afresh. He had been harsh with Lissandra. After hearing Claudette's words, the death of Jimreth and Rachel on her hands he wanted the woman dead. The fact the Lissandra had let her live was unforgivable. 
 
      
 
    "I know it is late, but I was hoping to speak with you," Eranen said when Darien was close enough to be heard without raising his voice. 
 
      
 
    "Of course," Darien said waving for Eranen to follow him. Darien led them down the hall to his chamber. He needed a drink and to get his boots off. He opened the double doors and allowed Eranen to enter first. After closing the doors he headed straight for the mantle and retrieved the bottle of fire spirits he kept hidden behind a clock. 
 
      
 
    "Would you like to join me?" Darien asked. 
 
      
 
    "No" Eranen said taking a chair near the fireplace. "A friend once told me it was unwise for two drunken soldiers to try and decipher prophecy. I will stay sober until we are done." 
 
      
 
    Darien sat the bottle down at his words. "Then you are not here because of Lissandra?" 
 
      
 
    "No" Eranen said raising an eyebrow towards him, "Is there something about her we need to discuss?" 
 
      
 
    "I thought that was why you were here to talk. I was not exactly nice to her this evening." Darien said. He was still upset with her. 
 
      
 
    "I assumed you ranted and raged. She suffered less than I had expected. She deserved at least a night in one of the cells below. I think you must be getting soft. Her tears were completely dried up before she went to bed." Eranen smiled at Darien. "I told her next time to kill everyone in sight innocent or not and let you sort through the pieces afterward." 
 
      
 
    Darien sat down on the edge of his bed and began removing his boots. "Claudette was not innocent." 
 
      
 
    "I did not say she was innocent," Eranen replied, "but because of Lissandra's mercy our eyes have been opened to a great deal of treachery. Claudette was merely a pawn. She listened to an Acumen and did what she felt she had to do in order to keep Calandoria safe. We are no less guilty of the same thing. The differences being the families of those we have killed do not have the power to seek revenge upon us." 
 
      
 
    Darien wiggled his toes on the cold stone floor listening to Eranen speak. "Does your emotion ever cause you to be blinded by the truth?" Eranen did not answer the question. Darien had not expected him to. "Alli told me you knew everything and were incapable of mistakes. I tried to convince her you were just as human as the rest of us, now I wonder if I was wrong." 
 
      
 
    Eranen's eyebrow went up again. He smiled shaking his head. "I married your sister did I not?" 
 
      
 
    "If that is the only mistake you have made I am going to have to agree with Alli." Darien said laughing. 
 
      
 
    "Marrying her was not the mistake." Eranen said staring at the cold fireplace. "Doing it without giving you a chance to deny me was the mistake." 
 
      
 
    "Even that you did right! I would not give my blessing for your union. I could never trust any man with her life. I would have denied your request for that reason alone, but there are still others." Darien said looking at his sister's husband. 
 
      
 
    "You mean my station in life. Lissandra's own objections for Kiala used against her," he sighed. "Still I do feel I cheated you out of your rights as a brother. She didn't even let you punch me afterwards. She really should have let you hit me at least once." 
 
      
 
    "Think nothing of it." Darien said shaking his head. "I would have only been hitting a friend and would have regretted it later. Honestly I could not be happier with her choice in husbands. I will have to insist you seek another occupation. I can not allow a princess of Calandoria to be married to a farmer." 
 
      
 
    Eranen chuckled, "I have not been a farmer since the day we met. As much as I hate to say it, I fear I will be back to being a soldier soon. That is if you will have me?" He met Daniels gaze with his own. 
 
      
 
    "Of course," Darien said. "What changed your mind?" 
 
      
 
    "I did not want to risk dying. I did not want her to be left alone the way my own mother was after my father's death." Eranen confessed. "Now keeping her and our world at peace at all cost is worth risking my life and any tears she might shed due to my death." 
 
      
 
    Darien wanted to probe further, but did not. If a man wanted to bear his soul he would. If he did not want to no amount of questioning would make him speak. Darien stood and stretched his arms before moving back to the mantle and retrieving his bottle. He carried to the chair next to Eranen's and sat down. "Are you sure you do no want to have a drink?" 
 
      
 
    Eranen shook his head. That was all the encouragement Darien needed to remove the stopper and take a hearty drink from the contents. Had Eranen wanted some he would have used a glass. 
 
      
 
    "I am leaving tomorrow," Eranen said. Darien slowly sat his bottle in his lap and replaced the stopper. 
 
      
 
    "You have just arrived," he replied agitated. "I maybe happy about my sister's marriage, but I do expect to see her a little more." 
 
      
 
    "She is not going with me," Eranen said meeting his friend's eyes again. "I am leaving her here in your care. I have something that I must do and I need to know that she will be safe. You are the only one I trust to the task." 
 
      
 
    "Where are you going?" Darien asked in disbelief. 
 
      
 
    "Chasing a fairy tale," Eranen replied. 
 
      
 
    Darien felt a feeling of dread come over him. Eranen was smart, logical; he did not buy into superstitions. For him to say something like that could only mean one thing. His world was about to be turned upside down again. He hoped more of his loved ones would survive this time. 
 
      
 
    "Did Lissandra tell you about the book she found, the book of prophecy?" Eranen asked Darien. 
 
      
 
    Darien thought back to the last time he had seen his sister. She had been so ill they had hardly spoken at all. "I honestly do not remember. My mind was so full of vengeance I only heard things that pertained to crushing the Temple of Moon's Soul and destroying the evil within." 
 
      
 
    Eranen nodded in understanding. All of them had been distracted by their own demons at the time and emotions between them had been tense. He himself could barely recall the days leading up to the destruction of the temple. He only remembered Lissandra being sick and his worry for what she had committed herself to do. How many more times would she face death before this was over? Would he be able to prevent anything from happening to her or their child? "It was a book given to me by my mother. My grandmother gave it to her to pass to me before she died. My grandmother told her to give it to me win I was sixteen and with it I would win the most worthy of brides." Eranen looked at Darien to make sure he was still listening. "Had my mother ever read it I have no doubt she would have thrown it on the rubbish pile. Luckily she could not read and did just as my grandmother had instructed. On my sixteenth birthday she gave me the book and told me what my grandmother had said. I was excited. I thought my mother was handing me a book that would give me the secret to wooing women. What sixteen year boy would not want that? As it turned out I read the first page and tossed it carelessly on a bookshelf. 
 
      
 
    "Why?" Darien asked curious to know what the book contained. 
 
      
 
    "It was a book of poetry," Eranen explained. 
 
      
 
    "Is that how you won my sister, with poetry?" Darien chuckled. 
 
      
 
    "No," Eranen answered. "If you want to hear about that you will have to get it from your sister. As an innocent victim I swore myself to secrecy on my wedding night." 
 
      
 
    Darien laughed thinking Eranen was joking, but when Eranen did not join in he made a mental note to speak with Lissandra first thing in the morning. 
 
      
 
    "I had actually forgotten about the book until my mother died." Eranen continued the tale. "When I went home to salvage what I wanted from the shack we had lived in I came across it. I am not sure why, but I took it with me when I left. It was the only birthday present I had ever remembered getting. I carried it over my heart in each battle I fought for Maeorus." 
 
      
 
    Darien understood what Eranen was saying. The medallions he, Lissandra and Makren wore meant more than a proclamation of royalty. It meant they were family. When he was away from home simply feeling it around his neck made him feel close to them. 
 
      
 
    "I tried reading it again a few years ago." Eranen took the bottle from Darien's lap and quickly took a drink. He needed a drink all the sudden. "Again I did not make it past the first page." He said handing the bottle back to Darien. 
 
      
 
    "Why not?" Darien said. The curiosity was killing him, but he would not rush Eranen. This was his story to tell. 
 
      
 
    Eranen shrugged. "I use to think it was truly the worse poetry ever written. Only a truly insane mind could have come up with such horrible rhyme. Only a crazier person would have thought it worthy of binding." 
 
      
 
    "And what do you think now?" 
 
      
 
    "Now I think it just was not the time for the words to be read. It was if fate had prevented me from seeing the book for what it really was a book of prophecy." 
 
      
 
    Darien was starting to fell uneasy. He hated prophecy. Prophecy had turned his life upside down. Cost him his brother and his sister, threatened his other brother. Prophecy denied him love. He took another drink from the bottle in his lap. "How can you be sure it is a book of prophecy?" Darien asked after swallowing the fiery liquid. 
 
      
 
    "It's all in there." Eranen replied, "Your brother Jimreth's death, Makren's return, Rachel's death, my marriage to Lissandra. It is all there and more. Most of it we do not understand. There is no order to the events in the book. It is hard to tell what has already happened and what is yet to come." 
 
      
 
    Eranen paused, "I am sorry for not reading the book soon enough to help save them. I did not know what I had read until the events had already passed." 
 
      
 
    Eranen had read his thoughts. If only he would had read that book on the night they had first met Jimreth and Rachel both might have been spared. "Are there more?" Darien had to ask. He had to know even if it hurt to hear the answer. 
 
      
 
    "I am not sure," Eranen said honestly. "There are two passages that concern me. One is of a ghost and is very confusing. The other is of a powerful king holding his own knife to his sister's throat." Eranen looked hard at Darien. "That particular prophecy I pray will never come true." 
 
      
 
    "You can not believe that I would harm Lissandra?" Darien said. "I love her. I could never harm her. I spend ever waking moment I can thinking on how to keep my family safe." Darien took another drink then handed the bottle to Eranen. Eranen looked worse than he felt. He made another note to himself to see Lissandra first thing in the morning. He needed to see that book. 
 
      
 
    "The book mentions the moon meeting the sun," Eranen said after downing more of the spirits. "I still wish I knew what that meant exactly." 
 
      
 
    Darien often wondered about that himself. He was sure that it had referred to Eranen and Lissandra, but if that were true Descartes would be destined to defeat them. 
 
      
 
    "Do you remember me telling you the story of the old man in the mountains?" Eranen asked. 
 
      
 
    Darien nodded absently still pondering on the Moon and the Sun. He remembered the tale from his own childhood. Ever child had heard of the man in the mountain that ordained destinies. Once he wrote the events of your life there was no going back. He was often used to scare unruly children into being good. "Well, I am going to find him." Eranen said. 
 
      
 
    Darien's attention snapped back to Eranen at his words. "You do not really believe that there is a man as old as the world itself living up in the mountains, do you?" Darien asked. 
 
      
 
    "I do not know what to believe anymore," Eranen confessed, "but the last passage in the book says he is there and that I should seek him. If there is any truth to the tale I need to find him before spring. Before Descartes armies pour through the mountains destroying anything in their wake." 
 
      
 
    "This is absurd," Darien protested. "It is not only absurd it is impossible. Why would one man be allowed to live until his prophecy is fulfilled when other acumen die the minute their own prophecies are not." 
 
      
 
    "I do not have the answers to that, but I have learned in the past few months that coincidence does not exist. If he is there perhaps he will be able to answer that question. I find it more than a coincidence that as a small boy my grandmother told me that fairy tale every night at bedtime. I became so captivated by the tale as a grown man that I was planning on making a journey to the mountains just to see what I would find. I gave up that idea after Lissandra came into my life and that is when a book a prophecy appeared that demanded I find him." 
 
      
 
    Darien turned the bottle up and drained the last of its contents. When he was finished he took the bottle and hurled it into the empty fireplace shattering it. "When you find the man, bring him to me." Darien said harshly. "I have questions I want answered." 
 
      
 
    "My thoughts as well," Eranen replied. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 43 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kale paced back and forth on the stone waiting for the man to arrive. She was wearing the sword her grandfather gave her. The man was going to answer her questions if he ever arrived. He was late she thought, perhaps she should be worried. Her grandfather did not tell her what she should do if he was late. She peered down the road again. She should go look for him, after all wasn't she his protector. If someone else killed him before she spoke with him she would never have her answers. It was possible the man might actually need her protection, even if what she had been told about him was true. She jumped off the stone with every intention on heading for the mountains herself, but at that moment he came into view. She knew it was him only because of the cart and mule that followed behind him. Her grandfather had never told her what he looked like. 
 
      
 
    As he came closer she was able to make out more of his features. He definitely did not fit with what her mind thought the savior of the world would look like. Of course he was not the savior, only the guide, but still she thought he would have been older. A man of such importance should have a look of wisdom about him and long gray hair. She had expected long gray hair. This man was hardly older than she was. As he got closer and she could make out even more of his features she began wondering what she had committed her life to. He had a smooth face, flawless. Golden hair curled around his neck just above the collar of white robes. It was more likely she would be staving off women rather than keeping him from any real danger. 
 
      
 
    Tobias saw her standing proud by the large stone. She was glaring in his direction. She had been since he rounded the bend. She had her arms crossed in front of her and was patting her foot as if she was impatient to have this meeting over with. He shook his head at seeing her. She was not what he had been expecting. How could a women so tiny protect anything? He had seen smaller woman. If he were honest one of the best warriors he had ever known was a woman who didn't even reach his shoulders. Looks were often deceiving and he would not use them to make any decisions regarding the girl. Her apparent irritation did annoy him. Tobias already knew this girl had yet to dedicate herself to his cause. Perjak had placed so much faith in her. Children were often disappointments to parents. Would she be the exception or the rule he wondered looking at her again. She had short curly hair that framed her face. He decided this was another mark against her. Any woman who would cut her hair was a fool. Hair was a woman's best weapon against a man. 
 
      
 
    "You are late!" she said when he stopped the cart in front of her. She was still patting her foot. The sword hung at her waist jingled with each fall of her foot. 
 
      
 
    "You have not taken the life," Tobias said walking to stand in front of her. 
 
      
 
    "How do you know that?" she said trying to pierce him with her brown eyes. 
 
      
 
    "Because had you drank it you would have known I was going to be late." He said watching for her reaction. 
 
      
 
    "Really?" she relaxed her arms and looked at him curiously. "How?" 
 
      
 
    "Did Perjak not tell you about the potion?" Tobias asked wondering if all of this had been a mistake. 
 
      
 
    Kale shrugged her shoulders and sat down on the stone. "All he told me was that it would join our life forces together. Thus the name life." She watched him as he moved around the cart and joined her on the stone. He raked his hand over his face trying to relieve some of the tension building there behind his eyes. "I am not sure how I feel about that," she continued. "What if you do something foolish and get yourself killed. I am not ready to walk with the spirits yet." 
 
      
 
    Tobias looked at her. Just what had Perjak told her? It was too late to change anything now. She was all fate had left him. There was no second choice. "If you would have drunk the potion you would also know that is not going to happen. Quiet the opposite in fact. Drinking it will guarantee you live through this." 
 
      
 
    Kale considered the man's words for a moment. She knew little of magic and did not trust it. Apparently this man had some knowledge though. "Is my life in danger?" she asked. 
 
      
 
    "Not yet," he sighed even though he had the urge to strangle both her and her grandfather. "It may never be," he added to put her at ease. The potion does more. It is the other magic it holds we need the most." 
 
      
 
    "What kind of other things," she asked. 
 
      
 
    Tobias knew right then he was not going to like her. He had always preferred people to follow orders rather than ask questions. He did not share his cousin's belief that people needed to know more than he told them. It was just as well his cousin was made king and not him. That single act of his grandfather had sealed both of their fates. He had spent years wondering how things might have been different had he been chosen. Would magic the most miraculous of gifts have become a death sentence for those unfortunate enough to be born with it? "Drink the potion then we will talk further if you need to, but trust me you will not. You will have all the answers." He jumped up from the stone and began heading down the road. 
 
      
 
    "Wait," she cried. He could tell by the jingling of her sword that she was running after him. He rolled his eyes sky ward and turned to face her again. "What?" he said impatiently. 
 
      
 
    "It smells bad," she took the bottle from a pouch she had tied at the belt around her waist. After removing the stopper she stuck it under his nose. Tobias took a step back away from the offensive smell. 
 
      
 
    "What if it kills me? It's old, maybe it's not any good anymore." 
 
      
 
    "It will not kill you," he smiled. "It is supposed to smell like that. Just drink it." He said again. 
 
      
 
    She placed the bottle back in the pouch ignoring his order. "Where are you going?" she asked. 
 
      
 
    "Home," he said flatly turning once again towards the mountains. 
 
      
 
    "You can't" she said pleading with her eyes. "How can I protect you if you're not with me?" 
 
      
 
    Tobias turned towards the girl once again. "You are not suppose to protect me." He said softly. "The time for that has passed. You are supposed to protect the fated ones." 
 
      
 
    "Who are they?" she asked confused at his words. 
 
      
 
    "I really can not tell you anything else until you drink that." Tobias said pointing to her pouch. "If you want answers you are going to have to commit yourself to hearing them first. I suggest you do not take to long in deciding either. It takes time for the potion to work. Some effects you will feel instantly, other will take weeks to fully work. Weeks we don't have." He turned once again to head for the mountains. This time he did not hear the jingle of her sword. She did not follow. He had only taken a few steps when pain engulfed him. He could feel himself falling but couldn't stop it. He heard Kale scream before darkness over took him. 
 
      
 
    "Are you alive?" a soft voice was pulling him from the darkness. He opened is eyes and saw the source of his misery. Kale's face was hovering over his. 
 
      
 
    "Do you always make decisions so hastily?" he said sitting up. He tried to focus his eyes on her face. He didn't like her nose it was to pert he thought. It made her look saucy. He didn't like saucy females. 
 
      
 
    "What do you mean?" she smiled impishly. 
 
      
 
    He groaned in frustration, if he ever met the fates he was going to kill them. "You have had the potion for three days convinced you would never drink it. After speaking with me for less than five minutes you decide to gulp it down without a second thought." 
 
      
 
    "You are very persuasive." She said in response. "Besides I wanted answers and you wouldn't give them to me." 
 
      
 
    "Well now you have them," he said pulling himself up to stand. "By the end of the day you will know everything I know." 
 
      
 
    "That little potion will do all that?" she asked not believing a word he said. 
 
      
 
    "That and more, within a month you will know my every thought. Everything I say, do or feel you will be aware of. I of course will know the same of you." Kale paled at his words. He smiled already he could feel the magic working through him. 
 
      
 
    "Careful of your thoughts my dear." he said causing her to look at him. 
 
      
 
    "What else?" she asked obviously disheartened at his words. 
 
      
 
    "As I said before our life forces will become intertwined. He caught her chin with his hand. The effects will last until I complete my task. It could be a month or it could be in a hundred years. Regardless of how long it takes you will not age another minute." He ran his finger across the smooth contour of her chin. Already he could feel his fingers not just on her chin, but the sensation of having his finger run down her chin from her perspective. "You also will not be able to die once the potion is done with its work." 
 
      
 
    "What do you mean I can't die?" she asked softly. She knew his fingers were on her face she could feel them, but she felt more. Her fingers also felt as if they were on her face running along her jaw line. 
 
      
 
    "It will be impossible for you to die. Pain you can feel, but death can not claim you until my task is complete. Your life is mine to use and will not be returned to you unless I am successful. Nothing can change that except the death. Your body could be completely consumed by flame and while you would feel the pain of your flesh burning, your body would remain whole." He saw the disbelief behind her dark eyes. It really did not matter if she believed what he said or not, once the full effects of the potion began working all her doubts would be gone. "I need to go now," he said turning for the mountains. "You should go home and prepare for our journey. I will keep in touch." 
 
      
 
    "How?" she asked. 
 
      
 
    "All I have to do is think a thought and you will be aware of it." He saw and felt the shiver run down her spine at the thought. She let him walk away this time. He could feel her tears running down his face. 
 
   
  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 44 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lissandra, Darien and Makren had risen before the sun to see Eranen off. His leaving was hard on Lissandra. Eranen was leaving by himself. His Hikiran guard Duncan was be left behind with strict orders to protect Lissandra. Darien had given Eranen all the protection he could. Not being able to spare any troops he gave Eranen the medallion his brother Jimreth had worn around his neck. The medallion would protect him in Calandoria and give him complete authority over any Calandorian forces he came across in case his needs warranted it. Makren saw him give Lissandra a tender kiss before whispering something in her ear that had immediately caused tears to fall from her eyes. He did not know what words passed between them. Eranen wiped a tear from her cheek before mounting his horse. Makren envied the man. How he wished he could leave the castle. All they could do now was wait and prepare the best they could for what was coming. It was going to be a long winter, he sighed to himself and autumn had just begun. He had to find something to occupy his time or he would go mad before spring arrived. 
 
      
 
    Makren shook the memory of the morning's events from his mind. He had come to the wall to avoid distractions and now he was making his own. Makren looked back at his palms. He had to learn this. He remembered seeing Descartes light torches from across the room. Makren wanted to throw fireballs across a battlefield. He closed his eyes concentrating on the words. 
 
      
 
    "Makren" he turned at the sound of her voice. She was walking towards him. The look of despair on her face made his chest tighten. He had seen that look only one time before. The night she had told him of how she had gotten her scar. It started at her hair line just below her ear and moved down the whole of her face just along her jaw line. A constant reminder of her vanity she had called it. He knew the details of how she received the scar. To him it was a constant reminder of the predators in the world who preyed on the innocent. He had made a vow to himself to do all within his power to find those particular predators and make sure the paid for their crimes. 
 
      
 
    "What is it?" he asked calmly when she had finally reached him. Her eyes were puffy and red she had obviously been crying. Rage instantly filled him. She wrapped her arms around his neck and hugged him tightly. Instinctively he moved his arms around her in comfort. "Who hurt you," he whispered softly against her cheek. She turned her face to look into his soft gray eyes. "I hurt myself." She said, "and I hurt you." 
 
      
 
    Makren lost himself in the depth of her brown eyes. He would happily gaze into them forever if he could. What he saw in them had brought him more peace than he had ever known. 
 
      
 
    "Did you hear me," she asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, I just want to look at you for a minute, and then we will talk or argue whatever you want. Just give me this minute to hold you." She smiled at him. That big beaming smile that was Kiala. 
 
      
 
    "Hold me later," she said as she brushed her lips against his. Makren needed no further encouragement. He tightened his hold her and captured her lips with his own. He did not care what had caused this change in her. He was going to drink his fill before she turned away from him again. 
 
      
 
    The kiss lasted for eternity. That one moment was theirs perfectly frozen in a paradise of their own creation. When Makren did finally pull away from her she was moaned with disappointment. "Makren," she whispered breathlessly. He placed a few more gentle kisses on her lips before acknowledging her words. 
 
      
 
    "The answer is yes," he said moving his lips along her cheek, "regardless of the question." He could feel her smile beneath her lips. 
 
      
 
    "Come with me," she whispered in his ear. Makren shook his head and began kissing her neck. "I am not ready to let go of you yet." He mumbled. 
 
      
 
    She laughed against his neck before continuing. "Then carry me, but let's go inside." Makren stopped his kisses and looked into her eyes. They were no longer red and puffy. They were glazed over with desire. He felt his body tense at her look. 
 
      
 
    "Go where," he asked. 
 
      
 
    "To your room will be fine," she said taking his lips again, "It's closer than mine." 
 
      
 
    Makren gently lifted her legs so she was cradled in his arms. He carried back to the stairs that lead down into the castle his lips never leaving hers. They were oblivious to the others in the castle who might witness their embrace. He carried her to his room just like she had asked. Once in the room he let her feet gently slide to the floor. She smiled at him before moving to the door and sliding the bolt in place to ensure there would be no interruptions. Makren watched her move from the door and then around behind him. He said nothing. He didn't want to break this spell. She wrapped her arms around him from behind and placed a kiss on his shoulder before resting her head against his back. He caught her hands with his and rested them over his heart. 
 
      
 
    "I love you," she said squeezing him tighter. "I love you to" he said turning around in her arms so he could face her. She saw the intense look in his gray eyes she met them with one of her own. She pulled one of her hands between them to halt his actions as he bent to kiss her again. "Not yet, " she said. Makren groaned in frustration. Even now he was fighting with his body not to push her too far. 
 
      
 
    She could see the desire in his eyes. See him fighting it for her. "I want you to make love to me Makren" she whispered the words, but to him it was like an explosion going off in his head. She was unsure by the look in his eyes how her words had effected him, but she felt the tension leave his chest beneath her hand. "Before you do I want you to know I will not marry you, maybe someday," she said desperate to keep him from turning away from her. "For now I can be your wife here," she said lightly touching his chest with her hand, "and here" she took his hand with her other and placed it on her own chest. "That's all I can give right now." 
 
      
 
    Makren gently moved a finger over her brow and down her cheek. He leaned his head closer to hers until his lips were just a breath away from her own. "It will be enough for now," he whispered, "more than enough." He gently took her lips with his sealing their agreement. For whatever time the fates allowed them, they would be each others. He vowed to himself he would always cherish her in this life and the next. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 45 
 
      
 
      
 
    Moran looked at the city sprawling before him. It was the most wondrous site he had ever seen. It had taken him just over two months on foot to make it from Tormi the capital of Pearoandorn to Roradan the capital of his beloved Calandoria. It had not been an easy journey to make without being captured by one of the many sects in Pearoandorn battling for rule. Moran only hoped that Calandoria had not yet been attacked. Urging his feet forward Moran continued towards the city. He had to see the king and he time was running out for him. He had not made the journey completely unscathed. Two nights before three men had set upon in while he slept. Moran did not know if they searched for food or gold. He had neither and that enraged them enough to try and kill him. He had eventually dispatched his attackers, but not before one put a blade in is shoulder and another hit him in the head with a log. Moran felt himself tilting, it was sheer will alone that kept him on his feet. Just a little further then if death wanted him he would gladly go. The throbbing in his head was harder, his strides shorter. He had made it this far Moran thought. He could see the city gates. No doubt the guards could see him as well. I could rest for just a few minutes he thought even as he stumbled to his knees. His one good arm did not have enough strength to hold his body up. He slammed into the road face first, and then the darkness came. 
 
      
 
    Darien sat by the bed watching the healers work on Moran. Lawwe sat next to him obviously distraught over his sons injuries. A merchant entering the city had found Moran lying in the middle of the road late last night. The healers had been with him since then. Moran had not woken once in all that time. Darien was worried; it was not a good sign that he had not regained consciousness. Darien was not just worried for the man, but for what his condition meant to Calandoria. He had sent Moran on a peaceful mission. Why was he returning home near death? No horse or packs of any kind where found near where Moran' body was discovered. He had been traveling on foot. Members of the Calandoria elite guard did not travel on foot unless the king himself was walking. 
 
      
 
    "We have done all we can do, Sire." One of the healers said bowing to Darien. "We will return later to change the bandages and to make sure he is comfortable." Darien nodded to them dismissing them from the room. 
 
      
 
    "Who could have done this?" Lawwe asked still in shock at seeing his son's injured body lying in the bed. 
 
      
 
    "We will have to wait and ask him." Darien said rising. 
 
      
 
    "You heard the healers," Lawwe said rising also. "There is nothing more they can do for him." 
 
      
 
    "Yes," Darien said placing his hand on Lawwe' shoulder. "I heard them say they would return to change his bandages later. Would they bother with a man, if they did not expect him to live through the night? Every day he lives he will get stronger and soon he will come back to us" 
 
      
 
    "Do you believe that, truly," Lawwe ask desperate to have someone share in his hopes. 
 
      
 
    "I do," Darien replied. "He is after all my best man and I have a lot of men." 
 
      
 
    Lawwe beamed with pride, "He is indeed that." 
 
      
 
    "Come we have soldiers to ready for battle." Darien knew neither needed to help with the men. There were more than enough generals in his army, but he also knew Lawwe needed a distraction from this room. Lawwe killing himself with worry would not help make Moran heal faster. His life was in the fates hands now. 
 
      
 
    As they were leaving the room Makren passed them on his way in. Moran had been Makren's best friend as a boy. He, Rachel, and Makren had run the halls of this castle as children getting into as much mischief as possible. At least until Makren was taken prisoner. Now Rachel was dead and Moran would follow soon. His injuries to serious to be healed before his body gave out. Makren wondered how many of those he cared for would find their grave before him. He had been the only one of them destined to die young. 
 
      
 
    "How is he," Makren asked seeing their grim faces. 
 
      
 
    "Alive, but just." Darien replied softly. 
 
      
 
    "The healers have just left," Lawwe said, "but they will be back later to tend to him more." 
 
      
 
    Makren made no response to Lawwe' remarks. The look in Daniels eyes had told him all he need to know. His friend was dying. "I am going to sit with him for a while," Makren said. He told Darien with his eyes he was going to say goodbye to his old friend. 
 
      
 
    Makren entered the room and studied the unconscious man before him. Moran really had not changed much since they were children. His hair was still the darkest shade of red he had ever seen. His face was more mature, but it still held much of the boy he had been. Rachel had been in love with him. Not as a child, but as a woman. She had tried to hide her feelings, but Makren knew. Neither had ever done anything to bring attention to their feelings, but Makren saw things in Rachel only he knew the meaning of. He remembered Moran pleading with him to remain at the castle to protect them even after he had sent all the other guards out to search for Lissandra. Makren had denied his request. Perhaps if he would have let Moran stay Rachel would still be alive. At least Rachel wouldn't be alone anymore now. Moran would watch over her until Makren arrived. 
 
      
 
    Makren walked over to the man who was practically a stranger to him now after all these years. He placed his hand on his forehead and softly whispered. "org jouse." It was an ancient language Makren know very little of. The words meant good journey. At least that is what the priest in the Realm of the Sun had taught him. He had watch many times as the words were said over the dead bodies of the children that did not survive Descartes training. 
 
      
 
    When Makren tried to pull his hand away from Moran forehead he found he could not. Some unseen force held it there. He felt his fingers slowly start to tingle, they same way they did when he made the little flame appear in his palm. Makren tried desperately to move his hand and then stopped when it would not budge. 
 
      
 
    He calmed himself and steadied his breathing. He closed his eyes concentrating on the magic flowing from him into Moran. He did not know what he was doing or even how he was doing it. Something deep inside of him urged him to continue. Makren could feel Moran' life force. He could see it in his mind. He could see the damage, but more importantly he knew he could fix it. Without knowing how it was possible Makren began repairing Moran with his mind. He shaped the life force to how he imagined it should look. His own energy waning and entering the other man's body. 
 
      
 
    When at last he was able to pull his hand away from Moran' forehead he crumpled into the chair closest to the bed panting heavily. He looked at the bed to see Moran sitting up staring at him. "You brought me back," he said in amazement. 
 
      
 
    Makren could only nod; he had no idea what had happened. "Thank you old friend, Thank you." 
 
      
 
    Makren continued to stare at the man sitting in front of him. Moments ago the man was on the brink of death, now he was fine. 
 
      
 
    Moran considered Makren's behavior odd considering the remarkable thing he had just done. The ache in his head was completely gone. Moran flexed his arm and rotated his shoulder. If felt better than it had in years. He turned back to Makren. "I need to see your brother at once." He said urgently. 
 
      
 
    "I'll get him," Makren said looking for any excuse to leave the room. "Stay here and dress," he told Moran as he quickly went through the door. 
 
      
 
    Darien, Lissandra and Kiala waited for Makren in the second floor sitting room. No one had seen him since he left Moran room that morning. A guard posted just outside the Moran' room had been instructed by Makren to get Darien at once. He had not been seen since. Kiala was worried it was not like Makren to leave the castle without saying a word to anyone. It hurt that he hadn't even come to her. 
 
      
 
    It was getting late and when Makren had not returned by dinner Darien had sent patrols to look for him. So far none had found him. Darien had spent most of his morning speaking with Moran. The story Moran told him was inconceivable. Someone was plotting war between Pearoandorn and Calandoria. Not just plotting Darien thought, someone had started a war. It was only a matter of time before Pearoandorn united and began marching towards Calandoria. What better way to secure a throne than to rally the people together against a mutual foe. Darien had no choice he would not allow an army to invade his land. Even now his men were preparing to march to the border. He had decided to take Pearoandorn before they could organize. Darien still couldn't believe King Maeorus was dead. They had been friends. Darien had spent three years fighting at his side to ensure he ruled Pearoandorn. How could anyone believe he would send an assassin to kill him? 
 
      
 
    "It's late," Lissandra said breaking the silence they had been sitting in for over and hour. "Perhaps, he has already gone to bed." 
 
      
 
    Darien looked at Kiala she was miserable. "No," Darien said knowingly. "He would never go to bed unless he was sure Kiala was already safe in hers." Kiala looked at him and nodded in agreement. "That is how I know he will come here. He will not go to bed until she does. He will tear the castle apart looking for her if need be." 
 
      
 
    Lissandra made know response. She accepted Darien's words. He would know better than she Makren's nature. 
 
      
 
    "How do you think he did it?" Darien asked Lissandra. 
 
      
 
    "I have no idea," she answered honestly. "I have never seen or heard of such a thing before. If Eranen were here he might have some theories. I can not even possibly begin to imagine." 
 
      
 
    Darien had expected her answer before he had asked. Makren was the only one who could really tell them anything. All Moran had been able to say was that Makren touched him. As far as Darien knew Makren touched people everyday. He had never even cured a cold, now he had brought a man back from death's door. The clock in the corner of the room began to chime marking the hour as three. 
 
      
 
    "It's late Lissandra you look exhausted. You should go to bed there is no reason Kiala and I can not stay up and wait for him." 
 
      
 
    "No" Lissandra said. "I'll wait with you. I would not be able to sleep without knowing if he was safe or not." They had done this before she remembered. Sat and waited in this room to hear the fate of her brother. That time it had ended badly. 
 
      
 
    The room fell silent again as they all sunk back into their own thoughts. Darien and Lissandra stared into the fire. One thinking only of the death to come, the other thinking of the new life she now knew was real. Kiala stretch on the sofa trying to rest while they waited for his return. She could not imagine what was keeping him from returning to her. 
 
      
 
    When the door opened he noticed no one seemed surprised it was him. They had all been waiting for him. His brother used Kiala as bait to ensure he would have to talk tonight about what had happened that morning. Kiala smiled at him; no doubt she was the only one among them truly worried by his disappearance. Had he been more clear headed he would have taken her with him. That way he could have come back when he had answers to give. 
 
      
 
    He walked over to the sofa. Kiala sat up to make room for him. He sat close to her and wrapped his arms tightly around her shoulders. "I am sorry," he whispered to her, "I did not realize how late the hour was." 
 
      
 
    "I am just glad to see you safe," she said laying her head on his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    Makren knowing Kiala was fine turned his gaze to his brother. "I have no answers for you," he said flatly. "I do not know what happened. 
 
      
 
    Darien assumed as much or Makren would have returned before now, but he had questions to ask regardless. Makren may not be able to explain what happened with Moran, but if he told them all how it happened maybe together they could find the answer. "At least tell us what happened." Darien said. 
 
      
 
    Makren squeezed Kiala tighter as he began. "I went to tell him goodbye, you know that." 
 
      
 
    "I do," Darien said, "but a few minutes later I was called to the room to find that Moran was completely healed. Not just of his injuries, even old scars had disappeared." 
 
      
 
    Makren was shocked by Darien's words. He had not realized. Knowing only made the situation more unfathomable in his mind. "I just laid my hand on his head and wished him a good journey." Makren paled. "I did not do anything." 
 
      
 
    "That is all," Darien said. "That is all you did." Makren nodded. 
 
      
 
    "There must be more to it," Lissandra spoke for the first time. "A dying man doesn't just heal." 
 
      
 
    "Perhaps the Sun Arts," Darien said remembering that Makren did have a little power of the Sun. 
 
      
 
    "I thought of that," Makren said before turning to Lissandra. "You have more ability with the Sun Arts than any other person alive. Have you ever seen anything like this?" 
 
      
 
    Lissandra shook her head, "It could not be the Sun Arts. That is not how they work. There is nothing in any of the Arts that could heal a man on the brink of death. Elements are the only thing that can be controlled. If Moran were made of stone or wood he could be repaired, but not flesh and blood." 
 
      
 
    "Maybe I said the words wrong," Makren said to himself. 
 
      
 
    "What words," Darien asked. "You just told us all you said was good journey." 
 
      
 
    "Yes, but I said it in the ancient language of the Arts." He said. 
 
      
 
    "You said it in another language," Lissandra asked stunned, "Why?" 
 
      
 
    "It is what I was taught in the Realm of the Sun. The priest said those words over any of the chosen who died from their injuries. It is a blessing for the soul on it's way to rejoin the Sun." Makren released Kiala and leaned forward. "It is the same language I use to make fire. Surely you know it." 
 
      
 
    "I do not use words," Lissandra said. 
 
      
 
    "Of course not because you are capable enough to say them in you mind. I have to say them out loud to get the magic to work." 
 
      
 
    "No Makren that is not the reason I do not use words. There are no words to say. My gift does not work like that." Lissandra said softly. 
 
      
 
    Makren just looked at her. How could that be? "Then how do I do this," he turned his palm over and whispered "lola gash" a single flame danced in the palm of his hand. 
 
      
 
    Both Lissandra and Darien stared at the flame. Kiala looked at if for a moment, but she had seen it many times before. She did not understand the alarm it caused in Lissandra or Darien. Makren flicked his fingers and the flame disappeared. 
 
      
 
    "How did you do that," Lissandra asked. 
 
      
 
    "No need to look impressed Lissandra. I have seen you fill the night sky with fire." 
 
      
 
    Lissandra continued staring. "The size of you flame was not what impresses me Makren. It is the ease of it. Even a flame that small would completely exhaust me. To do more I have to prepare for days both mentally and physically. How is it you were not burned? How did you get it to go away?" 
 
      
 
    "I dismissed it," Makren said. "Can you not hold fire without feeling the burn Lissandra?" 
 
      
 
    "You dismissed it," Lissandra replied stunned. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, dismissed it. Really Lissandra I thought you knew more about your powers. How else do you get rid of fire?" 
 
      
 
    Lissandra level an icy gaze on him. She knew her powers. This was not the same. "I am just like any other person Makren if I touch fire it burns even if I was the one to create it. I would use an equal amount of water to get rid of fire," she said coolly. "In order to stop one element the opposite element must be applied in equal quantity. 
 
      
 
    "I do not know the words for water," Makren said. 
 
      
 
    "I do not use words Makren." Lissandra repeated. 
 
      
 
    "Makren," Kiala spoke. He turned to her. Her eyes were a comfort, full of love, not fear or doubt like he saw in Darien's and Lissandra's. "I think it obvious that you and Lissandra do not share the same abilities. Trying to make them equal will just give us all headaches. The key to your abilities seem to be the words, Lissandra's comes from thought." They all stared at her as if she were the one speaking another language. She grew more and more uncomfortable under their gazes. She should have learned by now to keep her thoughts to herself. She always felt so dumb around them. 
 
      
 
    "Do you know more of this language?" Darien asked Makren. 
 
      
 
    "Very little. I know other words, but not there meaning." 
 
      
 
    "Have you ever met anyone else who uses power like this?" Lissandra asked. If he had then it was possible he could learn more about it. 
 
      
 
    "Only one," Makren said quietly, "Descartes." 
 
      
 
    Darien and Lissandra both hung their heads in thought. Kiala moved her lips to Makren's ear. "It is late," she whispered. "There is nothing more you can learn tonight. Take me to bed." He smiled at her words. Kiala could always put things into the proper prospective. 
 
      
 
    "Did you bring them?" Darien asked early the next morning as Lissandra entered his chambers. He was preparing to ride out with his army. He had dressed all in black with a layer chain mail covering his shirt for protection. He was not wearing the king's armor. He didn't feel like a king entering this battle, but a desperate man doing what had to be done. Even as Lissandra nodded he was strapping on his sword and dagger. "Anything you want to tell me before I read them?" He asked taking the blue cape from the bed and attaching it to his shoulders. 
 
      
 
    Lissandra thought about his question before responding, "No, my conscience is clear." She handed Darien the little book of prophecy that belong to Eranen and the book she had taken with her when she fled the Temple of Moon's Soul. That seemed so long ago to her now. 
 
      
 
    Darien smiled mischievously as he took the books from her and placed them in his pack. "Finally, I will get to see how innocent your husband was in your seduction." 
 
      
 
    Lissandra turned her face from Darien when she felt the blush rise in her cheeks. "He never really stood a chance. I can be very persuasive." 
 
      
 
    "Let me go with you," she said feeling the blush leave her face. She turned back towards her brother. "My abilities could be of use." 
 
      
 
    "No," Darien said flatly. "I made a promise to a friend to see you safe. I doubt his idea of safe would be a field of battle." 
 
      
 
    Lissandra pouted at the refusal. She felt useless, up until now she had been in control of her destiny. Now a man was always there to make her decisions for her. "Why are you even going? What is the point of having Generals if they can not lead the army?" 
 
      
 
    "I go because as long as Calandoria has stood the army has never gone to battle without a member of the royal family leading it. You can not lead the army and Makren is not going near a battlefield as long as there is breath in my body." Darien gently hugged his sister. "This is not an ordinary battle. I go to take over a kingdom. Pearoandorn will be no more sister and Calandoria will double in size by the end of the month. It will not take me long to do what I must." 
 
      
 
    Lissandra saw the unbending resolve behind his eyes, "If you do this Makren's mission will be complete. The rulers of the three kingdoms will have been warned of Descartes." 
 
      
 
    Darien knew her words were true, but he had no choice. "I can not fight two armies at once. If we are still fighting Pearoandorn when Descartes force come we will be crushed. They do not plan on just defeating us, they want to kill us. Not just the royal family Lissandra, everyone in Calandoria. If I can take Pearoandorn then what is left of that army will join our own against him. Against Descartes our countries will rally and become one. Once Descartes is defeated I can return rule of Pearoandorn to one of their own, if that is the desire of that country. You know I have no desire to expand my own kingdom." 
 
      
 
    Lissandra hugged her brother tightly. She knew the truth of his words. She had sat on the council when this decision was made. It was thier only hope for victory. 
 
      
 
    Lawwe met Darien in the courtyard with his horse, Nog. Darien turned to look one last time at those he was leaving behind. Molly, Karegh, Kiala, Lissandra and Makren had followed him out of the castle. Darien could not stop the memories of the last time he had left this castle for war. Only one of those who saw him off that day still lived. 
 
      
 
    "Makren," he called as he mounted Nog. "See them safe at all cost." The memory of Rachel's head outside the city walls consumed him. He could not bear coming home to pain like that again. Makren nodded wrapping his arms around Kiala and Lissandra's shoulders. 
 
      
 
    "What would you like me to do?" Karegh asked. Darien smiled fondly at the boy on the verge of manhood. "Makren will tell you of the work I wish you to do while I am gone. I am counting on you to see if done." Karegh puffed his chest with pride. "You can count on me" before turning to Molly, "See I told you I was more than a child." Molly rolled her eyes at him. Since turning sixteen last month she had constantly reminded Karegh he was nothing but a little boy and she was to mature to play with children. Darien smiled at them both. He wished he could let them stay children, but the harsh reality was neither might not survive what was coming. He could not spare them from their fate, none of them, not even his family. Each had a role to play in the war with Descartes, all except Makren. It was selfish he knew to place the rest in danger while he did everything possible to keep him safe. Even Lissandra he was prepared to lose, but something told him Eranen would see that she kept from harm. 
 
      
 
    "Molly," Darien said turning his horse, "Try to wait until I return to marry. Karegh and Makren will be too busy to weed out the bad suitors. I am reserving the job for myself." Molly blushed since her birthday three men had proposed to her. "Stay safe," she said. "If you do not return I will have to settle for lovers. I could never choose the right one for myself." Darien chuckled loudly before giving Lawwe a nod. Together they rode through the gates to meet the Calandoria army waiting just outside Rorgrim. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 46 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Well," Cate said joining Alli by the fire. 
 
      
 
    "I still have not made a decision." Alli replied. 
 
      
 
    Cate frowned at her manner. Her blue eyes had no life left in them. She had become numb to all emotion in the weeks since they left Calandoria. They were at home now, at least in Hokaren if not the palace. After crossing the blue river into their homeland they immediately turned towards Adelaide and the castle. Alli wanted to go home, to see Moraken. She needed to be around her family to grieve for her father's death. She felt guilty for leaving him alone. She kept the pace fast and they entered the city during the dead of night. Cate was thankful for that, had it been during the day she would have never gotten away. Neither of them understood the whole of what had transpired in there absence. Alli had been accused of treason and the murder of her father. Cate had been able to save her and get her back to her men camped along the Blue River. These men were loyal to Alli, not to Hokaren. Cate was thankful Harold had left his daughter such protection. Cate was sure Harold had known it would be necessary and he suspect Alli knew more than she shared. 
 
      
 
    "We should move the men into Calandoria," Cate said. "We can not camp here forever without being discovered." 
 
      
 
    Alli glanced at him, "What difference would it make?" she sighed. 
 
      
 
    "A lot of difference to them, they are only a thousand strong. What chance would they have against the main Hikiran army? If you do not care for your own safety, at least think of their lives." 
 
      
 
    Alli only nodded, he made sense. She should be concerned with their safety, they were all she had left and she would need them. "Alright, Cate send them where ever you think best." 
 
      
 
    "Alli, you need to get past whatever feelings you are having. Go back to Calandoria, we will make a plan and take back your throne. Darien swore he would assist you if need be." 
 
      
 
    "I can not go back," she said softly. 
 
      
 
    "Well you can not stay here or you will be captured. You might as well turn yourself over now. If we move into Pearoandorn we will be caught in the middle of a civil war. Calandoria is the only safe choice." Cate was frustrated with her and the whole of Hokaren. The whole country had gone mad. 
 
      
 
    Alli looked at Cate a moment judging from his current mood anything she said would not make his mood worse than it was now. "There is another choice." Cate turned and looked into her eyes. He could see a small spark building there. "I need to see Moraken. Either he is against me or will aid me." 
 
      
 
    "Alli he has declared himself king. I think that alone shows what side he is on." Cate said reluctant to believe he had really turned against her. 
 
      
 
    "Then I will be left with no choice but to kill him," She leveled her eyes at Cate. "Send the men into Calandoria. If I do not return they should go to Darien and join his forces against Descartes." 
 
      
 
    "Alli, be sensible. That is not a plan it is suicide." 
 
      
 
    "It is my decision," Alli glared at him. "I am the rightful Queen. You often forget that you should follow my orders not the other way around. Trust me this is the only way." 
 
      
 
    Cate rose and stalked away to give the order that would send the men into Calandoria. At least they would be safe. He was worried about Alli. She knew her father's will, why was ruling Hokaren so important all the sudden. It dawned on Cate at once. She had another vision. A vision she had not shared with him. He turned back and watched her stare into the fire. If she had not told him it could only mean one thing. He could not aid her in seeing if fulfilled. 
 
      
 
    Daughter, 
 
      
 
    I ask that even after you read the words I have written you remember that I love you. Please do not judge me too harshly. 
 
      
 
    The vision you have had that sends you to Calandoria has answered my prayers. In Calandoria you will be safe. Our enemies would not dare invoke the wrath of a land that for over a thousand years has been the force that maintained peace in our world. I am sorry I could not give you more than the thousand men you requested. Any more and Moraken would have been suspicious. Although I can not be sure Moraken is the one I am looking for. 
 
      
 
    While Hokaren has been a peaceful nation, those who have lived within the walls of the castle have always warred with each other. I never told you this before, but it was I who killed my own father, impatient for the throne to be mine. He had done the same to his father. I also killed my brother, but not as a child as I wanted. My step mother was to cunning and hid him well. He lived long enough to have a son. Even now I search for my nephew. I am confident my step mother is no longer living, but even without her protection his whereabouts elude me. I can not be sure if it is Moraken or him which is trying now to kill me. I have no concrete evidence that points to either. I hope by making Moraken my heir if he is the one it will stay his hand. Even now my health fails and I would see you better protected before I die. 
 
      
 
    Whichever is plotting against me I have learned that they are receiving aid from foreign lands. I also suspect that they are behind the deaths of the acumen females. I have not the time to give you all the details only to beg your trust in these matters. 
 
      
 
    I am sending Cate with you not truly knowing where his loyalties lie. I do not believe in my heart he would ever betray me or you, but I would have never thought Moraken would be my enemy. It will be for you to decide and deal with if he plots to put Moraken or my nephew on the throne. It pains me to write these words. I always loved Moraken as a son. I wish I could tell you more of your cousin so you might find him. If he is not our enemy he might be a strong ally. 
 
      
 
    Take the dagger I gave you and give it to the king of Calandoria. It is rightfully his; at least that is what my step mother told me long ago. True peace will only come when he has all three. Only in the last century has it become a status that the ruler of Hokaren should wear it. I do not know its history, but I can tell you the King of each land has one. Perhaps the King of Calandoria will know its purpose and bring peace to us all. 
 
      
 
    If I do not see you again I leave not only my crown, but the lives of the people of Hokaren in your hands. Protect them! 
 
      
 
    Love your father, 
 
      
 
    Harold 
 
      
 
    "Take these to Darien," Alli told Cate as she handed her fathers dagger to Cate. Cate read the words of the letter again. "Why did you not show this letter to me before? I never believed your father would truly put Moraken on the throne. He told me it was an act only to make you grow up and accept your responsibilities. Did he truly think I could ever betray him?" Cate was saddened that he would never have a chance to let his king know his heart was always with him. 
 
      
 
    "Now is the time to prove your loyalties," All said coldly. "I am going to Moraken, alone." Cate started to protest, but Alli lifted her hand to silence him. "I need you to give that letter and the dagger to Darien. I should have done it before I left, but I thought there would be more time. Tell him the time has come for him to keep his promise. He will know what that means." 
 
      
 
    "I can not leave you to Moraken." Cate said. 
 
      
 
    "You have to. This is how you prove your loyalty to me and my father. Do what is asked of you. If you are captured by Moraken than there will be no hope to save me." 
 
      
 
    Cate knew that if he did not get to Darien then Alli might die and if he went with her who would be left to send for aid. There was another alternative Alli had not mentioned. "Why do we not both go to Darien? There is no need for you to go to Moraken alone." 
 
      
 
    Alli wished it was that easier. If she were not acumen it would have been. "I had another vision." She said softly. "I must confront Moraken. Please get the letter and dagger to Darien." 
 
      
 
    "You will be safe until he arrives?" Cate asked knowing that she could not reveal the future to him. If she could only guarantee she would be safe he could do as she asked. 
 
      
 
    "If Darien does not kill me himself, then I will live. He is the only one I fear might seek my death." 
 
      
 
    Cate was confused by her words, but knew she would give him nothing more. He knew Darien. He had seen the man look at Alli. There was nothing in the world that would drive him to kill her. "I will do as you ask. We will leave at first light." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 47 
 
      
 
      
 
    "I am sorry about Perjak," Tobias spoke out loud in his cave high on Matalia's Mountain. 
 
      
 
    "I know," she said softly from her chair in front of her fire far below the peak. Her little cottage nestled at the base of the mountain was a few Moran from the ancient road that led through the mountains to the barrens on the other side. "I know your thoughts and feelings."Kale whispered softly. 
 
      
 
    "Knowing them is not the same as hearing them." 
 
      
 
    She smiled, he felt it. She did feel better hearing his words. 
 
      
 
    "Did those men come near you?" he asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yes and you know that as well. You also know that I was watching for them since they passed so close to your cave." 
 
      
 
    "It is late in the year for him to send a raiding party. There were only six, he always sends seven." Tobias said. 
 
      
 
    Kale moaned. He had thought of nothing else all day. Her head ached from his thinking. 
 
      
 
    "You are right," he laughed. "I will go to bed now and leave you to your own thoughts." 
 
      
 
    "No we can talk." Kale said not wanting to be alone just yet. When one of them slept she could no longer feel him. There dreams were their own. It was the only reprieve they had from each other. 
 
      
 
    "I was not tired anyway." Tobias said. 
 
      
 
    "You are cold," she said. "It makes me cold." 
 
      
 
    "There is a storm coming. By the end of the week the passage through the mountains will be almost impossible to cross." 
 
      
 
    "It is only cool at night here," she said. "Autumn has just begun." 
 
      
 
    "Will you go to the nearest town tomorrow?" he asked. 
 
      
 
    "I will see what news there is for you. I should buy supplies anyway." 
 
      
 
    "Who is Tom Hawkins and why do you care if he thinks your smile is pretty?" Tobias said agitated by the thoughts of this unknown man that filled his mind. 
 
      
 
    Kale blushed. She knew he could not see her blush, but he could feel it. That made her blush even more. "Just a boy who works at the general store. Since my nose is such an eye sore, I was hoping my smile might compensate." 
 
      
 
    "Your nose is lovely, really" he said. 
 
      
 
    "I know you are lying, remember." 
 
      
 
    "I am not lying. Just because I do not find your nose attractive does not mean another would not." 
 
      
 
    Kale slowly rose from the chair in front of the fire and went upstairs into her bedroom. The fire she had built after dinner had driven the chill from the room. 
 
      
 
    "Do you have to wear the pink one, it makes me feel like I am wearing pink," Tobias groaned. 
 
      
 
    "Then I definitely have to wear it." She grinned pulling her pink night dress off the floor where she had left it that morning. Tobias usually forced himself to sleep before she changed for bed. After that first night he found it much easier to live with their connection if he did not have to see and feel her changing clothes in front of her mirror. She evidently had been uncomfortable as well. She no longer moved in front of the mirror to change, that had help some. Tobias had not thought of all the consequences of joining with a woman when he had agreed to it. It had been over eight hundred years since he held a woman. Feeling a woman's breast in his hands was more than enough to awaken urges. Even if the owner of those breast had a pert nose and a sassy disposition, his two least favorite qualities in a woman. He preferred a woman with the classic beauty like Clarrisa. Sculpted cheek bones, a long gently slopping nose, full lush lips. Her eyes were as green as the moss at Kern Lake. Her honeyed colored hair had fallen below her knees. When they were in bed together it wrapped around them. 
 
      
 
    "Do you mind," Kale said harshly. "It is bad enough to have the memories of you and her in my head at all. I do not need to be reminded of them." 
 
      
 
    "Sorry," Tobias said. He had not realized his thoughts had wandered so far. "Believe me I had not intending on sharing such of thought." 
 
      
 
    "Well do not think I will share any such thoughts with you," she said. She moved over to her bed and slipped beneath the blankets. Tobias chuckled. It was that chuckled that annoyed her more than anything. 
 
      
 
    "You would have to have an experience like that to share one," he laughed. 
 
      
 
    "Who knows, maybe Tom can take a break when I go into town tomorrow. Then you can share it with me," she said spitefully. Tobias paled at the thought of feeling a man's hands roaming over her body. It would feel like they roamed over his as well. 
 
      
 
    "Goodnight," he said softly. She blew out the candle next to the bed. 
 
      
 
    "Goodnight" she whispered. 
 
      
 
    The little town of Moristine sat at the base of the mountains a day's ride from where Kale's cottage sat. It was the most northern city in Calandoria. It was also one of the few towns that did not sit on land owned by a nobleman. The king truly ruled Moristine. That made it one of the best places in the kingdom as far as Kale was concerned. She had been coming to the town since she was a child. First with her mother, then after her mother's death a few years ago by herself. The men in her family never left the forest accept to find a bride. That could be accomplished in less than a day. He merely had to pick her out and meet the father's price. Tobias had seen to it years ago. Her family wanted for nothing. 
 
      
 
    Kale loved her trips to town whether to get supplies or to attend a party. She loved being around people. It was already late in the day when she arrived. She had planned on staying at the Inn for the night and picking up supplies the next day, but the town seemed busier than normal. Merchants still hawked their wares even though the dinner hour was approaching. The small roads were packed with wagons and horses. Kale had never seen so many people running about. With this many people she hoped there would be a room available for her when she reached the Inn. First she had to see to her horses and the wagon for the night. She drove slowly down the street stopping often to wait for those on foot to move out of her way. What should have been a few minutes drive to the town's stables had taken almost an hour. 
 
      
 
    "Kale is that you," She smiled at the familiar voice. 
 
      
 
    "Rooster," she said smiling. "Business is going well I see." She motioned to the stalls full of horses. Rooster ran the stables and Kale had known him for years. 
 
      
 
    "I can't complain," Rooster grinned wide enough for Kale to notice a few more of his teeth had fallen out. 
 
      
 
    "Where in the world did all these people come from," she asked as she climbed down from her wagon. 
 
      
 
    "From all over the country side. They have come for the election." Rooster said in a way that told Kale he thought it should have been obvious. 
 
      
 
    "It has been several months since I last came to town. What election do you speak of?" 
 
      
 
    "We are electing a magistrate," Rooster grinned again. "Calandoria is on the verge of war. The new King will not have time to hear every grievance so he is allowing us the opportunity to elect a man of our choosing to see us through." 
 
      
 
    "War!" Kale said. 
 
      
 
    "From the north. There is evil that seeks to kill us all! One of those Sun fanatics that was sent into the barrens years ago I wager. They have already destroyed the Temple!" 
 
      
 
    Mention of the temple made Kale nervous. She had seen the temple destroyed. An army is not what destroyed it. "What temple?" She heard in her head. "Does he speak of the school?" Kale ignored Tobias's questions. She did not need to give him answers that were already in her head. 
 
      
 
    "Do you think there will be a room at the Inn?" she asked Rooster handing him a gold coin from her pack to pay for the care of the horse and wagon. 
 
      
 
    "Probably," Rooster said pocketing the coin. "Most folks coming to town to vote can't afford rooms. They camp just outside of town." 
 
      
 
    "Thanks," She said. "I will be back tomorrow to pick them up." 
 
      
 
    "They will be well fed and watered for you," he said as she walked out onto the street. 
 
      
 
    "Where to now?" she thought. "Find someone and get answers." She heard the answer in her mind. "You know sometimes I am not talking to you," she said out loud. A couple walking by stared at her then quickened their pace. Kale began walking along the street towards the Inn when she saw something she had never seen before in her life, Calandorian soldiers. She stopped and watched them. Their armor was beautiful, they were beautiful. She never thought soldiers would be so large. One of the soldiers she was watching took notice of her stares and approached her. 
 
      
 
    "Hello," the man said. 
 
      
 
    He was not what she thought of when she thought of a soldier. This man was young and handsome. His face was not scarred from battle. She wondered if that was because he was inexperienced or very good with a sword. The black leather armor he wore bore the royal blue symbol of the House of Raven on the chest. His hair was neatly trimmed and his face was clean shaven. Kale looked at the sword he wore on his hip. It was freshly polished, not even a single scratch to remind him of the fierce battles it had surely seen. 
 
      
 
    "Are you okay, Miss?" the man's voice brought her attention back to him. 
 
      
 
    "Fine, thank you," she smiled given him a slight bow of her head. She then began to walk around him. 
 
      
 
    "Are you lost," he asked grabbing her arm. 
 
      
 
    "Not at all," she said pulling her arm free from his hand. "Just on my way to the Inn." She turned to continue down the street, but the man fell into step next to her. 
 
      
 
    "I will walk with you. The streets are not safe for a woman to walk alone." 
 
      
 
    "Really it is not necessary," Kale said and meant it. She had been trained to handle both a sword and a dagger at a very young age. While she had to wear a dress to town it did not mean she wasn't well armed. She had several knifes tucked here and there. 
 
      
 
    "I am afraid it is necessary. Several young ladies have been assaulted since so many people have arrived in town. At least one a week, I have to order the drunken fool who did it hung. By letting me escort you to the Inn you would actually be saving a man's life." 
 
      
 
    She smiled up at him noticing for the first time his eyes were blue. She really loved blue eyes on a man. "This is making me sick," she heard Tobias say in her head. "Shut up!" she screamed back at him in her mind, all the while smiling at the soldier. 
 
      
 
    "I am Lieutenant Alridge," he said giving her a deep bow, "At your service." 
 
      
 
    "Kale," she said offering him her hand. He smiled as he took her hand and lightly kissed her fingers. 
 
      
 
    "It is a pleasure, Kale," her name sounding almost foreign rolling of his tongue. They began strolling down the street again side by side, her pace slower than it was before. "What is a girl like you doing walking the streets alone," he asked emphasizing the alone. 
 
      
 
    "Just picking up a few things," she said. 
 
      
 
    "Surely your husband should be with you," The lieutenant was being obvious, but Kale did not mind, so few men paid her any attention. 
 
      
 
    "If I were married Lieutenant Alridge, I am sure my husband would be with me. Since I am not and my grandfather to ill to escort me, I am left to being my own escort." 
 
      
 
    "I am honored to be able to step in," he smiled at her again. The man had absolutely perfect white teeth. "Tell me Kale, do you have a name that goes along with Kale or is that all there is to it?" 
 
      
 
    "Cordeau" she said seeing no reason to hide her identity. 
 
      
 
    "Sounds noble," he said. "Is there perhaps a middle name as well?" 
 
      
 
    "Why do you want to know?" she questioned growing a little suspicious. 
 
      
 
    "So tonight when I dream of the most beautiful woman in the world, I will at least have a name to give her." 
 
      
 
    She giggled at his words the idea of any many finding her beautiful was preposterous, but she was flattered just the same. "Matalia" she answered. 
 
      
 
    "Matalia, like the mountain?" He questioned. 
 
      
 
    "It is a family name. All the females in my family share the same middle name." she ignored Tobias's sarcastic advice to tell the man her whole family history while she was at it. 
 
      
 
    "Kale Matalia Cordeau," he said softly, "have you had dinner yet?" 
 
      
 
    She shook her head in response. 
 
      
 
    "I was planning on eating at the Inn this evening; would you like to join me?" 
 
      
 
    Despite the protest echoing in her head she answered," I would love to Lieutenant Alridge, on one condition?" 
 
      
 
    "Anything," he said. He really was the most charming man she had ever met. 
 
      
 
    "Tell me your first name; I can not spend all evening calling you Lieutenant." 
 
      
 
    "It's Menas. Menas Wallace Alridge," he smiled taking her arm with his. 
 
      
 
    Despite the sarcastic statements and protest she kept hearing in her head, Kale was enjoying herself. Never had she dinned with a man, other than those she was related to. She had never even known men as charming as Menas existed. She had laughed more in the last hour than she had in her entire life. After finishing their meal, they waited for the desert neither had room for just to make the evening last a little longer. That was when a man approached their table. "Lieutenant," the man said with authority. 
 
      
 
    "Sir, I did not know you where still in Moristine." Menas said rising. 
 
      
 
    "Please do not get up," the man said to Menas. "I do not mean to intrude upon your dinner," he said looking at Kale. "I need a favor." 
 
      
 
    "Of course," Menas replied still standing. 
 
      
 
    Kale studied the man closely, while they talked. He was even more handsome than Menas. That was something Kale would have thought impossible. He had sandy blond hair and piercing green eyes. The man had large muscles. The type she would have expected of a soldier, yet this man was no soldier. More than once he had looked at Kale curiously. She felt like he could see the secrets she hid. Her eyes glanced to his sword. It was well worn from heavy use. This man had been in battle before. He wore the finest brown leather pants she had ever seen and his thick white shirt looked as soft as a cloud. A bright blue cape was draped around his broad shoulders and clasped at his neck with a large sapphire set in gold. That was not the only thing Kale saw at his neck. He wore a talisman. One Kale not only recognized, but one she knew the meaning of. Her mind buzzed with questions from Tobias. Kale could only sit there starring at the piece of gold. 
 
      
 
    "It is a pleasure to meet you, Kale," the man was smiling at her. Kale brought her mind back to the conversation Menas was having with the man. 
 
      
 
    "Thank you," she said blushing, not at meeting a man of such importance, but because he had obviously noticed her starring. 
 
      
 
    "Tell me what you think of the up coming elections?" he asked her. 
 
      
 
    "I think we are blessed to have a King that trust us enough to rule ourselves, if only a little." she answered honestly. 
 
      
 
    "He will be pleased to hear it," the man smiled. 
 
      
 
    Kale felt the blood drain from her face. Surely this man was not important enough to carry her words to the king. He wore the talisman she remembered. Only the king could place it around a man's neck. It gave the bearer the authority of the king. She moaned to herself. 
 
      
 
    "Do not fret Lord Palek, I will see your stallion safely back to Rorgrim when I leave at the end of the week." 
 
      
 
    "Palek!" Kale gasped out loud. 
 
      
 
    "That's right," the man said narrowing his eyes on her. 
 
      
 
    Kale scrambled for something to say. "My grandmother's closest friend was named Clarissa Palek," she said making up the lie as she said it. "She was from Hokaren so I doubt you are a relation, but it is an uncommon name." 
 
      
 
    She could not tell by the man's eyes if he had accepted the lie for truth. "My grandmother's name was Clarissa," he said probing her with his eyes. "She lived in Hokaren her whole life." 
 
      
 
    Not all of it Kale thought as she smiled at the man. "What a coincidence," she said. 
 
      
 
    "I do not believe in coincidence, Kale," he said flatly. "Enjoy your meal," he said leaving her alone with Menas again. 
 
      
 
    "Who is he," she asked Menas still watching the man. He turned to look back at her one last time before leaving the Inn. 
 
      
 
    "What rock did you crawl out from under, Kale" Menas sighed. "That is Eranen Palek." Kale just cast a questioning stare at Menas. "He is the king's brother-in-law, not to mention best friend and a royal adjutant as well." Menas explained. 
 
      
 
    "What is he doing in Moristine," Kale found herself asking Menas, more at Tobias's request than her own curiosity. 
 
      
 
    "Just dropping off his horses. He is heading into the mountains tomorrow." 
 
      
 
    "Why?" Kale asked. 
 
      
 
    Menas smiled at her, "I am just a Lieutenant, and I do not rank high enough to know what he is going into the mountains for." 
 
      
 
    Kale smiled at him. He truly was endearing himself to her. "Do you really head for Rorgrim at the end of the week," she did not have to fake the disappointment in her voice. Menas would have been a nice distraction while waiting for Tobias to come down. 
 
      
 
    "All the royal guard are being called to Rorgrim since our main forces have left to conquer Pearoandorn." Since the news of war was the last thing she wanted to talk about and Tobias did not seem to be prodding her to get more information, she quickly changed the subject. 
 
      
 
    "So you live in Rorgrim," she asked smiling at him once again. 
 
      
 
    They lingered several hours over desert talking about their childhoods mostly. Kale assumed Tobias must have gone to sleep since it had been awhile since he had tried to interrupt their conversation. It wasn't until Menas had walked her to the bottom of the stairs that lead to the rooms above that she knew he was wide awake. The Inn was practically deserted at this late hour. The majority of the candles had been put out for the night leaving just a few to cast a faint glow in the main room. Kale could tell he was working up the courage to kiss her. Just the thought had her heart beating faster. "You can not do this!" Tobias interrupted her thoughts. 
 
      
 
    "Go to sleep," she said to Tobias in her mind as she flashed a welcoming smile to Menas. 
 
      
 
    When he finally leaned in and kissed her Kale felt her heart melt. It was not overly long or passionate, just a light brushing of her lips. The way Tobias was carrying on she would have thought she had been permanently defiled. 
 
      
 
    "Do you think I will ever see you again?" he asked breathlessly. 
 
      
 
    "I am traveling to Rorgrim before the end of winter," she said. What would it hurt to see him when she took Tobias to see the king? 
 
      
 
    "Really," he asked excitedly. 
 
      
 
    She smiled as she nodded, "Really." 
 
      
 
    "How can I find you?" 
 
      
 
    "I will be staying at the castle," she said dreamily. "If your there I am sure we will see each other." 
 
      
 
    Menas looked puzzled for a moment, "At the castle?" he asked. 
 
      
 
    To late Kale had realized she had said too much. "My grandfather has been asked to attend the Winter's Ball. He was an important man once. He has agreed to take me with him." 
 
      
 
    "You are a cool liar," Tobias whispered in her head. 
 
      
 
    Menas just smiled, "I will find you there then. At the Winter's Ball." He gave her another light kiss before turning and leaving the Inn. Kale watched him go. 
 
      
 
    "Are you pleased with yourself," She ignored Tobias's tone, "Absolutely," she smiled to herself before heading upstairs for bed. Tobias continued expressing his opinion of her behavior all the way to her room. She did not say a word, but smiled impishly as she pulled out her pink night gown. 
 
      
 
    "Lieutenant," Menas turned at the sound of the voice. He had just walked across the street after leaving Kale at the Inn. He was on his way back to camp. 
 
      
 
    "Lord Palek is that you?" Eranen stepped from the shadows so the lieutenant could see him clearly. 
 
      
 
    "How long have you known that your lady?" Eranen asked. 
 
      
 
    "I just met her this afternoon," Menas answered immediately. 
 
      
 
    "I have a special assignment for you," Eranen said motioning for Menas to follow him. 
 
      
 
    The next morning both Kale and Tobias were in a hurry to leave Moristine. Tobias did not want to risk running into Lieutenant Alridge again, although he had finally admitted her dinner with him had proved valuable. Kale was simply ready to return home. She would not have minded seeing Menas again, but she did not like being in town when it was this crowded. At first it was exciting, now she just wished for a moment's peace. Four men had declared undying love for her and proposed marriage to her on the way to the stables. One young lady had threatened to kill her if she looked at her beau again. Kale did not remember looking at the scrawny fellow and assured the woman he was safe from her. After she finally reached the stables she retrieved her wagon and horses from Rooster as quick as possible and headed to for the general store for supplies. Hopefully the store would not be as crowded as the streets. She really wanted to be home by dinner time. 
 
      
 
    "Kale what a pleasant surprise," old man Simmons said as she entered the store. "Mr. Simmons how are you," she said politely. Kale had never really cared for the man, but his prices were the best I town. "When are you going to leave those woods and run away with me?" Kale could smell spirits on his breath as he spoke, whether from the night before or this morning she couldn't tell. 
 
      
 
    "Mr. Simmons I am surprised at you, I am a respectable girl," she laughed. "I'd make an honest woman of you," he laughed back. 
 
      
 
    "And what would Mrs. Simmons say?" a deep voice from behind her said. Kale turned her best smile towards the source of that voice. "Tom, it is nice to see you again!" Tom smiled and took the list of supplies she had clutched in her hand. "Is your wagon out back?" he asked heading to the store room behind the counter. 
 
      
 
    "Yes," she said following him, leaving Mr. Simmons with the other customers. Tom had opened the back door and was already gathering her things by the time she reached him. She stood close to the wall out of his way and watched him work. After taking the first few crates to her wagon he stopped in front of her and grabbed a jug of water that was sitting on top of some other crates. "Tom can I ask you a question?" she said as he took a drink of water. "Do not," she heard, but she ignored it. She had a point to prove. Tom just stared at her waiting to hear what she had to say. "do you think my nose is unseemly?" she asked. 
 
      
 
    Tom sat the jug back down on the crate and took a step towards her. She instinctively took a step back, but found herself against the wall. He slowly reached his hand up and gently ran his finger down her nose. "I think it is perfect," he said. Before Kale knew what was happening Tom kissed her. Frantic she shoved him away as quick as she could. 
 
      
 
    "What did you do that for?" she said wiping her mouth with her sleeve. Tom looked a little embarrassed when he answered, "I got the impression last time you were here you wanted me to kiss you," he said quietly. 
 
      
 
    "Tom," Kale said at a loss for words. "I had just lost my father and my brother. With my grandfather being so ill I was lonely. I am sorry if I gave you the wrong impression." Tom nodded in understanding. "There's someone else," he said turning away to finish her order. "I wasn't fast enough." Kale felt guilty, yesterday morning before she had met Menas she would have welcomed a kiss from Tom. "I am sorry Tom, but there is someone else," she said. 
 
      
 
    She could not see the tension leave Menas's face. She did not even know he was there listening at the back door. He had almost rushed in and punched the man. Luckily common sense had interceded. She might suspect he was following her if she saw him lurking behind the store. She was his special assignment. Lord Palek had ordered him to watch her until he returned. Menas had not minded the assignment at all. Since the moment he had met her he had been dreading his return to Rorgrim. He did not particularly care to spy on her, but at least he would be near her. He moved back behind some boxes stacked at the corner of the building so he would not be seen when she came out. She had handled Tom well enough. Menas did not think he would bother her again. 
 
      
 
    Kale was smiling as she headed out of Moristine. "Four marriage proposals and two kisses," she said smugly. "I might have to come to town more often." 
 
      
 
    "If I wrote you a poem dedicated solely to the beauty of your nose do you think you might stay home?" Tobias asked. 
 
      
 
    "You write poetry!" 
 
      
 
    "No, but a friend of mine use to. If he could manage to rhyme together a few words I am sure I could." Kale laughed at his sarcasm. She knew exactly which friend and what poetry he spoke of. "No, thanks" Kale said. "It was enough to hear Tom say it was beautiful." 
 
      
 
    "I already told you it was lovely," Tobias said offended, "Just not as lovely as others I have seen." 
 
      
 
    "Yes you did," Kale relented, "but your opinion doesn't count. It's like having your grandfather tell you, you are pretty." 
 
      
 
    "Grandfather," Tobias exclaimed, "I still have plenty of years left in me." Kale only smiled and let him expound on his youthfulness all the way home. She was only half listening. Her thoughts were on Menas. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 48 
 
      
 
      
 
    Darien looked over is troops with pride. They had served him well this day. After crossing over the Blue River into Pearoandorn they had immediately been set upon by one of the many sects battling for the throne. Darien's men had been able to coerce the enemy to surrender with minimal loss of life. Already half of the opposing forces had sworn fealty to him and joined his ranks. The first day in the war over Pearoandorn was going well. They had march hard to make it to Pearoandorn within a week's time. They had been victorious in their first battle and Darien wanted to reward his men. It was for that reason he chose to camp his army on the outskirts of Waverly. 
 
      
 
    It had been a favorite stop of his and Williams as they chased Ashebourn across Pearoandorn. Ashebourn had zigzagged his way across the country for two long years before being caught in Turnsout and then ceremoniously executed. Ashebourn had proven a bad tactician. He had trapped himself outside the little coastal town of Turnsout. With the ocean to his south, mountains to his west, and Maeorus and Darien flanking his east and north his forces had been crushed. Darien himself had captured Ashebourn and led him to Maeorus and his death. 
 
      
 
    Darien had enjoyed that war. He knew he shouldn't , people had died, but the feeling of rushing head first into battle, the clang of steel against steel and the whine of his war horse seemed to fill him in away that nothing else in life had. He sighed to himself. Those days were over. He was a king now. He could not rush into battle with his men, only stand behind shouting orders. 
 
      
 
    "Sire," Darien heard called from the other side of the tent flap. 
 
      
 
    "Come in Lawwe," Darien said recognizing the voice. Lawwe entered the tent and gave Darien a salute. Darien frowned, just for a moment inside the privacy of his tent would it have been so bad if Lawwe would have smiled and called him Darien? Was he to be king every moment he spent outside of the council room? Darien already knew the answer. He was king, nothing could change that. "What is it?" Darien asked. 
 
      
 
    "The scouting parties have been dispatched per your orders." Darien nodded. While his army camped outside of Waverly his scouts would be looking for other sects. "I have also given the generals instructions on leave for the men as you asked me to," again Darien only nodded. When he had given his orders to Lawwe he had know doubt they would be carried out. He did not need to have everything reported back to him. When Lawwe was finished he stood with his eyes forward, waiting on Darien to respond. Darien wasn't sure if he was waiting for a pat on the head or more orders to carry out. 
 
      
 
    "Is there more," Darien asked. Lawwe me his gaze at the question. Darien was sure some of the color had also drained from the man's face. "Yes, there is a lady demanding to see you, Sire." Darien smiled at his old friend, "Tell her I am not in the mood for female companionship this evening. You should know if I was I would have already headed for Waverly like my men." 
 
      
 
    "It is not one of those ladies, my lord. It is a real lady." Darien stared at Lawwe for a moment in thought. Why would a lady of Pearoandorn risk herself in a camp full of invading soldiers far from home? More importantly why would she want to see the leader of the invading force? Darien smiled, nobles never changed. So sure Darien would soon rule Pearoandorn she no doubt wanted to align herself with him now to ensure future favors. "I do not want to see anyone," Darien said. "I know it is still early, but all I really want to do is have my dinner and sleep. She can make arrangements to see me tomorrow if what she has to say is that important." Lawwe gave a quick bow and left Darien alone in his tent. 
 
      
 
    Darien removed his sword and dagger and tossed them on the bed. He then sat on down next to them and removed his boots. He wiggled his toes in the furs that had been laid down to cover the ground inside the tent for his comfort. He shook his head at the thought. Fighting a war as a King was certainly different from fighting as a soldier. He stood up and pulled his shirt from his pants, then stretched his arms over his head. The past few months of inactivity were catching up to him. The march to Pearoandorn and the first battle had tired him. He had just started unbuttoning his shirt when a commotion outside his tent drew his attention. He was in the process of retrieving his boots to investigate when a woman burst through the flap of the tent. 
 
      
 
    Darien stood frozen where he was and stared at her. "Sorry, my lord," Lawwe said still panting from having chased the woman. "She found a way back into camp and forced her way past the guards posted outside your tent." Darien continued to stare at her. She looked at him with the same intensity. "My lord," Lawwe called to Darien again. 
 
      
 
    Darien remembering someone else was in the tent with them looked past the woman at Lawwe. "Leave us," Darien said with enough authority that Lawwe knew there was no room to question the order. The minute Lawwe disappeared behind the tent flap Darien rushed to the woman and gathered her tightly in his arms. 
 
      
 
    "Geena," he whispered over her head. He broke the embrace and move his hands to her face unable to believe she was really standing in front of him. Her red hair still looked as if it would burn to touch. Her blues eyes sparkled like jewels and her full lips were more inviting than ever. With no more doubts in his mind he crushed his lips against hers. He was a man lost to the past remembering only painful desire long ago buried against its will. When he had drunk his fill of her lips he pulled back and studied her eyes with his. He was sure he could see a piece of his heart still buried behind them. "Geena," he whispered again. When she smiled he thought his heart would beat out of his chest. "I was worried you would be displeased to see me after all these years," her words were unsteady and breathless. 
 
      
 
    "The Gods have blessed me to have you here, "he said softly afraid the tiniest sound would break the dream and she would vanish. 
 
      
 
    "Rumor is you don't believe in them anymore?" she said. She was still taken with him after all this time he was still the same as she had remembered. His steel gray eyes haunted her. 
 
      
 
    "I don't," he said smiling, "but I am willing to accept the miracles they send me in an attempt to woo me back." 
 
      
 
    "I can hardly believe I am here myself," she said wrapping her arms around him. "What are you doing here?" he asked tightening their embrace. 
 
      
 
    "I have a small manor just on the other side of Waverly. When I heard you were here I had to come." 
 
      
 
    "You did not return to Calandoria after the war?" he questioned. "To my fathers will. I am free in Pearoandorn. She raised her head to look into his eyes. "Free to make my own decisions." Darien remembered the decision she was not allowed to make in Calandoria. She had been force into marriage with Ashebourn, who battled for a crown of his own, instead of being allowed to marry him a mere second son to the king of Calandoria. 
 
      
 
    "Why are you here?" he asked her again. 
 
      
 
    "To see you," she said suddenly a bit unsure of herself. "You do not want me here?" she questioned. Her face was braced for his answer. 
 
      
 
    "Of course I want you here," he said reassuringly 
 
      
 
    "But," she questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Time has changed many things." He had expected to see pain in her eyes caused by his words. He was relieved when all she did was smile. "I am here only as an old friend, Darien nothing more. Well that is not entirely true. I happen to employee the best chef in Pearoandorn. I had her prepare a meal for us. If you have not eaten dinner I was hoping perhaps we could dine together and talk. Maybe you could tell me about the woman that keeps you from kissing me again." 
 
      
 
    Darien smiled, "I would like that Geena, very much." 
 
      
 
    Darien woke the next morning with a throbbing headache. He rose slowly and sat on the edge of the bed leaning over with his face in his hands. That was when he noticed he was naked. He had not slept naked since he was a young man, unless he had companionship during the night. Darien quickly looked around the room. Geena was no where to be seen. He saw no evidence that suggested she had stayed with him the night before, but truthfully he could not remember much. 
 
      
 
    He remembered her leaving the tent and returning with a maid, Tissy, Tussy, no Tessy. He was sure her name had been Tessy. She had brought in baskets of food and wine laying it out on the table for him and Geena. Then she waited next to entrance of the tent in case her mistress needed something. Darien remembered little of the dinner or the conversation he had shared with Geena. He remembered nothing after dinner. He looked to the tent flap. Sunlight was pouring through the crack; apparently the Sun had been up for hours. He had not slept passed dawn in months. 
 
      
 
    "You are awake!" Lawwe said as he opened the flap to the tent and quickly filled the gap, blocking out the offensive light that had flooded in. Darien merely grunted rubbing his head. "I had begun to fear that you had fallen ill. I tried to wake you several times this morning already. I am glad to see you up." 
 
      
 
    "Where is Geena?" Darien asked still groggy. 
 
      
 
    "Lady Ashebourn and her maid left last night right after dinner," Lawwe said. He did not like the way Darien looked, but he had seen men look worse after a night of drinking. 
 
      
 
    "What happened last night?" Darien asked trying to regain some memory of the events. He wanted to ask what happened with Geena, but he knew Lawwe would have given him his privacy and not have known what transpired within the tent. 
 
      
 
    "Forgive me my lord, but it appears you had too much wine." Lawwe said pointing at the table in the tent. Darien looked where he pointed and saw several empty bottles on the table and a few others on the floor around the table. He did not remember drinking so much wine, however had he indeed drank that much he supposed he would not remember much of anything. 
 
      
 
    Darien looked down scanning the furs on the ground, seeing his pants lying carelessly on the floor at the edge of the bed he reached for them and begin pulling them on despite the throbbing in his head. "Did Lady Ashebourn appear well when she left?" He asked. "She seemed fine. She had obviously not indulged as much as you, my Lord." Lawwe answered. Darien made no comment. Surely nothing had happened with the maid in the tent with them. If Geena had not drank enough wine to affect her mind she would have prevented anything from happening. He hoped he had not made a fool of himself. 
 
      
 
    Darien began dressing in earnest now that he had made peace with the events from the night before. After strapping on his sword he turned back to Lawwe. "Have you seen my dagger?" 
 
      
 
    "Not since you wore it yesterday. Do you not remember where you put it?" Lawwe said amused. "It is hard to be king without the king's dagger!" Darien was not amused. He remembered placing both his sword and the dagger on the bed right before Geena had come in. He began searching the floor frantically thinking it must have fallen. He did not find it. "Lawwe, take some men to Lady Ashebourn's manor. Bring her to me by force if necessary." Lawwe was no longer amused having the same thought as Darien. Lady Ashebourn had taken his dagger. 
 
      
 
    It made no sense Darien thought as he sat in his tent waiting for Geena to be brought to him. He had searched his tent several times since Lawwe left, thinking he must be wrong. What use could she possibly have for dagger? It was only a symbolic declaration of his throne. Possessing it would not give her rule of Calandoria. Perhaps she was destitute and thought to sell it. The sapphires on the hilt were worth a small fortune. They were also the only wealth he had in his tent. The gold he carried to supply his army was kept else where and was more heavily guarded. If she came looking for some treasure to steal it was the only thing of value she would have found. 
 
      
 
    "My lord," Darien turned to see Lawwe entering the tent. It had been hours since he had sent him to Geena's manor. "She is gone. We found no trace of her or any of her servants at the manor." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 49 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Pardon, my lord," Moran said stopping to bow at the entrance of the room to which he had been summoned. Makren took his gaze from the window in the sitting room where he had been watching Kiala and Lissandra sitting on a little stone bench. They were sitting in what he still called his mother's rose garden. Despite the cooler weather they had been sitting there for the last hour talking. It was comforting to see them become friends. Since Lissandra had learned of Makren's pending death she had more than embraced Kiala. She had truly been accepted as a sister. Still Makren wondered what the two women could be discussing at such length. 
 
      
 
    Makren directed his gaze to Moran who had entered the room ending his solitude. "Moran please join me," Makren moved to one of the chairs by the fire and indicated that Moran should also sit. Moran was uncomfortable being summoned to this room. Only the family and an occasional close friend were permitted here. Not since before Rachel's death had he entered this room. 
 
      
 
    "You asked to see me, my lord," Makren frowned at Moran' words. He wondered if he had finished his childhood in Calandoria rather in the Realm of the Sun if Moran would still call him Lord. As boys, Moran had called him Matty. They had been best friends spending their days protecting the kingdom from imaginary invaders and saving Rachel their damsel in distress. In life they had failed at one task. Now was the time to ensure they did not fail at the other. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, I did," Makren said leaning against the back of the chair. As much as he loved being home with his family, some burdens of this life weighed heavy on his heart. It was hard to look a man in the eyes knowing it might be for the last time. "My brother did not take you with him to Pearoandorn for a reason. I know that his decision has been difficult for you to accept, but know that his belief in you and your abilities are steadfast as ever." 
 
      
 
    "Thank you, my lord," Moran said. It was true that when his father had left with the King for war in Pearoandorn without him he had been upset. It was his duty both to king and country to fight for Calandoria. He was more than willing to sacrifice himself for the good of all. 
 
      
 
    "The king wished only for you to rest a short time before your next mission. He was concerned that your injuries might continue to bother you, despite your quick recovery." Makren said. 
 
      
 
    "I can assure you that I am well, my lord and ready to serve in anyway my king sees fit." Moran did not elaborate. He did not like to talk of his recover. He was not worth of the miracle bestowed upon him. He sensed Makren did not want to speak of the events regarding his recovery as well. 
 
      
 
    "The King has ordered you to the Sun Realm. While there we would like to oversee a small group of our best men in completing their mission. We need them to gather vital information about the forces there. Depending on risk factors and opportunity destroying any food stores and disrupting supply lines would also be acceptable. This is not to be a mission with high causalities. The King expects his men to return. Come spring we will need as many soldiers as possible on the field of battle." Makren pulled a bundle of papers from his pocket and handed them to Moran. "These are maps. One is a path through the mountains that will only be passable for another month. If the men have not returned by in a month they will be trapped in the barrens until spring. The other is a map of the Palace in Dacca. Your mission will be separate from that of your men." Makren had drawn the maps that he gave Moran. The plan was his idea and Makren knew better than any how much victory depended on the success of this mission. Originally Makren had plan on going to Dacca himself, but Darien would not permit it. Makren was the better choice, but Darien would not risk sacrificing his brother for the sake of the kingdom. "Our enemy relies heavily on the sight of the acumen. We send you to eliminate as many acumen as you can in the Realm. There is one you can not fail to kill. In the throne room of the palace, if you slide the throne to the left a panel will open on the wall behind the dais. You will find a small room with no windows and no light. Inside there is an acumen male tied to the wall. He can not be allowed to live." Makren remembered the man well, half starved and pale from never being allowed to leave the room. He was an innocent forced to do the will of Descartes. He was Descartes' best weapon against them. "Unlike the others the king understands if you are unable to return. He knows you will do all in your power to see this mission through until the end." It was done. Makren had ordered his childhood friend to sacrifice himself if that was the price of success. 
 
      
 
    "I understand my lord," Moran said overwhelmed at the trust being given him. "I will not fail Calandoria again." 
 
      
 
    "You did not fail last time," Makren said honestly. "Circumstances changed more quickly than we had expected. You risked your life to warn us of the dangers we face." Moran made no comment. Regardless of circumstances he still felt responsible for Calandoria's involvement in the war against Pearoandorn. "Your men report to you tonight. Prepare now I wish you to leave under the cover of darkness." After indicating he understood Moran rose and to leave. 
 
      
 
    "Moran one more moment please," Makren called to him. "There is one other thing. It is a favor not an order and one of a personal nature." Moran turned and met Makren's eyes. "It is regarding Lady Kiala," he said rising to stand with Moran. "With both Sir Cate and your father gone I understand Kiala's amusements have fallen to you. With you leaving she will no longer have anyone to assist her" Moran squirmed under the Makren's gaze. No one was to have known about Kiala's morning routine. "I am actually pleased with her activities and I believe they are in her best interest, but she would prefer that I remain in the dark about what she does. Therefore I can not find her a suitable replacement or step in and offer my own services. If you would, before you leave find a suitable man as a replacement I would be in your debt." 
 
      
 
    Moran relaxed at his words. He did not know why Kiala had kept it a secret. He did not think anyone would have objected or Sir Cate and his father never would have helped her to begin with. "I will see it taken care of my lord," he said smiling. 
 
      
 
    Before he could turn to leave the room the door swung open, Kiala laughing hard entered the room. When her eyes landed on Moran they brightened even more. "Moran," she laughed throwing her arms around him in a tight hug. "I was afraid I would not see you before you left." 
 
      
 
    Moran felt extremely uncomfortable with her hugging him in front of Makren. He had heard the rumors circulating about the pair. He gently broke her embrace and stood her away from him. Kiala was confused by his actions until she saw him glance in Makren's direction. "You need not worry about him," she whispered. "He is too noble to possess a trait so lowly as jealously." 
 
      
 
    Makren walked behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist. "That is not entirely true, my dear," he said letting Moran know the truth of the rumors and Kiala that her whispered words carried to him. "Of all the people I know I can not think of two I trust more. It is in you nature to hug everyone you know just as it is also in Moran' nature to place honor above all else." Kiala rolled her eyes at him and broke his embrace to stand before Moran. 
 
      
 
    "Stay safe and come home to us," she hugged him again before he nodded and took he's leave of the room. Makren watched Kiala with Moran. She had changed much since he had met her. She was no longer afraid of men. Truthfully she spent more time with men than women. Makren knew much of her change was due to the confidence she now possessed thanks to Cate, Lawwe and now Moran. He was glad she had them. Time was passing faster than he wanted and soon he would be called back. It was a comfort to know they would be there to watch over her. 
 
      
 
    The mountain pass would only be opened for another month at best. Descartes had always expected him to return, how else could he ensure Makren would be at the final battle? Darien had expected him to leave Calandoria and disappear until after Descartes was defeated. Makren had intended on the same as Darien, until now. He had to see Descartes again if he wanted the answers behind his powers. As for prophecy, it could not be fulfilled if Makren refused to show Descartes who the King of Calandoria was. Makren could think of nothing that would cause him to turn his brother over to Descartes. 
 
      
 
    "Such a gloomy look," Kiala said turning to him. "You promised not to dwell on your decision once it was made. That is the only reason I agreed to freely let you go." He had told her of his plans, her and her alone. He could not keep it from her, it would have been unfair after all they had overcome together to leave her out of his decision. For her protection after he was gone he had once again tried to convince her to marry him, but she had refused. He tried to give her the world, but all she wanted was his love. "We should make the most of this day and its sunshine. There are not enough days of sunshine left before winter. Let's go to that lovely spot in the King's Forest where we witnessed Lissandra's power the first time." She walked to him and slid her arms around his neck looking into his eyes. "It is secluded and would afford us a day to ourselves." Makren smiled at her. He could never deny her anything. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 50 
 
      
 
      
 
    Alli struggled desperately against the coarse ropes binding her to the chair in Moraken's chambers. Her wrists were raw and bleeding, but still she struggled. She had been held captive for three days since the moment she first entered the city. "If you continue," Alli stilled at the sound of Moraken's voice entering the room. "You will be permanently scarred," he said sarcastically taking a seat across from her. His wife Tia, now heavy with child had followed him into the room. She stood silently behind him, her head hung down looking at the floor. 
 
      
 
    "What is it you want?" Alli questioned. It was the same question she had been asking him for days. 
 
      
 
    Moraken laughed a deep rich sound. Alli remembered a time his laughter had brought a smile to her face. Now all it did was turn her stomach. She could hardly believe this was the same man she thought of as her brother. 
 
      
 
    "I think it is time you married, Allista." He stood and moved to the chair she was sitting in. Slowly he pulled out a knife and cut the ropes binding her left arm to the chair. "And I have found a very suitable husband for you." 
 
      
 
    "Moraken," her tone remaining calm, "You know I can not marry. I am Acumen." 
 
      
 
    He laughed again sending chills down her spine. "The act of marriage will not kill you Alli." He moved to her other side and sliced the binding holding her other arm to the chair. "I have thought about this for quite sometime," he sat down across from her again. "Even before you left for Calandoria. I think it would best serve Hokaren if we were to marry." 
 
      
 
    "Your mad," she spat. "I you already have a wife. One heavy with child." 
 
      
 
    "Indeed," Moraken said raising one of his hands and placing it on Tia's protruding belly. "Her time is near. It should not be more than two weeks at the most before my heir is born into the world," he smiled. "When that time comes I will have no use for the mother. I will have use for a wife with political influence however." 
 
      
 
    Alli looked at the at his cousin's wife. She had not moved in the slightest at his words. "So you will cast her to the side," Alli sneered. 
 
      
 
    "I will have no further use of her," Moraken shrugged. "After bringing a child into this world her body will be to misshapen to serve me in my bed and her mind is to weak to aid me in my rule. Whether I simply cast her aside or slit her throat in the birthing room I leave up to you." He smiled at the look on Alli's face. "If you agree to marry me, she lives. If not she dies." 
 
      
 
    "How could you be so cold," Alli asked. 
 
      
 
    "I am the son of a prostituted made into a prince," he said. "Did you expect more?" Alli's eyes widened. Moraken was never to know the truth of his birth. "Harold tried to keep the secret hidden, but I was more cleaver than he." 
 
      
 
    "And to what end do you see your marriage to me?" Her stomach was still queasy as she thought of him killing the woman, silently listening to their conversation. 
 
      
 
    "To unite Hokaren, of course." He pierced her with his eyes. "Once we are wed no one would dare oppose my rule. Besides, I am looking for to the wedding night." 
 
      
 
    "That would kill me." She gasped. "Truly a pity, but I have dreamed of it for so long. I will not be denied." He stood and moved closer to hear. "Once you and I have wed I will wait until the turmoil in the land has settled before having you, but make no mistake Allista the last thing you will feel in this life is me taking you." Alli hung her head so he would not see the hatred surging through her face. "Your cooperation is the only thing keeping Tia alive," he reminded her. "Will you agree?" She raised her hand to wipe the tears from her eyes, before silently nodding. "Good, I will make the preparations. As soon as the babe enters the world, you will become my wife." 
 
      
 
    Alli sat in stunned silence as his footsteps echoed across the room. She cringed when she heard the door close and the latch fall into place. "Thank you," Tia whispered softly. "Thank you." Alli made no comment. What choice did she have? She could not let an innocent suffer and Alli had no doubt Tia was an innocent pawn in Moraken's plot. Even before their marriage he always had intended on setting her aside once she had delivered him an heir. 
 
      
 
    "My lady," Alli heard Tia sit down in the chair Moraken had vacated. "I have no right to ask?" she started, but did not finish. Alli looked into her soft blue eyes welling with tears. "What?" she asked gently. "If anything should happen to me would you see my baby safely to my sister in Pearoandorn? I can not bear the thought of him raising it." Alli nodded. She did not know how she would accomplish such a feat, but she would see it done even if it killed her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cate knelt by the waters of the Blue River to fill his water skins while his horse drank greedily next to him. He had not slept in days, he could not afford to. He was close to Rorgrim now. She was putting her and her men's lives in Darien's hands. Cate did not know what promise Darien had made to Alli that she now asked him to keep. She had not shared her confidences with him. After reading her father's letter he understood why. He had always found it curious that she confided so easily with those in Calandoria. At the time they were the only people she really trusted. Cate rose slowly his muscles were stiff from the weeks of travel. He was at least still two days hard ride from Rorgrim. He hoped his horse could keep the pace. It would take Darien at least another two weeks to make it back to where Alli had gone. A shiver ran up his spine at what might become of her in those two weeks. "Sir," Cate turned drawing his sword at the voice. He had been so fixed on his thoughts he had not heard anyone approaching from behind. 
 
      
 
    A scrawny boy with blond hair and smudges of dirt on his face took several steps back at the sight of the large man and his sword. Cate studied the boy for a moment before deeming him harmless enough and replaced his sword. The weather was turning colder, but the boy wore only a thread bare blue shirt and brown pants with patches on both knees. Cate also noticed the boy wore no shoes. His first assumption was that the boy was just cold and probably hungry judging by how thin he was. He had already moved to his horse and began digging into one of his packs for a coin to give the poor child when he spoke again. "Sir, you are going the wrong way." Cate stopped his search and looked at the boy. 
 
      
 
    "What did you say?" Cate asked the boy. 
 
      
 
    "What you seek is in Pearoandorn," the boy said timidly. 
 
      
 
    "Pearoandorn, you say," Cate smiled thinking the boy might be looking for a ride. "And what is it you think I seek?" 
 
      
 
    "To save your queen," the boy swallowed hard as he spoke. He looked as if he might bolt at the slight movement. 
 
      
 
    "How do you know that?" Cate whispered in disbelief. 
 
      
 
    "I am acumen," the boy said. Cate saw a single tear roll down his cheek. 
 
      
 
    "Do not fear. I will not harm you," he said trying to stay the boy's fears. The boy looked so destitute. It would be a horrible fate for a boy so young to be acumen, especially if his family did not have the means to provide aid with his visions. Alli had been truly blessed in that. 
 
      
 
    "It was supposed to be over," he said trying hard to hold back his tears. "I had a pinnacle; I am not supposed to have anymore visions." 
 
      
 
    "Are you sure it was a pinnacle," Cate had to ask. This boy was much too young for a pinnacle. "I know the rules," the boy said angrily forgetting his fear of the older man. "Do you think I would not know the difference? Do you have any idea the pain a pinnacle has?" The boy seemed angry, but not at Cate. His anger was direct at the world in general. 
 
      
 
    "What is you name?" Cate asked. 
 
      
 
    "Horace," the boy said glaring. "Horace," he repeated softly when he noticed Cate was listening to his words and not dismissing them the way his parents had. They thought he had made up this vision to get out of doing his chores. Both had witnessed his pinnacle, they knew the rules as well as he. His visions should have stopped. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 "Horace I need to seek aid from the King of Calandoria if I am to save my Queen. I do not see how journeying into Pearoandorn will help." Cate said trying to explain the situation the best he could to the boy. 
 
      
 
    Horace looked confused, but only for a moment. "I do not know either," he said. "Something has been stolen and you must retrieve it. It must be you. Any of the others would bring death to us all. The item is in Pearoandorn for only three more weeks. I can tell you where it will be in exactly one week. After that it will be lost to the known world." 
 
      
 
    Cate was speechless. He did not know what the boy was talking about, but regardless if it was something he needed; he was running out of time. "I must get to Calandoria," he saw Horace wince at his words. "I will seek what you ask as soon as I deliver the message to the king." 
 
      
 
    "Does the fate of the world mean so little?" The boy said angry now at Cate. "I will find Darien to retrieve the item. Your Queen will die and Calandoria will fall, but at least he will go. He would not risk the world for one woman. The fated ones are fulfilling other visions or I would have found one of them." Horace leveled his eyes on Cate, his tears starting to fall again. 
 
      
 
    The fated ones, Cate thought. He had heard that before. Alli's vision that had taken them to Calandoria months ago had mentioned the fated ones. "Tell me where to find it?" he said hardly believing his own words. "You will take the horse and ride to Rorgrim." Cate pulled a ring from his finger. It was the Forestar Crest. It proclaimed his rank as the general of the royal guard. He handed it to Horace, then retrieved the letter Alli's father had given her and the dagger with emeralds on the hilt. He handed them to Horace as well. "The ring will get you an audience in the castle, the letter and the dagger must be delivered to Darien." Horace carefully placed both items in his pocket and nodded. Cate seeing the emeralds on the dagger visible he sighed and emptied the pouch tied around his saddle. He handed it to Horace and had him put the items in the pouch. He then hung it around the boy's neck. "Do not allow it to be opened until you are in the castle." Horace nodded at his warning. "Now where do I need to go?" Cate asked. 
 
      
 
    Cate did just as Horace had instructed. He followed the northern most road in Pearoandorn towards the town of Beckett. The road was bordered to the north by the Blue River and to the South a low stone wall marking the boundaries of the Meandering Meadows. Cate constantly scanned the green fields just beyond the wall, but he never saw any sign of life beyond them. Still he was nervous being this close to the wall. He just like everyone else had grown up hearing tales of those who ventured beyond the wall, never to return again. At night he stayed as close to the river as possible and kept well hidden. Traveling alone, their was no one to keep watch as he slept. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    On the very first day of his travels he had seen the woman traveling the road ahead of him. It had seemed strange that a woman would travel this road alone. It only when to one place and that was Beckett. What use to be a small fishing town had turned into nothing but a safe haven for cutthroats and thieves in the last few decades. Pearoandorn not having been under stable rule in all that time had never sent the army in to clean the rift raft out. 
 
      
 
    He stayed far enough behind to keep an eye on her without causing her alarm. He had only wished to insure that no one else accosted her on the abandoned road. On the second he had lost all sight of her and assumed she must have crossed the river, but on the evening of the third day he saw her again from a greater distance than before still heading towards the town of Beckett. 
 
      
 
    When Cate arrived in the little town, consisting mostly of shacks and brothels on the evening of the fifth day, he knew without a doubt that the woman had arrived early in the morning. Assuming she had reached her destination safely he begin looking for the name of the tavern Horace had given him. He pulled the hood of the cloak he had donned that morning to hide his armor down further over his eyes as he scanned the passing buildings. 
 
      
 
    He had almost missed it, The Faded Lady on the sign had seen better days. Cate dismounted and tied his horse securely to the hitch out front. He hated that he had to leave the animal outside of the tavern. There was a good chance it would not be there when he came out. He took a pouch containing his coins off the saddle and slid it over his neck before given the animal a gentle pat on the head. Sighing he turned and entered the tavern. 
 
      
 
    The smell of rotten fish and bad ale assaulted him as he entered the door. A filthy girl with dark tangled hair smiled at him, revealing blacken teeth, what few she had as she approached. "Evening," she said looking him over. Cate pushed the hood from his head and returned her smile. "Are you here for food, drink, pleasure, or all of the above." She asked winking at him. 
 
      
 
    "Food and drinks for starters," he said winking back, "then will see where the evening leads." Laughing she led him to a table in the middle of the room. Cate sat down and resisted the urge to wipe the table in front of him off with his sleeve. The lady who had greeted him leaned over providing him an ample view down the front of her stained red dress. "What's your pleasure," she whispered in his ear. "Anything," he said forcing the bile building in the back of his throat down. "As long as it's hot." She cackled loudly before turning and winding her way back through the tables to fetch his order. 
 
      
 
    Cate scanned the crowded tavern. Most of the patrons where just as slimy as the waitress. All excepted for a man in black sitting at the back of the room in a corner. Cate looked him over briefly before continuing his scan. He didn't see a woman matching the description Horace had given him. 
 
      
 
    "Here you go," the waitress returned and placed a steam bowl of stew in front of Cate and a wooden cup of dark ale. "Fish entrails and eel stew," she smiled "Cook's special." Cate winced at her words, but grabbed the spoon from the bowl and lifted a heaping portion to his lips. He stuck the revolting concoction in his mouth and smiled back at the waitress as he slowly chewed. Once he had swallowed he took a long drink of the bitter ale from the cup. "If you need me," the waitress said bending over again to whisper in his ear, "Just let me know. You won't find anyone better than me," she giggled. Cate nodded his head and watched as she went back to work. 
 
      
 
    He pretended to eat his meal and drink the ale as he watched and waited. An hour later his patience paid off. A woman whose hair looked like it would burn to the touch entered the tavern. After having seen several of the serving wenches in the room, she was not what Cate was expecting. Despite Horace's description of the lady, he had been expecting a dirty tired looking lady, like the others. This woman was a breath of fresh air compared to those soiled doves. 
 
      
 
    Her dress was made of the finest blue velvet, which served only to enhance her eyes. She kept her fiery red hair piled on top of her head and she walked like a princess attending court as she maneuvered her way through the crowd. Cate had been so taken in by her appearances he had not noticed the man walking next to her gripping her upper arm and pushing through the crowed. 
 
      
 
    Cate could tell by the look in his eye he was ruthless, not by his dress. He too was dressed impeccably in tight black leather pants and a velvet black tunic. His knee high boots shone as if freshly polished. Cate did not over look the sword hanging on his hip and as the couple passed him he saw the small flash of a dagger pressed into the woman's back. 
 
      
 
    Cate lowered his gaze towards his meal and took another swig of his ale. He continued to watch them under hooded lids as they sat down with man in black at the table in the corner. Blocking out the noise of the tavern the best he could, he focused on the conversation between the men and the woman. Straining to hear their whispers over the drunken crowd. 
 
      
 
    "Well done, Lady Ashebourn," one of the men said. "I did not think to see you again so soon." 
 
      
 
    "I brought it, just like you asked," the woman said with a shaky voice. "Now can I see him." 
 
      
 
    "Let me see it," Cate glanced up slightly and watched as the man who had led the woman into the tavern handed a dagger to the man in black. Cate quickly averted his eyes. That was no ordinary dagger the man had handed him. It the King's dagger, the one belonging to Darien Raven, King of Calandoria. "What talents did you use my dear to obtain it so quickly," he heard the man sneer. 
 
      
 
    "You have it," the woman said. "Now let me see him." 
 
      
 
    "Not just yet. I have another little task for you Lady Ashbourne, once it is finished you can take the boy and be on your way." Cate looked up again careful to keep his gaze hidden from the men. He saw the man who had held the dagger against the woman's back force her back down when she tried to stand. 
 
      
 
    "You gave me your word," she pleaded. "You said if I brought you this you would let us go." 
 
      
 
    "Circumstances have changed my dear," He handed the dagger back to the other man. Take this and put it with the Maeorus's, but not yet. Stay and share a drink with us." The other man nodded and motioned for a waitress to come to the table. 
 
      
 
    "Tell me Lady Ashbourne was your husband shocked that you gave birth to his son only five months after your marriage?" Cate heard the woman gasp. "I take that as a yes." 
 
      
 
    "I have no idea what you are talking about," she said. Cate heard a hint of desperation in her voice. "Oh I think you do," the man in black said leaning forward. "The dagger is valuable," he said almost so softly Cate had missed his words. "Come now Lady Ashbourne it's no secret that the young Calandorian prince was in love with you before your marriage. I find it strange that with your red hair and blue eyes and your husband blonde hair and brown eyes that your son is dark haired with gray eyes, don't you." 
 
      
 
    "You don't know what your talking about," she answered. "My mother had dark hair and my husband's father gray eyes." Cate heard the man laugh. "Of course they did. Why keep it a secret now? Why not tell the father. Surely he would see you well set for life and knowing his weak heart he would probably even accept the bastard." 
 
      
 
    "Please," the woman begged. "May I see him, just for a few minutes." 
 
      
 
    "No not tonight," the man leaned back and looked at the lady sitting in front of him. "Tonight I am going to give you the opportunity to earn a chance at seeing him. If I am pleased you may see him in the morning before you leave on your next assignment. If not," the man smiled. "If not Lady Ashbourne you may never see him again." The lady started to struggle against the man holding her, but quieted instantly when the man in black leaned and softly whispered something else to her. The words had been to low for Cate to here, but he could imagine. He lowered his eyes as the man who had led her into the tavern stood and hauled her to her feet. He escorted her up the stairs a short distance away to the rooms above. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later the man returned without the woman and joined the man in black. While he had been gone one of the waitresses had delivered their drinks. "Tonight, for the first time since arriving in this cesspool I think I am actually going to enjoy myself, Devlin," he said raising his glass to the man as he took his seat across from him. "I only hope she shows as much fire in bed as she does in her eyes when she angry. For her son's sake she better." The man he called Devlin laughed. The sound left a sour taste in Cate' mouth. "Do you think you will need her all night Lastern or would you be willing to share when you are done with her." Devlin said laughing into his cup. 
 
      
 
    "Next time," Lastern said tasting his own drink. "Tonight I have other business for you to attend to." Cate didn't have to look to know the man was disappointed. "I want you to take Williams' and Daniels dagger along with the boy to the ship. Get everything ready to sail. As soon as the Lady Ashbourne returns from this next mission I want to set sail. The time for us to leave is fast approaching. Soon the northern armies of that fanatic will sweep over this island and our Emperor will have nothing more to fear from this rabble." Devlin nodded and finished the contents of his cup. Cate watched as the man rose from the table in headed up stairs. The man Lastern sat a few more minutes finishing his own drink before he too left the table and headed to the rooms above. 
 
      
 
    Cate relaxed his guard and released his hand from the hilt of the sword hidden beneath his cloak. He now understood what had been stolen that was so important. Sighing he sent a silent prayer to the God's to keep the woman safe until he could find away to save her. It couldn't be now. Tonight her would retrieve the daggers, both of them and the boy. He waited until the man Devlin headed back down the stairs carrying a young boy firmly in his arms. Cate was shocked at the resemblance the child held to Darien. Even though he had heard Lastern eluded that the boy might be his, Cate had had his doubts. Seeing the boy had changed that. He had met to many Raven's not to recognize the boy as one. He watched as the man walked through the door of the tavern before rising to follow him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 51 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Where did you get this?" the man said harshly as he drew his sword. 
 
      
 
    "I told you," Horace said not looking at the man. "Sir Cate gave it to me along with a message for the king." The palace guard continued to eye the suspiciously. "Sir Cate has several men at his disposal, why would he send a mere boy with a message for the king rather than one of them? 
 
      
 
    "I was the only one with him at the time," Horace said hanging his head. He was failing. Sir Cate had placed his trust in him and he was failing. Maybe he should leave and search for Darien on his own. He knew the king was not here, but this is where Cate sent him. 
 
      
 
    "What is it Pitt," Both the guard and Horace turned at the sound of the voice. Horace stared in awe at the sight before him. It was a boy not much older than him. Horace had never seen clothes so fine. Horace wondered who this boy was. He wore no adornments that would proclaim him a part of the royal family, but at the same time he spoke to the guard as if he was in charge. 
 
      
 
    "This Sir," the guard said handing the ring Horace had given him to the other boy. Karegh looked wide eyed at the ring then turned to Horace. Karegh had admired the ring many times on Cate' finger during the more boring council meetings. "Where did you get this?" Karegh asked Horace as he examined the ring more closely. He had never seen it off Cate finger before. 
 
      
 
    Horace was frustrated having to repeat the same thing over and over again. He quickly tried to explain to the other boy how he had come by the ring and of the message he needed to deliver. Karegh studied the boy as he listened. The boy was exhausted and obviously frustrated with the guard. He definitely was not a threat to the castle, Karegh thought looking at the boy. If his story was true he should have been escorted in immediately. This boy was terribly thin and had traveled far to deliver a message from Cate to the king. What good would have been done having him pass out at the Castle gates? Karegh turned his eyes to Pitt. "You should have let him enter rather than holding him here until I came. Raven's do not fear young boys," Pitt looked uneasy under Karegh's glare. 
 
      
 
    "Of course, Sir," he said somberly. 
 
      
 
    "Rest easy Pitt. You are a fine guard and if a threat does come to the castle gates there is no other sword I would rather have answer the call." The man relaxed under the boys praise. He understood that Karegh would speak more to him later on the matter, but not in front of the boy. 
 
      
 
    Karegh had been placed in charge of the royal guard at the city gates, the castle gates and on the wall. Darien had insisted that Makren move the responsibilities to Karegh. He wanted him conditioned to leading men should the need arise. The first few weeks he had been a tyrant while asserting himself as the commander of the guard. Now he was more relaxed, but no less vigilant. He wanted to instill in his men the belief that their brains were the best weapon they had, not their swords. Karegh had learned this from the other council members. All were strong and capable. Most had fought in more battles than they could count, but each chose to find solutions without using their swords first. Fighting was a last resort. Karegh's men, who were technically soldiers, did not fight in combat. They had the more difficult job of diplomacy. With all the changes in the kingdom and the upcoming war more and more citizens were coming to the castle. 
 
      
 
    Horace watched the boy standing next to him in awe. He seemed so strong and powerful. The guard had actually looked distraught over his displeasure. What kind of place was this Calandoria? Here in this land a boy could be equal to a man. Horace looked at the boy again; maybe this was no ordinary boy. Perhaps he had a gift like he had heard about from the priest back home? 
 
      
 
    "Come," Karegh motioned to Horace. "I will see that you are fed and bathed. The king is not here at the moment, but Lady Lissandra will be able to help you. I am afraid that she is indisposed for the rest of today, but I will see that you have an audience with her as soon as her schedule permits." Horace followed Karegh into the castle, saying nothing as they walked. He was to busy taking in his surroundings. In all his life he had never known beauty like this existed. He remembered Darien, the man he had met on the road months before. The man who had listened to him and saved his life. That man lived in all this beauty. To Horace it seemed right that he should be rewarded such a living. King Darien surely was the greatest king that had ever lived. 
 
      
 
    Lissandra slowly opened her eyes, but made no movements. She had heard something. A soft quiet sound, almost like a footstep. She lay still in her dark chamber listening for any noise to pierce the silence of the night. From her position in bed she could see a small amount of embers still glowing in the fire place. Not enough to give off adequate light in the vast room. 
 
      
 
    She had retired early in the evening not feeling well. Her day had been consumed with plans for the upcoming war. She had allowed herself only a few hours respite that morning to sit in her mother's rose garden with Kiala. Makren and Kiala had left before the midday meal telling her not to expect them back for at least three days. It was left to her alone to go over the troop distributions. She had also started organizing a supply line to be sent to Darien and his men fighting in Pearoandorn. By dinner time exhaustion and a throbbing headache forced her to seek the shelter of her chamber. 
 
      
 
    Perhaps it was close to dawn. The servants began walking the halls hours before the rest of the castle woke. She was just about to roll over to look out her window when a faint creak from the hall caused her to once again halt her movements. She lay completely still in the dark straining to hear another noise from the hall. After only a few moments she heard what sounded like a footstep just beyond her door. 
 
      
 
    Lissandra was sure now someone was in the hall outside her door, but who? Anyone who belonged in the hall would not have tried so carefully to mask their footsteps. 
 
      
 
    Certain that whoever was in the hall was not a member of her family or one of the castle servants she silently rose from her bed. She quietly crept across the room to stand behind the door. Her mind already preparing for the encounter. She watched as the knob slowly turned and the door opened no more than a crack. She only had to wait a moment before it quietly swung open allowing the intruder to enter her chamber. Lissandra paused just long enough to determine the back she was staring at was unknown to her. Once she was satisfied she released the power she had been holding at the ready. 
 
      
 
    "Lady Lissandra," Lissandra shook her head slightly at the sound of the voice calling her name. Her body ached and was pressed against something cold and hard. She tried opening her eyes, but a blinding light forced them closed. "Lady Lissandra," the voice repeated. This time she recognized Karegh's voice. Suddenly remembering the intruder she opened her eyes fully. Karegh was holding a lantern next to her face watching her closely. 
 
      
 
    She gently pushed the light away and slowly righted herself. She had been lying on the stone floor of her room. It was becoming more and more common for her to black out after using her power. 
 
      
 
    "Are you alright?" Karegh asked with relief. He had been afraid she was dead when he had first entered her chamber and found her lying motionless on the floor. 
 
      
 
    "Yes," she said taking his offered hand and pulling herself up to her feet. "I am alright," she said gently rubbing the side of her head. She was going to have a bump where her head hit the floor. 
 
      
 
    Karegh seeing she was fine took a few steps towards the middle of the room. He had noticed the large block of ice upon entering, but his concern for Lissandra's well being had prevented him from investigating it more thoroughly. 
 
      
 
    "What is it?" he asked moving the lantern closer. Lissandra watched as he slowly approached the ice. 
 
      
 
    "The question is who is it?" Lissandra replied. She glanced at the floor and saw no puddle of water had formed from the melting ice. She must have only been out for a few minutes before Karegh found her. "He came into my room," Lissandra said softly. "I awoke as he tried to quietly enter. I did not wait to see what his intentions were. I merely acted." Now that it was over Lissandra realized the enormity of what she had done. She had killed a man for no other reason than he had opened her door. 
 
      
 
    "His intentions were not good," Karegh said motioning toward the man encased within the ice with the lantern. Lissandra moved closer to see what Karegh was speaking of. Clutched in the frozen man's hand was a knife. He had entered her room with a knife in his hands and he had been walking towards her bed. 
 
      
 
    "I do not like this," Karegh said solemnly. 
 
      
 
    "Neither do I," Lissandra whispered. If she had not awakened when she had, she may have very well been dead by now. 
 
      
 
    "How did he get in the castle? Where is he from? I have never seen armor such as this." Karegh was asking the right questions. The problem was that Lissandra did not have any of the answers. Karegh moved from the block of ice in the middle of the room to light the lamps around the room. Once the room was full of light he closed the chamber door and lowered the latch securely locking the door. 
 
      
 
    Lissandra was only half aware of Karegh's actions. She was studying the man encased by ice. As the light flooded the room she was able to make more of his features. He was a tall man with a strong build. His hair looked almost white beneath the ice. His blue eyes stared blankly towards her bed. The empty stare sent a chill down her spine. 
 
      
 
    Karegh rejoined her next to the ice. "This confirms a decision I made earlier this evening," he said softly. "It is time for you leave." He turned his face towards Lissandra's and found her starring at him with a confused expression. 
 
      
 
    She followed him as he walked to one of the dainty blue chair in front of the fireplace. He turned a serious expression towards her and motioned for her to join him. "We do not have time for this Karegh. We need to find Makren and then," 
 
      
 
    "No," Karegh's voice echoed through the room, cutting her off. "Please, for his sake. Please speak with me for a few minutes before you do anything else," he added quietly. Karegh was scared. She could see the fear in his eyes. His skin was ashen and he kept clinching his hands into fist to keep them from shaking. "Things are not what we thought," he whispered. "Please sit with me." 
 
      
 
    "What do you mean?" she asked concerned with his strange behavior. She moved to the other chair and sat down. 
 
      
 
    They sat there for several minutes before he spoke again. The hollowness of his voice was barely audible. 
 
      
 
    "The Acumen," he cast a blank stare at the embers in the fireplace. "We have been holding them for weeks, yet not a single one of them has died." 
 
      
 
    "Then none of their prophecies have failed yet." She reached out and took one of his hands with her own trying to comfort him. 
 
      
 
    "Do you forget that Molly and I have recorded each of their visions? Over half of them should have died by now." He turned looking into her eyes. "Instead, they receive a new vision." He slowly pulled his hand from Lissandra's. He glanced towards the figure still encased in ice before speaking again. "There is also the temple. You destroyed it, yet the Moon Arts have not left us." 
 
      
 
    "I am sure there is an explanation," her response lacked the conviction she had intended. 
 
      
 
    "There is," Karegh nodded in agreement. "Everything we believed in was a lie." 
 
      
 
    "It could simply be the will of the Gods," she said softly. "Do you think they would allow mortals to take their power in this world away?" 
 
      
 
    Karegh shook his head at her words. Perhaps he should have gone to Makren. Makren never took things lightly. Makren would have understood the significance of what he was saying. "It is time for you to leave," he said again. "You are no longer safe in Rorgrim." 
 
      
 
    "I am just as safe as any of the rest you," she said looking back at the frozen man. "He could have just as easily entered one of the other chambers." 
 
      
 
    "True," Karegh said turning his eyes back to the dying embers in the fireplace. "But your door is at the very end of the hall right across from Darien's. All the other doors are before yours, but only your door was tried." 
 
      
 
    "How do you know that?" she asked straining to keep the fear from her voice. 
 
      
 
    "I followed him from the time he entered the castle," Karegh began. "He walked directly to this door. Once I saw him enter the room I turned to go for help, but a strange noise brought me to investigate. I found you lying on the floor and the man entombed in ice. Had I not already been on my way to see you, I might have missed him." 
 
      
 
    Lissandra wished Eranen was with her. Absently she placed her hand to her abdomen. "Why would he want me dead?" She asked herself. It was not until Karegh answered her that she realized she had spoken out loud. 
 
      
 
    "The pretender can not reign if any Raven survive. Makren is destined to die in the final battle. Darien will die when the pretender is defeated. Rachel and Jimreth have already been killed. You are the only one that remains a threat." Karegh felt relief wash over him. He had only heard the prophecy that morning and since then he had been trying to find anyone he could tell. 
 
      
 
    "It does not make sense," Lissandra said shaking her head. "Descartes is the Destroyer and Darien is the Pretender. We have been through all many times." 
 
      
 
    "No," Karegh said before she could say more. "The Acumens we hold tell things differently. If you wish to see your child born safely you must leave and head south immediately." 
 
      
 
    Lissandra starred in shock at Karegh words. She had told no one she was with child. "Karegh, how did you know?" 
 
      
 
    "I did not know anything until the Acumen told me this morning." He said softly. "Before you leave I need you to speak with someone. A boy name Horace arrived this morning with an urgent message for Darien. It is from Lady Alli." 
 
      
 
    "Horace," Lissandra repeated. She had heard that name before. Darien had once told her and Eranen about a young Acumen named Horace. He was the one who first lead him to Eranen's farm. Lissandra rose and quickly walked over to the chair next to her bed. She grabbed her robe from it and quickly put it on. "Take me to him," she said turning back towards Karegh. 
 
      
 
    Several hours later Karegh was handing Lissandra the reigns to the black stallion Eranen had left behind. "Use caution, trust no one." He reminded her as she mounted. "I will have Eranen meet you at his farm when he returns. Remember whether he meets you or not you must head south before it is to late. The baby must be born in the south." 
 
      
 
    She could only nod at Karegh's words. She was trembling. She grasped the reigns tighter with her hands. A shadow greater than war had been cast upon them. Horace's words truly frightened her. Lissandra took a deep breath to calm herself and turned the horse towards the castle gates. She desperately tried to hold back her tears at the thought that she would never see her beloved home again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 52 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Are you cold," Makren asked covering Kiala's body with his own. He pulled the large fur he had brought with them tighter around her shoulders. "You are all the warmth I need," she said taking his lips with hers. Laughing he pulled back starring into the depths of her velvety brown eyes. It had been two days since they left the castle and ventured to the meadow deep with in the King's forest. Two days of absolute happiness and bliss. Makren hated to have to leave her, but it was time. He had never meant to stay gone this long, leaving Lissandra behind to manage on her own. He knew if he didn't leave now he never would. Having already made the decision to leave Kiala, if they stayed any longer he knew his resolve would falter. 
 
      
 
    "I could lose myself looking into your eyes," he softly whispered. "I'll miss the way you look at me the most," he sighed. "The way you gaze lovingly into my eyes just after we have made love. It's the look that will bring me back," he said gently wiping a tear from her cheek. "It's the look that will keep me going while were apart." 
 
      
 
    Kiala felt silly crying at his words. He had said much sweeter things to her before, but he had never said goodbye to her before. She supposed that was the reason for her tears now. She thought she had moved past the sadness of his leaving and had accepted it. Now that the time had drawn near she wasn't sure if she could let go. 
 
      
 
    She gave him a little shove, just enough so she could sit up and look at him more fully. She let the fur fall from her shoulders exposing her breast to his gaze. He moaned as desire coursed through him. He had just made love to her and already he needed her again. She smiled, that special smile that belonged only to her. "Will you return with Descartes or before?" she asked caressing the two long braids hanging over his shoulder between her fingers. "Before If I can," he said watching her closely, "but only if I find what I am seeking. If I return without the knowledge I seek my leaving will be for nothing." 
 
      
 
    She nodded and let her hand trail down her chest. "I love you," she said looking into his eyes. "I love you too," He wrapped his arms around her in a tight embrace. "By the gods if there was any other way I would not go," he softly whispered. "I know," she gently kissed his neck, "I know." 
 
      
 
    An hour later after they had finished with their goodbyes and packing up their belongings Makren turned to her and threw the fur they had used as a blanket around her shoulders pulling it tight. "Kiala," he said brushing her hair behind her ear. "I think it best if we part ways here." She started to protest, but Makren held a finger against her lips. "Duncan is camped less than a mile away," Makren said tilting his head towards the trees. "Lissandra sent him to watch over us. I guess she understood there would be times when we might be too distracted to notice approaching danger." He took her hand with his and gently brought her fingers to his lips. He kissed them gently. "I will take you to him and he will escort you back to the castle." 
 
      
 
    "No," Kiala said shaking her head. "Come with me, say goodbye to Lissandra." Makren only shook his head. "I can not. If I go back with you now, I will never go at all," he said softly. "I must leave now why I still have the strength to do so." Kiala nodded still clasping his tightly as he began leading towards the trees and to Duncan. 
 
      
 
    It was just inside the line of trees once they had entered the forest that they jumped out at them, quickly surrounding them. Kiala had been shocked that Makren had not drawn his sword on the men, until she noticed the symbol each bore on their black armor. It was the same Sun symbol that had been branded into Makren's back. Kiala slowly looked at each of the men around her. She knew without a doubt, base on what Makren had told her that she was looking at Descartes' Chosen Ones. 
 
      
 
    "It is good to see you again, my brothers," Makren said smiling. He looked to a lone figure standing by them. He had no doubt based on the stature of the individual that it was a woman. He could see nothing of her face to give him any indication of her identity. The top portion of her face was concealed by a black mask. Only her blue eyes were visible. 
 
      
 
    "Arian," a female voice rang out. He squeezed Kiala's hand still clutched tightly in his own. The woman moved past the men and stood before him. Kiala's eyes widened in fright when she saw the Hikirian symbol on the woman's armor. It was the Forstar crest. She came to a stop in front of Makren and pulled a little dagger from the sheath at her hip. She leaned over and pulled one of the braids from over his ear forward. She leaned in and whispered softly in his ears where only he and Kiala could hear. "I am sorry Makren," her words barely audible. "I have no choice." She took the dagger and sliced the braid off clutching tightly in her hand. She took a few steps back and cast a quick glance at Kiala before speaking again. 
 
      
 
    "Arian," she said in a tone of authority. "Your father has been worried you have not returned to him." 
 
      
 
    "I had intended to leave this very day," he answered looking her in the eye. "Who are you that he deemed worthy enough to fetch me?" 
 
      
 
    "I am nothing," she said. "I only led your brothers to you. If what you say is true," she turned and looked at the men behind her before turning back to him. "Then you are willing to leave with them now?" 
 
      
 
    "Of course," he said still puzzled by her identity. "I was only escorting the lady to her guard posted nearby. If my brothers would allow it I would continue still." 
 
      
 
    "We can't brother," one of the men said behind the woman. "We must make haste before the pass home is blocked for winter. Father has demanded we bring you to him posthaste." 
 
      
 
    "Very well," Makren said turning to Kiala. He spoke quietly to her, "Make your way to Duncan and then Rorgrim as quickly as you can. If they try to stop you I will buy you what time I can." Kiala shook her head violently. "No," she said. "You can not risk it." The unknown lady stepped closer and grabbed Kiala by the arm. Kiala tried to pull away, but the woman's words halted her protest. "Listen, carefully," the woman said looking between the two of them. "I will take you to your escort. If Makren does not leave now none of us will leave the woods alive. They have orders that any protest from him on leaving means he has lost his way and should be executed immediately. Do you understand?" Kiala nodded slowly and looked at Makren. "Do not worry?" the woman said turning to Makren. "I will see her safely home. 
 
      
 
    Makren nodded and released Kiala's hand. This time Kiala made no move to interfere. "Come my brothers," he said embracing the first man he came to. "It has been too long since I have felt the embrace of my father and much too long since I have felt the warmth of the sun upon my face. Luckily," he said turning to face Kiala. "This fridge land is full of lovely wenches who willing spread their legs to keep my blood warm until it was time for me to leave." The men around him all chuckled. Kiala forced back the tears that threatened to fall from her eyes. She knew he had not meant the words, but hearing them killed her. "Let's go back where the women are touched by the sun and there touch does not chill the bone with it's whiteness. I have been dreaming of a sun kissed maid to settle myself upon." Again the men around him laughed. 
 
      
 
    Kiala felt the woman pull on her arm as she began leading her away from Makren and the men. Kiala looked back only once to see Makren and his brother fading behind the trees heading north. After ten minutes of brisk walking the woman in front of Kiala stopped. "Your guard is not far from here," she said looking to make sure there was no sign of the men. "Just keep going in the same direction and you will find him. He is bound, but unharmed. Release him and head for the castle as quickly as you can." 
 
      
 
    "Who are you?" Kiala asked. 
 
      
 
    "I am no one," the woman said. "Just a person forced to do what I must to protect those I love," She turned to Kiala. "Now go, before they change their minds and come back." The woman did not wait to see if Kiala would follow her instructions or not. She quickly headed back the way they had come. Kiala did not follow, instead she slowly moved forward. The realization that Makren was gone struck her before she made it to Duncan. She collapsed to the ground in tears hoping he would be safe. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 53 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eranen was cold, no not cold he was freezing, to death if he did not find some shelter soon. He had been wandering the broken mountain trails for weeks he thought. Truthfully he had lost all concept of time so he could not be certain how long he had been in the mountains. He was starting to think he would die here among the ice and snow. Lissandra never knowing his fate, some husband he was turning out to be. 
 
      
 
    A few days after he had began his climb into the jagged rocky foothills a storm had come. There was no autumn here, no time to prepare at summer's end for the harshness of winter. Eranen had known the storm would be bad. For years he had wasted days watching the clouds trying to decipher there effects on temperature and rain. What he had learn had told him this would be no small storm a smart man would have head back for Moristine then, but he had never thought of himself as smart, only curious. For days blinding snow and ice had fallen. The wind so strong at times he had trouble standing. The sky itself had become so dark he did not know if it was day or night. He had tried to keep track of the minutes passing in his head, but he could not. Eranen had desperately tried to find a cave to shelter him, but the snow and ice had blanketed the surrounding so quickly he could not tell the difference between the rocks or drifts within the first hour. He had rested a few times burrowing into holes he dug into the snow hoping he would wake and not freeze to death. He had thought he had turned himself back towards the foothills sometime the first day after the storm hit, but perhaps he had turned in the opposite direction. Had he gone the right way he would have been out of the mountains by now. Mostly likely he was wandering in circles. 
 
      
 
    Twice he had considered just giving and letting the mountain have him. Then he thought of Lissandra and the babe. His father had been killed when he was a small boy; he had no memories of him. He could not knowingly do that to his own child. He could not leave Lissandra wondering for all time what had become of her husband. Even with his resolve to stay alive he could feel himself growing weaker. He stumbled; he had seen something moved in the distance. Eranen tried to focus on what he had seen for that split second. It was the only thing that had not been white that he had seen in days. It had been golden he thought. He had seen a golden light, with new purpose he forced himself to continue. After a few small steps he felt the snow give way under his feet. Frantically his arms searched for something to hold on to but he felt only air. The last thing he remembered was the sound of his own scream echoing through the storm. 
 
      
 
    "Is he ever going to wake up?" Kale said frustrated at how long she had been waiting. She had always thought of herself as a patient person, since meeting Tobias she had changed her mind. Nothing ever seemed to happen fast enough. 
 
      
 
    "He was half frozen when I found him and that is more than just a bump on the head he has." Tobias answered her. He was growing impatient as well. The man had been sleeping for days. "We are not really in a hurry yet anyway. It will be a few more days before the weather is clear enough for us to travel," he added to remind her that even if he woke up now it would still be a few days before he saw her. 
 
      
 
    He turned back to his fire and added more meat to the stew. He always ate well the first month or so after getting supplies. After that any unused fresh meat or vegetables would no longer be edible. He would be left to dried meats and porridge after that. He was grateful that Eranen had arrived when he did. Now he would never have to eat porridge again. 
 
      
 
    "I will make you an apple pie," she said softly. "The trees have more on them than we can carry, might as well use what we can before they go to waste." She knew it was his favorite. The man could spend hours dwelling on the taste and feel of warm apple pie. Of course he was like that about everything. If he thought about something, he dedicated his mind to it fully until every aspect of it had been picked apart. "Once the storm has passed I will come down even if I have to carry the man," Tobias said already tasting the tart apples. 
 
      
 
    "It will be an easier journey to make with him awake. If you decide to leave the cave before he is awake I will send Menas up to help you." He knew what she was doing. When she had first discovered she was being watched she had been unnerved, but then she discovered who was watching her. Every since then she had been trying to come up with a reason to expose him and invite him inside to wait for Lord Palek. Menas had no idea she knew he was there, watching her. He spent most of his time hiding behind a tree that gave him a clear view of all the windows on the east side of the house. He was probably watching her now nestled in front of the fire, while the night air chilled him. She spent as much time during the day as she could watching him, watch the house. Tobias usually only let her do it a few minutes at a time. Tobias could always think of better things for her to do. She really hoped he did not get sick in the cool wet weather. It had been raining for days. The storm raging with snow and ice at Tobias's cave was nothing more than cold rain where she was. 
 
      
 
    "He is waking" they thought at the same time. Tobias moved to his little table and poured a cup of water from the bucket of snow he had brought in the cave a few hours earlier. He sat the cup of water on the table and moved the other chair from the far corner of the cave to the table. Tobias mused; no one had ever sat in the chair before. The only reason it was in the cave was for the man lying in the bed. He was the only other person who had been in the cave since with Tobias since he left the world down below. He was also the only person Tobias had ever expected to be in the cave with him. 
 
      
 
    Eranen shook his head as he sat up trying to remember what had happened to him. He remembered the storm, the ice and the snow. He opened his fully to take in his surroundings. He was in a bed which appeared to be carved from a stone wall. Several furs were piled on top of him, which explained why he was so hot. He started to throw them off when he realized he wasn't wearing any clothes. There was a small little table next to the bed and to his relief his clothes laid neatly folded on it next to a candle. Near the center of the room was a larger table positioned in front of a fireplace, which had also been carved out of the cave's stone wall. Eranen assumed the carver must have also created a chimney of sort because the room did not fill with smoke from the blaze. Eranen saw a pot hanging over the fire spreading an aroma that reminded him of his grandmother's stew. 
 
      
 
    The room was so quite Eranen had assumed he was alone until he saw a man pushing a chair to the table in the center of the room. The man looked to be about the same age as Eranen. His hair was wavy and golden like so many Hikirians where Eranen lived. He kept it neatly trimmed and his face clean shaven. Absently Eranen ran his hand across his chin. His own face had the good beginnings of a beard. It had been a while since he had done anything as simple as shaving, trying to survive had been his foremost thought of late. The man was wearing coarse brown robes and fur boots. Eranen had noticed his own boots and packs lying on the floor next to the fire. His furs were hung next to what looked to be the entrance to the cave. A sturdy piece of leather hung over the hole to keep the cold air outside from getting in. 
 
      
 
    Tobias watched Eranen as he took in his surroundings. He was probably surprised that he was alive at all. He had Clarissa's eyes, Tobias thought. It suddenly occurred to him that this was her flesh and blood. This was her grandson. She probably had held him in her arms when he was just a babe. He felt a kinship with this man, they had both loved her. While it was not the same, she had meant something to both of them. "Where am I?" Tobias cleared his thoughts of her memory and carried the cup of water he had just poured over to Eranen. He took it and began drinking greedily. 
 
      
 
    "This is my home," Tobias said taking the empty cup from Eranen and setting it on the little table next to his clothes. "Get dressed," Tobias said heading back towards the fire. "The stew is ready. We will talk while we eat." Eranen did not argue, but began dressing while Tobias pulled two bowls down from a shelf carved near the fire. He was just filling them with stew when Eranen walked across the room barefooted to the table. That was when Eranen noticed the floor of the cave was covered in a carpet fine enough for the castle in Rorgrim. 
 
      
 
    "Who are you?" Eranen asked seating himself in the chair Tobias indicated as his. 
 
      
 
    "My name is Tobias Headrick Ro…" Tobias caught himself, "Just call me Tobias." 
 
      
 
    "Do you live here?" Eranen asked impressed that a man could survive in cold of the mountains. Tobias nodded his answer while blowing on his stew. "How long have you lived here?" Eranen asked curious to see if the man could tell him about others living in the mountains. 
 
      
 
    "Most of my life," Tobias answered truthfully. He had imagined this conversation in his mind several times. It had always progressed much faster. 
 
      
 
    "Do others live in the mountains?" Eranen asked. 
 
      
 
    "Why?" Tobias asked trying to appear interested in the answer. He knew that Eranen had not yet realized he was the one Eranen was looking for. 
 
      
 
    "Come spring an army will pass through these mountains on its way to battle Calandoria. Anyone they find here will more than likely become the first casualties of the war. I need to warn them to leave now, while they still have the opportunity." Tobias had not expected that answer despite what he and Kale had heard in Moristine. The blond men had been passing through the mountains for several years, content to steal children and plunder goods from the kingdoms of the South. It was strange that after so many years they would launch an attack. 
 
      
 
    "Is that why you are here, to warn any on the mountain? 
 
      
 
    "No," Eranen replied before tasting the stew in front of him. "If there are others to warn though, I would like to save them if I can." He took another bite of the stew. "This is wonderful," he said shoveling more stew into his mouth. "It tastes like my mother's." 
 
      
 
    "Really!" Tobias said delighted by the news. "Most people season wrong. It's the Pornack root that makes the difference." 
 
      
 
    "Pornack root is scarce in Hokaren, but I have found that Welc Berry Blooms tastes similar enough to use," Eranen said. Tobias almost started to argue with Eranen over the ingredients to the stew. Eranen would not know that it was called the Food of Enlightenment and when made properly enhanced the abilities of those who possessed powers. Only those who had attended their studies near Kern would have known its abilities. To someone like Eranen who had no powers it was just a tasty meal. 
 
      
 
    "I am sorry," Eranen placed his spoon next to his bowl. "I have slept in your bed, eaten and drank my feel of your provisions, all without giving you my name. My grandmother would have scolded me for such manners after you saved my life." He said offering his hand to Tobias. "I am Eranen Palek" Tobias grasped the offered hand, "Welcome Eranen Palek to my mountain." 
 
      
 
    "Tell me Eranen why are you here if not to save those living in the mountains," Tobias asked at Kale's request. She did not possess the patience to allow the conversation to flow naturally. 
 
      
 
    "I am searching for an old man," Eranen said casually. "Do you by chance no if an old man lives in these mountains?" 
 
      
 
    "I have lived here most of my life," he said. "I know these mountains better than any man alive. I can assure you I am the only one who calls them home." Eranen showed no emotion at Tobias's words, but he was disappointed. He knew more than likely he had been chasing a fairy tale, but it had seemed as if every force in the universe had wanted him to come. 
 
      
 
    Tobias was surprised by Eranen's reaction to his answer. He had expected more questions, but it seemed as if Eranen was ready to give up. Tobias was starting to having serious doubts about this generation. Seeing he was going to have to give Eranen a little push towards destiny he said the only thing he could think of. "I will turn One thousand one hundred and thirty two on my next birthday. Is that old enough to qualify and the one you are looking for?" he flashed his best smile at Eranen. 
 
      
 
    Eranen stated at Tobias at a lost for words. Perhaps living isolated in the mountains had made him senile. "I do not even know how to respond to that," Eranen said slowly. "All my wisdom has left me," jokingly he added, "The man I seek is closer to nine hundred years old." 
 
      
 
    "No," Tobias said, "It should have been between eight hundred and nine hundred years old since that was my age when I last saw your grandmother. I had given her a book of poetry, I believe she passed it on to you?" he questioned. 
 
      
 
    "If that were true it would mean my grandmother would have been pushing three hundred years when she died, not one hundred year old. I am afraid that is more than I can believe," Eranen said. 
 
      
 
    "Yet you readily believed you would find a nine hundred year old man in the mountains," Tobias shook his head. "Clarrisa was actually closer to my own age near eleven hundred years old when she died." Tobias added. 
 
      
 
    "How did you learn my grandmother's name," Eranen asked growing uneasy with the conversation. 
 
      
 
    "I asked one of the other students she studied with." Tobias answered. At Eranen's confused look he elaborated. "You see I was so struck by her beauty I couldn't get the courage to ask her myself. If not for my cousin I may have never spoken to her at all. You have her eyes you know?" Eranen did know, but it was impossible that this man should. "I believe she told you to seek the man in the mountains." Tobias said interrupting his thoughts. 
 
      
 
    Eranen's thoughts went to the book. That was the second time he had eluded to it. He remembered well the last line of that book. It had led him here. 
 
      
 
    "How is this possible?" Eranen rose from his chair and began pacing in front of the fire. "You look the same age as I am." 
 
      
 
    "There is a simple explanation," Tobias said indicating with his hand that Eranen should sit back down. It took a moment but Eranen returned to the table and took his seat across from Tobias. "When a prophet becomes dedicated to a particular prophecy they will quit aging until it is fulfilled. A long time ago at the request of my closest friend, I with the help of a very talented wizard dedicated myself to a prophecy. I was twenty-five at the time. Since that day I have not aged and will not until the prophecy comes to pass. Once that is done I will begin aging again and just like you eventually die." 
 
      
 
    "How is it that you have not died in all this time? I may not be able to fully understand the lack of aging, but I can accept that long ago a wizard may have possessed such powers. I have spent much time studying ancient magic. How is it that with all the wars, plagues, and normal disasters that occur in nature that something or someone has not killed you?" Eranen asked curious by the miracle before him. Lissandra's powers seem so little compared to this man's. 
 
      
 
    "It is part of the magic of a dedicated prophecy. I can not die until my prophecy comes to pass. That is why Clarissa sent you to me. She knew from the signs that you were part of my prophecy." Tobias said seeing that Eranen no longer doubted his words. 
 
      
 
    "How well did you know my grandmother?" Eranen asked curious. He had only known her as an old woman, but this man had known her in her prime, before she had married. 
 
      
 
    "Well enough," Tobias said not wishing to explain the details of his relationship with Clarissa to her grandson. "She had also dedicated herself to a prophecy. Prophets tend to move in the same circles even when they are not linked. Dedicated prophets are a rare occurrence and tend to stay closer to each other than normal people. People die, dedicated prophets do not." 
 
      
 
    "Linked?" Eranen asked not understanding the meaning of the word. 
 
      
 
    "Now is not the time for that discussion," Tobias replied. "Once we join the other fated ones I can answer all your questions. I will need to see the King of Calandoria as soon as possible if we are going to begin righting the wrongs of the past. I have no desire to live another thousand years waiting for this opportunity to come around again" 
 
      
 
    Eranen considered Tobias's words. If they were true then Eranen himself had already began fulfilling some of his prophecy just by seeking him. Eranen wondered how Tobias's gift and that of an acumen such as Alli's differed. He could think of a million questions he wanted to ask Tobias, that was just one of them. 
 
      
 
    "I have a question?" Tobias said shaking Eranen from his thoughts. Tobias pulled something from his robes and held it in front of Eranen. It was a gold medallion just like the one Eranen was wearing. Unconsciously he moved his fingers to his neck to make sure he was still wearing his. "I know how I came by mine," Tobias said, "Tell me how you received yours." 
 
      
 
    "My brother-in-law gave it to me for protection and aid if I needed it." Eranen studied Tobias before continuing. "He said if I found you I should bring you before him." 
 
      
 
    "So you married a Raven," Tobias nodded in understanding. 
 
      
 
    "If you do not mind me asking, where did you get yours?" Eranen asked ignoring Tobias's assumption. 
 
      
 
    "From Rorgrim Raven, the heir to the Empire of Ariantheim and all surrounding lands." Tobias stood and stretched trying to loosen his muscles. Sleeping on the floor the past few days had made him appreciate his little bed. 
 
      
 
    "Where?" Eranen asked puzzled. He had never heard of such a place. 
 
      
 
    "That is a question to save for later when all the fated ones are together. We still have to collect the tools to ensure our victory. Soon your destinies will be revealed. The king must make his selections first. Those bound to him by blood were selected by the fates. By placing the talisman around you neck he has chosen you. If everything has come to pass that should leave three more to find." Tobias was talking more to himself than Eranen. Eranen did not understand half of what Tobias was saying. He could also tell by the man's tone that he would not elaborate on anything until he was ready. 
 
      
 
    "Unless you are tired I would like to rest for a while," Tobias said pointing at the bed. Eranen indicated that Tobias should go ahead with a shake of his head. He was still thinking of the conversation they had already had. "If the storm passes tomorrow we can leave. I have an apple pie waiting for me." Tobias said lying down on the bed and closing his eyes. 
 
      
 
    "What now" Tobias yelled, shocking Eranen. Eranen watched him to see if he was alright. After a few moments Tobias turned towards Eranen. 
 
      
 
    "Forgive me Eranen. Kale is concerned that Lieutenant Alridge is going to freeze to death in the woods outside her house tonight. The weather is unseasonable cold according to her. Would you be offended if she invited him where it is warm until we arrive?" Eranen stared at Tobias wondering how he knew about Kale or Alridge. "Eranen," Tobias said trying to gain his attention. "About Lieutenant Alridge?" 
 
      
 
    "I would prefer the man not die. If she would like to offer him shelter I will promise not to bring him up on charges, but in return tomorrow you will explain how you know Kale and about Lieutenant Alridge. I am also curious to know how Kale will know that she may invite the Lieutenant in tonight since I am sure you will not see her before tomorrow." Eranen said not able to imagine how any of it could be possible. 
 
      
 
    "Agreed," Tobias said closing his eyes again. 
 
      
 
    "Thank you for Alridge" Kale said. "Do you think he will be alright?" 
 
      
 
    "I do," Tobias answered. "Had our positions been reversed I would have been a blathering idiot by now. This man has a gift for the truth. We will need that. You know as well as I the treachery and betrayal that lie ahead of them. Only one thing will save them. If they fail you and I will be spending a lot of time together." 
 
      
 
    "I am motivated enough without threats," she said laughing. "I look forward to having my mind and body back." 
 
      
 
    "Goodnight," he said softly, "and thank you for not wearing pink." 
 
      
 
    "I have not had time to do the wash," she smiled, he had felt it, "Goodnight I will see you tomorrow." she whispered. 
 
      
 
    Kale waited until she was sure Tobias was asleep before slipping on her boots and wrapping her fur mantle around her shoulders. It was not really that cold outside, but the rain was still falling and Menas was not Tobias, he could get sick. Thankfully he had not teased her when she insisted he come in for the night. She made her way downstairs and out the front door to find Menas. 
 
      
 
    She knew he would need a fire on a night like this so once the candle had gone out in her room he would head for the river, far enough away from the house that the trees would hide the flames. As she followed the path to the river she slowed her pace not wishing to startle him. "Menas," she called softly once the glow of his fire came into view. "Menas please I need you," she tried to make herself sound panicked. She knew despite the fact his presence was so suppose to be secret that if she were in trouble he would come. 
 
      
 
    She did not have to wait long he ran up the trail to meet her. "Kale, what is it? What's happened?" She pulled her mantle around her shoulders tighter before answering. 
 
      
 
    "I received word for Lord Palek," she said hoping he would not ask too many questions. "He will be coming tomorrow and, and" she stopped not knowing what to say. She could use Tobias's help right now. 
 
      
 
    "Lord Palek," Menas said staring at her bemused. 
 
      
 
    "Yes," she said not understanding why he was smiling. 
 
      
 
    "After all this time that is the best you could come up with?" he asked pleased by her surprised looked. "You knew I knew you where here?" she questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, I knew you knew. I let you discover me. It felt wrong watching you without your knowing and I wanted you to know I was close if you needed anything," he smiled at her. "You did not truly believe I could have made it to lieutenant without being able to keep my presence unknown did you?" 
 
      
 
    "I guess I just prided myself on knowing my woods," she gave him a little pout. "I really did get word from Lord Palek. He will be here tomorrow and he said you can come in if you like. No need to keep up pretenses anymore. I am harmless." 
 
      
 
    "No you are not harmless," he said wrapping his one of his arms around her shoulders and walking her back down the path towards the house. "I have seen you practice with a sword; harmless is not a word for you. However, you do not pose a threat to Calandoria which is why I was instructed to watch you." She smiled back at him, she couldn't help it. She had been afraid her training would have made her appear to manly. 
 
      
 
    "Menas can I ask you a question?" she whispered softly. He stopped walking and looked at her his arm still draped around her shoulder. "Do you find my nose to pert for my face?" 
 
      
 
    He smiled wider, "Is that why you spend so much time looking at it in the mirror? You think it unattractive?" She nodded. "Well," he said. "I think without it you wouldn't look like Kale and to me Kale is the mostly beautiful woman in the world." He leaned in and captured her lips with his to prove his point. This was not the same light kiss he had given her at the Inn. This kiss was full of all the passion the other lacked. It was the kiss she had been craving. When he broke the kiss he softly whispered in her ear. "Is your friend asleep for the evening?" Surprise lit her face. "How do you know about him?" she said. "You talk out loud to him. I listened to you as well as watched you." She had not realized she spoke out loud when she talked to Tobias. She would have to learn to stop that before she left the woods. "Is he?" Menas asked again. She smiled, "Yes he is asleep for the night." He pulled her close to him and began walking towards the house again. "Good, if it would not offend you I would like to try that again sitting in front of the fire?" Kale leaned her head on his shoulder. "I would not be offended," she sighed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 54 
 
      
 
      
 
    "I hope that isn't breakfast I smell," Menas said coming into the kitchen the next morning. 
 
      
 
    "No," Kale said looking up from the dough she was rolling out. "It is death," she smiled at him. He did not question her further. He was curious, but they were not alone. He was still uncomfortable knowing that everything he has said to her last night was now known by another. Every kiss he had given her felt by another. After spending only a few moments with her in front of the fire the night before she had sent him upstairs to bed with a book. The book explained what she was. He still had trouble believing it could be true, but even before he had read the book he had known there was someone else there. Her behavior over the last few weeks had been more than the result of her isolation. She had done more than talk to herself. She would argue, actually yelling at times. When she won she would walk around wearing the smuggest look he had ever seen. When she lost she would change into pink and brood for hours. Once he had seen her take a dozen or so pink hair ribbons and tie them all through her hair. She looked ridiculous, but at the time he thought it must have worked because she was back to herself by the next day. He had thought maybe a ghost. He smiled to himself he should have known there was no such thing as ghost. 
 
      
 
    She looked charming this morning, she really did. She was standing at the table in the center of the large kitchen, the toes of her bare feet sticking out from under her blue dress. She had tied a white scarf around the crown of her head so only the brown curls of her hair where only visible at the back. She had flour smudges on her face and the dress. "Give me just a moment to finish my pies and I will fix you something," she said smiling. He nodded and walked into the living room. 
 
      
 
    Kale watched him go. He had not mentioned the book, but she knew he read it. It was in his eyes. She knew it was asking too much for him to continue down the path he had been on, but she was hopeful when all this was over he would still be there. Tobias had complained endlessly on her behavior the night before. He had started before the sun had risen this morning. He acted as if she were selling herself at the market place instead of enjoying a few harmless kisses. He did not have to worry about it anymore. Menas would not be kissing her again. 
 
      
 
    Menas sat at the table in the kitchen watching Kale in the main room of the cottage. She was sitting in front of a roaring fire covered in blankets. She was also shaking from a cold he could not feel. The prophet was leaving the mountain and the fridge temperature had been more than she could bear. She never moved, only stared into the fire. She was listening to a conversation he could not hear. Twice the offensive smell from the pot containing the death had driven him from the kitchen, but the heat of the main room was more than he could withstand. The last time he had left the kitchen he had gone upstairs long enough to retrieve the book from the room he had slept in. Now he was sitting at the table where he could keep an eye on her in case she need something. He had been trying to concentrate on the book in front of him for the last hour, but kept getting distracted with watching her. "Menas," she called bringing him out of his daze, "Please stir the pot twice to the right." He rose and grabbed the long ladle he had seen her use earlier that morning in the pot. He quickly stirred the think black liquid twice. After replacing the ladle he laughed to himself wondering what would have happened if he would have stirred it to the left. He grimaced as the concoction began bubbling. Even more of the offensive odor permeated the air. With a moan he sat back down at the table and the book. He planned on reading it until he knew it by heart. He had to, he sighed his heart depended on it. 
 
      
 
    Eranen and Tobias has spent most of the morning in silence. The perilous descent and chilling cold made even casual conversation difficult. Eranen had not minded the silence even though he had questions for Tobias. It had given him time to reflect on what Tobias had already told him. If only a portion of what he had said was true it could open a world of opportunities to the acumen being taken to Rorgrim against their will. At the very least it could save them. Eranen had not mentioned what was being done to the acumen in Calandoria or that by leaving the protection of his mountain he risked becoming one of them. He doubted it would have affected his decision. 
 
      
 
    Over breakfast that morning Tobias had explained his link to Kale. Eranen was sure he was given a condensed version of the process and what the link actually did. What he had been told was not comprehensible to Eranen. How could two separate individuals be one, yet still separate in the manner Tobias described. Tobias had spoke of wizards and their role in the process. Eranen wondered if Tobias realized there were no more wizards. No magic like Tobias describe existed, only the elemental arts and only one possessed all. 
 
      
 
    "Do you need to rest," Tobias asked breaking the silence. Eranen was so startled by his voice that he missed a step and stumbled. "No," he said honestly. "I would prefer to spend as little time as necessary in the cold. Tobias merely nodded and continued walking. The path was becoming less rocky and wider. 
 
      
 
    Eranen did think the walk going forward would be easy enough that they could discuss the topic they had been avoiding since they had made their way from Tobias's cave to the trail that would lead them down the mountain. 
 
      
 
    "Who do you think they belong to?" he asked indicating the foot prints in the snow. It looked as if several people had moved through the pass during the night. They had not been leaving the mountains, but heading the other way. "Evil," Tobias said remember the faces of all those children. 
 
      
 
    Eranen's did not probe for more of a response. Instead he thought of Lissandra, his wife. What had the evil been doing in Calandoria? He had an overwhelming desire to head straight for Rorgrim. Even though he knew the journey would take at least two weeks. 
 
      
 
    "Who else wears the talisman," Tobias asked after a few minutes more. It took Eranen a moment to realize Tobias spoke of the medallion Darien had given him. "The king's brother and sister," Eranen said. "There are two from Hokaren and two others from Calandoria. All serve as his adjutants. Eranen thought he heard Tobias mention something about one more, but he seemed to be talking to himself, so he did not respond. 
 
      
 
    "The brother and the sister make sense, it is there right as Ronans." Tobias said after a few moments. "I am not disappointed by you either. The king was wise to chose you for his sister." 
 
      
 
    "He did not choose me," Eranen said. "At the time it seemed healthier to wait until the deed was done before telling him." Tobias smiled at Eranen's words. It was nice to know that those close to the king were not afraid to oppose him when necessary, especially if this king was as stubborn as his ancestors. 
 
      
 
    "What of these Hikirians you mentioned? What can you tell me of them?" Tobias asked. 
 
      
 
    "Very little," Eranen replied. "One is a member of the royal guard in Hokaren, the other the princess of Hokaren. I have seen them only once and for a short time." He offered no more information about Cate or the Lady Allista. He had only given what was already common knowledge in Calandoria. 
 
      
 
    "The others from Calandoria you spoke of are they soldiers as well?" Tobias asked. 
 
      
 
    Again Eranen limited his answer to information Tobias could gather in the first town they came to. "One is a lady who worked in the castle as a ladies maid before Darien became king; the other is one of his generals." 
 
      
 
    Tobias stopped and turned to Eranen disbelieving his words. "What purpose could a ladies maid serve on a king's council?" 
 
      
 
    "She is our conscience," Eranen replied, not adding that Makren had insisted Darien give her Rachel's medallion so she would be protected after his death. 
 
      
 
    "Is she a good one?" Tobias turned back towards the path moving forward. Eranen had almost answered yes, be then remembered it was Kiala who had devised the plan for destroying the Temple of the Moon and the Order of Colondone. It had been Lissandra's conscience that had spared the latter. 
 
      
 
    "We are almost there," Tobias pointed to the horizon. "Last year if you stood here you would have seen the top of the library, I mean Temple of the Moon above the trees. Of course it is gone now. From what I gather no trace, not one stone remains. It is just gone." Eranen said nothing. It was scary how close Tobias's words matched his thoughts. His eyes scanned the horizon. They were just beginning to enter Calandoria and were doing so much closer to Rorgrim than he had expected. The majestic trees of the Colondone Forest loomed before them. 
 
      
 
    After a few more Moran Tobias stopped abruptly and sat down on a large white stone. He pulled off his packs and turned to Eranen. "We wait here. They will come to meet us and we will ride the rest of the way." Eranen removed his own packs and leaned them against the stone. The large stone had captured his attention. He had never seen anything like it in nature. It look as if it had been placed there intentionally, but who could have possibly move a stone so large and why place it here? "We used it for human sacrifices back in my day. For the last 800 years or so I have been using it as a place to sit and rest." Tobias flashed a big smile towards Eranen, who had realized he was joking. 
 
      
 
    "Where did it come from really?" 
 
      
 
    Tobias's face grew serious, "When I was young," he said softly, "I made sculptures. This stone had been intended for one. A friend found it for me, but war, love, destinies and promises kept me from using my chisel on it," he gave a small laugh. "I have not held a chisel in over 400 years; I wonder if I would remember how to carve." 
 
      
 
    "Did you carve the cave?" Eranen asked wondering how long that must have taken. 
 
      
 
    "No," Tobias said appalled at the thought. "There was a beautiful girl with some amazing talents who shaped that cave for her and my cousin. They would often meet there to keep anyone from discovering their relationship." Tobias's word carried a tone of sadness. It must have been hard for him to watch those he loved grow old and die while he remained forever young. 
 
      
 
    "I took your grandmother there once," Tobias said rubbing his chin. "She punched me so hard I was sure that my jaw had been broken." 
 
      
 
    "Serves you right for trying to seduce her," Eranen said. 
 
      
 
    "I didn't take her there to seduce her. I took her there to say goodbye. She never took saying goodbye well. It was too final. She had always been so sure we would see each other again." 
 
      
 
    "Did you?" Eranen asked. 
 
      
 
    "No, we never did," Tobias said quietly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 55 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Do you think we will be marching today?" Lawwe asked Darien, who was standing outside his tent watching the sun rise over the camp. They had been camped outside the town of Waverly for two weeks and the soldier with him was growing impatient for this war to begin. 
 
      
 
    Darien ignored the sarcasm in Lawwe' voice. The latest scouting reports had arrived late in the night and he had been planning his next steps ever since. "Why march when the enemy brings the battle to us. Forek will appear on the other side of Waverly by dinner time tonight." 
 
      
 
    "That is a bold move. I thought for sure he would move his army South and join Norris." Lawwe said as he looked out of the camp. Most of the men still slept and everything was peaceful at this time of the morning. 
 
      
 
    "The real battle for Pearoandorn will be fought against Norris. For now I see no need to wear my men out marching after every nobleman with an army. Let the enemy wear their soldiers out either marching to meet me or to join Norris." 
 
      
 
    "Are you sure that is the only reason remain here," Lawwe said glance toward Darien's tent. 
 
      
 
    "I can assure you strategy is the only reason we stay. I doubt the Lady Ashebourn is foolish enough to return home with my army so close. Even if she was to return I doubt she would still have the dagger in her possession." His pride had been prick by her treachery, but he was over it. "It was just a dagger. I can have another made once this business in Pearoandorn is over." 
 
      
 
    "Sire," both Darien and Lawwe turned to see a young soldier heading towards them. "The is a messenger asking for entrance into the camp," he said bowing on one knee. 
 
      
 
    "A messenger from where?" Lawwe asked as Darien motioned for the man to stand. 
 
      
 
    "From Lord Forek," the man replied breathing heavily after running the length of his post on watch to where Darien's tent stood. Darien made no comment. He looked at the man before him. He looked no older than Molly. 
 
      
 
    "What is the message?" Lawwe asked. The young man uncomfortable with Darien's silence turned to Lawwe. 
 
      
 
    "Lord Forek wishes an audience with his majesty at the midday hour, my lord." This was not something Darien had anticipated. 
 
      
 
    "Grant his request." Darien said signaling the boy to leave. 
 
      
 
    Lawwe had wanted to ask the soldier more questions and sighed as he watched him run back through the camp towards his post. "He is to young to be in the army," Darien said as he too watched the boy speed through the sleeping camp. 
 
      
 
    "All men are to young for war, but each man seeks it to fulfill some private need. For him I wager it his home land of Calandoria, where only those men who serve can make their way. For you it is to protect those you care for and for me it is to protect Raven's past, present and future." Lawwe said smiling at Darien. 
 
      
 
    "I am not sure the Raven's are worthy," Darien smiled back, "but we are honored." 
 
      
 
    Lawwe laughed. "Maybe you are unworthy, but not Lissandra and my debt to your brother I could never repay." Darien was reminded of Moran by Lawwe' words. He had not told Lawwe of his plans for Moran. Makren was the only one who he had trusted completely with his plan. 
 
      
 
    "Do you think Forek comes to negotiate a treaty?" Lawwe asked changing the subject to more serious matters. 
 
      
 
    "I know Forek well," Darien replied. "He does not negotiate for anything. With him there is only the right side and the wrong side, no middle ground. I can only assume he has not yet decided his position in this war." 
 
      
 
    "Do you think he can be swayed to join us?" Lawwe asked surprised that a Pearoandorn noble might voluntarily support Darien's campaign. 
 
      
 
    "Let us hope," Darien said before turning and heading towards his tent. Lawwe took one last look at the rising sun before heading in the opposite direction to begin preparing for Forek's visit. 
 
      
 
    Forek had arrived precisely at midday as was agreed. He entered the camp with only a few guards all of them unarmed. Darien watched as the man he had fought so many battles with in aid of Maeorus approached. It took brave men to enter the enemy's camp without any weapons Darien admired Forek for making the decision. It was a decision Darien himself was relieved to see. It meant Forek had not yet decided which side of this war he was on. Lawwe stood next to Darien in front of his tent. At Darien's nod he removed his sword and laid it on the ground next to the canvas. 
 
      
 
    Once Forek had reached them ceremony dictated that Forek should approach and knell before him as a respect to his title as King, regardless of the land he reigned over. As Forek did this Darien took in the changes in the man that had occurred since he had seen him last. His brown hair had begun to gray slightly at his temples in the last three years. While the wrinkles around his eyes were not deep, they were there. He turned his brown eyes to Darien, "Your majesty," he said meeting Darien's gaze. "It has been along time." 
 
      
 
    "Indeed it has," Darien said motioning for him to stand. "I have had a meal prepared in honor of your visit," he motioned towards the tent. "I would be honored if you would share it with me." 
 
      
 
    Forek readily agreed and turned to his men giving them a nod before following Darien into the tent. Lawwe went as far as the entrance before turning his back to the occupants and standing watching Forek's men for any sign of trickery. He would stand just outside the tent until the meeting was over or Darien called in need of his aid. 
 
      
 
    "Come and sit," Darien said opening a bottle of wine for them to enjoy with their meal. Forek did as he was asked and Darien filled a cup for both of them before sitting across from him. 
 
      
 
    "Forgive me, your majesty for showing up so unexpectedly." Forek began. 
 
      
 
    "Please my friend," Darien said interrupting. "We have known each other to long for titles. I could not bear it if you did not call me Darien." 
 
      
 
    Forek nodded before smiling, "It is good to see you have not lost your honor, Darien," he said. "Maeorus changed after the crown was finally his, not in a bad way," Forek added, "he was just different. He no longer laughed with his friends and none of them called him Maeorus any longer." 
 
      
 
    "The burden of a crown affects each man who wears it differently I suppose," Darien took a sip from his cup as he studied the man. "Tell me why did you ask for this audience?" 
 
      
 
    "I could not stomach it if rule of Pearoandorn fell to Norris. His corruptness would drive all the good out of my home land. That does not mean I relish the thought of it being absorbed into Calandoria, but you are the lesser of the two evils." Now that Darien had drunk from his cup, Forek followed suit. 
 
      
 
    "So you have come to surrender your army to me?" Darien asked watching the man in front of him for any sign that he might be playing Darien false. 
 
      
 
    "If that is the price you require," Forek agreed. "However, that had not been my intent in this meeting. Although I knew it would probably be a requirement of your trust. I came to warn you. Even as we speak a new enemy is preparing to march upon you from the east, the bulk of the Hikirian army will cross the Blood River in three days. That is when Norris will make his move. With the Blue River to the north and the Meandering Meadows to your west you will be trapped between the two forces." 
 
      
 
    "The Hikirian army," Darien said in disbelief. "The queen would never send her troops against me," he said confidently. 
 
      
 
    "I was there," Forek said sitting his cup down on the table. "The King and the Queen both signed the treaty with Norris." 
 
      
 
    "King?" Darien asked confused. "What King?" 
 
      
 
    "The Lady Allista married her cousin Moraken a fortnight ago uniting Hokaren and strengthening the Forstar hold on the kingdom." Forek said with disgust. 
 
      
 
    "The Lady Allista married," Darien said leveling his eyes on the man, "You are sure of it?" 
 
      
 
    "Many of the nobles from Pearoandorn were at the wedding, myself included." Forek nodded. "What's wrong?" he asked noticing Darien's pallor had changed. 
 
      
 
    "Nothing," Darien lied. It couldn't be true, it just wasn't possible and yet why would Forek lie. He couldn't have known that Darien had even ever met the Lady Allista much less that he had feelings for her. 
 
      
 
    "If we were to combine our armies," Forek began, "and marched on Norris now there would be a chance that he could be defeated before the Hikirians arrived at our backs. It would be a hard battle, but together we would stand at least a chance at driving them from Pearoandorn and back to Hokaren." 
 
      
 
    Darien knew he really had no choice. It would take to long for him to send to Calandoria where the bulk of his army was still preparing for the war with Descartes. He had only brought what he thought would be needed to conquer Pearoandorn. He had never dreamed he would battle Hokaren as well. "Lawwe," Darien called to his friend. The man entered immediately at his call, but froze in place when he saw the look in his eyes. 
 
      
 
    "Darien?" he questioned forgetting his title. 
 
      
 
    "Ready the men we march immediately," Darien said turning back to Forek. "To where?" Lawwe asked. "First to meet Norris and then to Hokaren. We will not be resting until Calandoria holds the capital city of Adeline." 
 
      
 
    "Darien," Lawwe whispered softly. When Darien turned his pain filled eyes towards him he made no other comments. He backed out the tent and hurried to do his king's bidding. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 56 
 
      
 
      
 
    "I know, I know, I know," Kale yelled. "Do you think constantly repeating yourself is going to make this wagon move any faster? She tightened her hold on the reigns and flicked them hard urging the horses pulling the old wooden wagon to move faster. 
 
      
 
    "Kale," She turned at the sound of Menas's voice. He was starring, confused by her outburst. "Were late," she said fuming. "They are waiting for us at the meeting stone and Mr. High and Mighty is tired and hungry and doesn't understand why it's taking so long for us to arrive." Menas made no comment, but continued starring. He might have read a book that explained Kale's connection with this man, but his mind was still having a hard time accepting it. 
 
      
 
    "Hand me my bag please Menas." He turned to the back of the wagon and grabbed a worn leather satchel just behind the seat. He picked up and held it out to her. "Here," she said thrusting the reigns into his hands. He kept one eye on the trail ahead of them and the other on Kale as she began to rummage through the bag. 
 
      
 
    He almost burst out laughing when she pulled a handful of pink hair ribbons out of the satchel before throwing back into the back of the wagon. He continued driving as she methodically began tying the ribbons in her hair. She looked utterly ridiculous. Her hair too short to properly tie the ribbons into and when she was done it looked as if long pink vines were growing from her head. She turned and smiled at him, "You like pink, don't you Menas." Menas understanding her game nodded. "I love pink, especially on a girl as pretty as you." She reached out for the reigns, but Menas shook his head. This unknown man could not blame her for their pace if he was the one driving. 
 
      
 
    "Can I ask you a question," Menas said softly as he slowed the pace of the horses. She turned her head no longer smiling and nodded. 
 
      
 
    "Why me?" he said. "Why tell me?" She swallowed and pursed her lips. "I don't know," she shrugged. "I liked your company that first night over dinner and your presence the last couple of weeks has made me feel safe, like before my grandfather died. It has only been a month since I lost him." She turned and smiled at him. "I needed a friend who would understand, someone who wouldn't be afraid of the unknown. You have fought in countless battles. You are a lieutenant in the finest army in the world. You aren't afraid of anything," she finished. 
 
      
 
    "Is that what you think of me?" He smiled at her timid nod. "I'm not afraid of you Kale, quite the opposite. You fascinate me. You have since I first laid eyes on you, but your other half. I'm not sure he is the kind of person I would offer my friendship too and I am not sure how I can be friends with you and not with him" 
 
      
 
    "He doesn't like you either," she whispered. "He thinks you a dandy." 
 
      
 
    "He does?" Menas almost laughed, but he was trying to have a serious conversation. "Oh yes and other things that I can not repeat, not in front of civilized company." Menas frowned at her words. The man in question would only have Kale's knowledge of him to base an opinion on. How was it, Kale could like him and not the unknown man? What had he done that might possibly offend the man? Menas paled and looked back at Kale's lips. 
 
      
 
    "I see them," she stood up and began waving wildly at a man dressed in coarse brown robes and another man Menas recognized immediately as Lord Palek. Shivers ran down his spine, everything he had seen and read were true. 
 
      
 
    Eranen watched as the wagon containing Lieutenant Alridge and the young lady name Kale rolled to a stop just a few feet from Tobias. "Did you bring it?" Tobias demanded as soon as she had finished climbing down. "You know I did. Why do you always have to ask things you already know the answer too," her reply was harsh. Eranen shook his head in disbelief. He had spent the last half hour as he waited with Tobias listening to the man argue with her. There connection was unbelievable. "Sir," Eranen turned to Alridge who had move to stand next to him after climbing down from the wagon. "Well," Eranen said nodding towards the bickering pair next to the wagon. "She is harmless, but him," Menas pointed at Tobias. "He scares me, sir." 
 
      
 
    "Me too," Eranen said nodding, "me too." 
 
      
 
    "Well don't just stand there you two," Tobias waved them over. "There is warm apple by waiting by the fire." He threw his pack into the back of the wagon and climbed in after it. "Ride up front with the girl," Eranen said moving towards the wagon. "Once we arrive back at the cottage, prepare to ride. We head for Rorgrim tonight." 
 
      
 
    "Are they going with us," Menas said following behind Eranen. "Yes," he said turning to look at the man. "While he eats his pie I want you to gather every book in the cottage and load them in this wagon. We are taking them with us as well." 
 
      
 
    After Tobias had finished both the pies Kale had prepared and Menas had loaded up all of the books he could find they all piled back into the wagon, heading for Rorgrim. "Kale, how close to the temple are we?" Eranen asked as Menas started the horses forward. "It's not far at all," she pointed down the road. "We will pass where it stood in a couple of Moran." Eranen nodded before whispering his orders to Menas. "Once we have past the area where the temple once stood, stop the wagons. You and I will be going into the woods." 
 
      
 
    Menas did not question Eranen. It was not his place to do so and so once the wagon passed the now empty field where once the Temple Of The Moon Soul had stood he slowed the horses just at the tree line. 
 
      
 
    Thankfully, Tobias had fallen asleep so there were no questions to answer when Eranen told Kale to stay with the wagon. 
 
      
 
    "Sir," Menas began, "Where are we going?" 
 
      
 
    Eranen continued moving forward his eyes looking into the trees above. "There," he said pointing. Menas followed the direction of his finger, but saw nothing. "What?" he asked looking closely. "It's one of the old guard towers." Eranen said turning to the man. "Lieutenant Alridge," his voice turning deadly serious. "How devoted to your king are you?" 
 
      
 
    "I would give my life for him," Menas said meeting Eranen's gaze. "Good because if what you see here ever leaves your lips, your life will be the price." Eranen did not wait for a response from the man instead he went to work climbing the guard tower camouflaged by the trees. Once he had reach the top he began tossing books to the ground being as gentle as he could. When he was sure the tower was empty he climbed back down. "Help me get these to the wagon," Eranen began picking up the volumes. "There are two more towers we must empty before we leave." Menas nodded and began helping Eranen with the books. He asked no questions, he did not want to know the answers. As they went from tower to tower collecting books he couldn't help but wonder how books from the temple had gotten in the towers or how Lord Palek had known they were there. 
 
      
 
    "Was that not the most thrilling sight you have ever seen," Moraken laughed as he forced Alli to sit down. They had just come from the walls of palace where they watched the Hikirian army march out of the city to join forces with the Pearoandorn army against Darien. Alli hung her head down to hide her tears. She knew the minute she had put her name on the treaty with the man named Norris that she was signing her own death warrant. They were to, but to stupid to realize it. The idiots actually believed that after they took out the Calandorian army in Pearoandorn they could march straight to Rorgrim and take over the entire country. 
 
      
 
    Alli knew different. There where only two possibilities. Either Darien had marched his whole army into Pearoandorn to conquer that kingdom and his armies would swiftly defeat both the Hikirian forces and the Pearoandorn army and their deaths would come soon or Darien had only taken a small portion of his men into Pearoandorn and they would defeat him. When that happened either or Makren or Lissandra, more likely the latter would take over rule in Calandoria and no matter which it was would send the bulk of the Calandorian Army towards them. They would be hugely outnumbered and defeated and their deaths would take a few months longer. Either way death was coming for them, Alli saw it clearer than any vision the Gods had ever given her. She hoped Darien had enough men with him to defeat them. She could not live with herself while she waited for her own death if she knew he had already gone. If it came to that she would end her own life, once she had fulfilled her promise to Tia. 
 
      
 
    It was the sound of an infant crying in the corner of the room that shook Alli from her thoughts. Moraken was standing at the window ignoring his son's wails. "Tia," he shouted turning and facing the room. He broke out into laughter. "Oh," he said smiling at Alli. "I guess she won't be able to answer." 
 
      
 
    Alli's eyes moved to the corpse sitting in the chair in front of her. Tia's vacant eyes stared at her. Moraken had slit her throat right in front of Alli when she had refused to go with him to sign the treaty with Norris. The only reason she agreed in the end was because he had turned the blade towards the baby. That had been three days ago and still Tia's body remained in the room. Moraken kept it there to remind Alli what her insubordination had cost. 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry, my dear," he said moving to stand behind her. "I'll have her removed soon. You proved to me today you can be reasonable." Alli cringed as he leaned over and kissed her cheek. "Soon," I will know the taste of you," he said. The feeling of his breath on her neck made her queasy, but she held her expression still. She did not want to enrage him. At least not while the baby was crying. 
 
      
 
    Moraken chuckled as he stood and walked to the door. He called for the guard to fetch the nurse. He waited at the door watching Alli. Once the nurse had come and removed the baby from the room he closed the door and forced the latch into place. 
 
      
 
    "Tell me dear," he said moving back towards her. "Has your vision been fulfilled?" Alli looked at him in shock. "Despite what you think I am not daft, Alli. You would have never have returned to Adelaide after that first night when you barely escaped with your life, unless a vision sent you here. So tell me has it been fulfilled." There was no reason to lie to him, so she nodded. What did it matter? Soon it would all be over. She prayed it was Darien who delivered her killing blow and not some random soldier or worse a hooded executioner. 
 
      
 
    "What goes through that mind of yours?" Moraken asked still watching her. She turned to him and smiled. "I was just think of my approaching death and the next in line to rule Hokaren," she answered. 
 
      
 
    "Soon all of our enemies will be crushed. Once Calandoria is out of the way there will be no army to match ours," Moraken returned the smile. "Tell me who do you think will kill you, other than me. Once your gone there is no one other than me to rule?" 
 
      
 
    "My real cousin," she said. "Once I die true rule of Hokaren will fall to him. You see," Alli's smile broaden. "His father was born before my father's sister, so if I fall it would be his son to succeed me, not you." 
 
      
 
    "You lie," Moraken screamed. "Harold killed his brother." 
 
      
 
    "Yes," Alli nodded in agreement. "But not before he had a son. I am sure that upon my death he will wish to take his place as rightful heir of Hokaren." 
 
      
 
    "You lie," he raged. "If Harold would have had another heir he would have told me." 
 
      
 
    "I do not see why you think so?" she shrugged. "He did not even tell me until the last time I saw him and he trusted me. You he trusted not at all." Moraken's anger at her words raged beyond control. He struck out hitting Alli in the side of the head. She screamed at the explosion of pain coursing through her face. "Your lying, admit it," he screamed striking her again. The force of his blow knocked Alli out of the chair and she fell to the floor with a loud thud. She screamed again when she heard the loud snapping as her arm broke on impact. Moraken threw the chair out of the way and kicked her in the abdomen repeatedly as he raged at her for her lies. He had broken her ribs with the first kick. She could feel blood trickling out of her mouth and run down her face. She smiled just before losing consciousness. Moraken was going to kill her she didn't have to wait for Darien to come. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 57 
 
      
 
      
 
    Darien smiled with delight as he looked at the opposing armies forces. His own army now doubled in size since Forek had joined his own men with them, waited behind him at the ready. At his signal they would advance and crush the enemy. Then Darien would turn them east towards the treachery of Hokaren. "Are you ready?" Forek asked moving his war horse next to Darien. "Norris has taken to field." Darien watched as the man, along with two retainers galloped into the open field separating the two forces. Protocol demanded he speak with him before the battle to see if there was one last chance for diplomacy before the blood of the men covered the ground. For Darien only Norris unconditional surrender and execution would sway his hand. 
 
      
 
    "Let's go," Darien said urging Nog forward. Forek and Lawwe followed close behind. Darien arrived to the middle of the field before any of them. He patiently waited as he watched Norris gallop closer at a snail's pace. Just as Norris was coming to a halt right in front of him Darien felt the earth begin to shake. They all struggled to keep their mounts as the horses began wildly dancing with fear. Darien felt a cold rush of air pass in front of him and with a loud crackle hit Norris. 
 
      
 
    Darien turned to look at the man instantly frozen from the blast. His horse toppled over and both crashed to the ground shattering into slimly red clumps of flesh. Darien turned his head in the direction the blast had come from, a lone figure with long flowing black hair, riding a stallion as dark as night raced towards him. Panic engulfed him as he realized Lissandra was tearing across the field between the two armies. Before he could even signal his men forward to protect her, a barrage of arrows filled the sky head towards her. They ignited mid-air and sizzled instantly into nothing but ash floating harmlessly to the ground around her. 
 
      
 
    Darien felt the earth began to tremor again and watch in terror as Norris' men sank down to their waist, as if the earth beneath their feet had liquefied just long enough to ensnare them, before becoming solid once more. 
 
      
 
    Lissandra ground to a halt in front of her brother, panting and out of breath. A light sheen of sweat covered her skin, but otherwise she seemed unharmed. "This war is over my brother," she said between gasps. "I have urgent news from the Lady Allista and need to speak with you alone at once." Lissandra almost lost her mount has a wave of dizziness swept over her. Darien quickly dismounted Nog and rushed to her side. He pulled her from the saddle and gently lowered her to the ground. "Forek," he called. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, Sire," the man was drained at all color and his voice was shaky. "Those in Norris' army willing to swear fealty to Raven and Calandoria dig out and have them join our army." He lifted his eyes away from Lissandra to look at the man. "Those refusing to give their oath leave them." Forek nodded before riding back to their own men to gather others to help him with the task. 
 
      
 
    "Lawwe," Darien turned to the man horse only to find that Lawwe had already dismounted and was standing at Darien's side. "Help me get her on my horse, then follow me with the stallion." Lawwe placed his hand on Darien's shoulder and gave it a tight squeeze before moving to help him. 
 
      
 
    They both had seen Lissandra use her power before, but neither had ever imagined she could do what she had done this day. She all by herself had defeated an army of at least 50,000. Lawwe shook his head in wonder as he handed Lissandra up to Darien once he had mounted. "She has the other sister's training to do the same as she has just done," Lawwe said meeting Darien's eyes. Darien nodded in understanding, when spring arrived Lissandra would have the former Daughter's of the Moon on the battlefield when Descartes crossed over the mountains. Darien held her close as he spurred Nog forward. Her mercy may be the only reason any of them would still live come summer. 
 
      
 
    "Darien," Lissandra said waking. She was in a tent, lying on a bed, her brother was sitting at a small table a few feet away. 
 
      
 
    "How do you feel?" he asked, moving to sit gently on the edge of the bed next to her. 
 
      
 
    "I am fine," she said relieved to see the sun still shining through the flap in the tent. "My health is much improved since we last saw each other and it takes less time for me to recover." 
 
      
 
    "What are you doing here?" Darien had tried to hide the fear in his voice. He had spent the last two hours watching her sleep wondering what tragedy in Rorgrim would have caused her to risk her life to seek him out in a hostile land. "I told you I have an urgent message from Alli." Darien rose and stood turning his back to his sister. He did not want her to see the anger entering her face. "What is the message?" he asked keeping his voice level. "In a bag on my saddle," Lissandra said moving to the edge of the bed. "A letter and her King's dagger. The letter will explain everything." Darien nodded and headed for the tent flap. He could not imagine what the letter might say, but it was doubtful it would say anything that would change his mind. At first light on the morrow his army marched for Adelaide. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cate looked at the small bundle lying next to the fire sleeping with his cloak wrapped tightly around him. It had not been as easy as Cate had thought it would be to rescue the boy from the man Lastern. He had followed the man out of the tavern only too see that two others joined him as he began strolling down the street towards the docks. Cate followed them until they were well out of earshot of the tavern and it's patrons. Beckett was not an affluent town and no light illuminated the street, only the light of the moon allowed him to keep the men in his sights. 
 
      
 
    It had been several years since Cate had been on a covert mission and was surprised to find how easily he fell into old habits. Without making a sound and slipping unseen from one shadow to the next he was able to move some distance ahead of the men casually walking down the street. Lastern still carried the boy and the pouch containing the daggers. 
 
      
 
    Cate slide into the doorway of a darkened house and waited patiently as they neared. When they were close enough he pulled his hood over his head and stumbled into the middle of the street, bumping into one of the men as the walked by. "Pardon, me," he said slurring his words together. The smell of the strong ale from the tavern still clung on his breath, aiding in his attempt to look like a drunk. "Watched it you old fool," the man snarled shoving back. Cate fell into step next to them walking slightly tilted, "Can any of you fine gentleman spare a coin for a drink?" he asked even as his hand moved to the dagger at his waist, hidden from view by the cloak. "Get out of here," the man he had ran into said marching towards him. Cate let the man advance on him and when he was inches away he thrust the dagger into his belly. Before the others could tell anything had happened he slid the dagger out and threw it at the other man walking with Lastern, hitting him in the throat and killing him instantly. 
 
      
 
    "Your dead old man," Lastern hissed tossing the boy to the ground and drawing his sword. Cate pushed the cloak aside and drew his own sword. "Leave the boy and the daggers and I will let you go," Cate said throwing the hood of his cloak back. Lastern laughed his response before rushing forward with his sword raised. It had been an easy fight. Cate knew it would be by the way the man held his sword. He carelessly thrust his sword looking for any opening to impale Cate instead of parrying the thrust aimed at him. All offense in no defense, with in minutes Cate had run his sword through the man's chest. 
 
      
 
    Cate had quickly grabbed the boy and the pouch hanging around the dead man's neck. He did not go back the way he had come. He could not risk it. The road to Beckett ran east to west with the river on one side and the Meandering Meadows on the other. There would be no place for them to hide if there was a pursuit. Instead Cate headed towards the mountains north of Beckett. 
 
      
 
    It had taken him to days to get far enough into the mountains for him to relax his guard and build a fire against the chilly nights. Cate had kept such a fast pace he hadn't even really had time to speak with the boy other than to learn his name, Simon. Cate had missed a step and almost fell when he heard his name. Simon had been Darien's father's name. Cate shook his head of his thoughts. Dawn was fast approaching and his rations almost depleted. He thought by now he would have found a passage out of the mountains that would bring him and the boy safely into to the heart of Pearoandorn. 
 
      
 
    "I see a cave Cate," the boy was cling to Cate' back as he climb perilously up the side of the mountain, carefully testing each rock before grasping it. Cate titled his head to where the boy was pointing just over his ear. It was a cave and it wasn't that far away. It would be a good place to rest after the hard climb. "I will have us there in a minute," he said laughing. 
 
      
 
    He quickly began moving sideways along the side of the mountain until he reached the small ledge jutting out from the mouth of the cave. He tightly gripped the rocks with one hand and the boy's arms with another. He quickly pulled the boy from his back and sat him on the ledge. After making sure the boy was balanced, Cate pulled himself up to sit next to him. 
 
      
 
    From this spot he could see the Meandering Meadows stretching out beneath them. Cate pulled himself into a standing position and turned to look at the rest of the ledge and to inspect the cave. To his amazement on the other side of the ledge was a clear path leading down the side of the mountain. The way was smooth enough that they would be able to walk. He pulled the boy up to stand next to him before turning towards the cave. It was larger than Cate had thought looking at it from an angle as he climbed towards it. The bright light of the sun poured into its mouth revealing a large cavern within. Cate had never seen anything so big in his life. "Can we sit down?" Simon asked tugging at Cate' hand. He nodded his head and led the boy into the cave. Once inside he spread his cloak down on the ground and told Simon to sit. Cate handed him a dried biscuit and a small water skin before sitting down next to him. 
 
      
 
    Cate had not meant to fall asleep leaning up against the wall of the cave, but the climb there after so many hard days of travel and little sleep at night had finally caught up with him. It was Simon's playful laughter and the sound of a cow mooing that woke him up. "What the…." Cate said starring at the cow. He blinked twice just to be sure it was not his imagination. "It's a cow," Simon smiled hugging the animal's neck. "I can see it is a cow," Cate said still starring, "but where did it come from." 
 
      
 
    "It walked in the whole just like us," Simon said shrugging his shoulders. "Can we keep her? She is so pretty," the cow let out a long moo at the boy's words. Cate was about to stand but the cave began shaking all around them. Simon screeched and ran for Cate. He latched himself to his front and wrapped his tiny arms around him as tight as he could. "Make it stop," the boy cried. Cate unable to move grabbed a nearby rock to steady himself as the shaking became more intense. The cow apparently unnerved by the ordeal let out a moo and walked towards them. She stuck out her tongue and licked the back of the boys head. 
 
      
 
    With each minute the ground shook harder and rocks and dust began to fall from the ceiling of the cave, Cate closed his eyes against the onslaught. A loud rumbling sound from the back of the cave, begin growing louder and louder as if it was moving towards them. Cate tightened his hold on the boy and the rock as Simon began screaming. A few moments later everything grew still and eerily quite. 
 
      
 
    Cate opened his eyes and let go of the rock. He gently lifted Simon from his lap and brushed the dust from his hair and shoulders. The cow had walked to the entrance of the cave and stood looking at them. "Are you alright?" Cate asked Simon scanning his body for any injuries. Simon nodded, "I don't like this place anymore," he said softly. "Can we go now?" Cate' thoughts exactly, but it was not Cate who answered the boy. 
 
      
 
    "So soon," a deep female voice boomed from above them, "You just got here." Simon looked up into the big yellow eye of the creature above him and fainted dead away. Cate too had looked up, only he did not faint. He was frozen in terror at the beast before him. He had heard fairy tales; everyone had heard fairy tales describing the awesome fierceness of a red dragon. Know description he had ever heard came close to seeing one standing only a few feet away from you. "Mozelle," the voice boomed again, "come see what that silly cow has brought us." 
 
      
 
    Cate blood ran cold as he saw a another dragon, this one with lavender colored scales move it's head next to the other's. Cate closed his eyes as the dragon took a deep breath, sucking the air from his lungs. He knew that when that breath released fire would rain down on top of him. "The child smells familiar," the lavender dragon said lowering it's head even closer towards Cate. "The man not at all." 
 
      
 
    "Move out of the way Rozelle," the red Dragon hissed. "You and your nose." 
 
      
 
    "Smell for yourself if you do not believe me," the lavender dragon moved back and the red dragon lowered her head until she was just inches from the boy. She gave a little snort before quickly lifting her head and turning to the other dragon. "I smell nothing," she said. "Let's eat them and throw the cow off the side of the cliff." 
 
      
 
    Cate pressed his body up against the wall of the cave as tight as he could and watched as the red dragon turned back towards him. She did not lower her head this time. Instead she moved a giant clawed toe towards him and rested it on his chest. The cow mooed in the background. "Hardly enough here for a snack," the dragon said gently running the claw down the front of his shirt tearing it open in the process. 
 
      
 
    "Sister," the lavender dragon hissed pushing the red dragon's claw out of the way. She lowered her head again and brought forth her own claw. She gently used it to raise the medallion hanging around Cate' neck closer to one of her eyes. She studied it for a moment before quickly releasing it and turning to the red dragon. "Sister, he wears the talisman," her voice was softer, but still echoed off the sides of the cave. "Are you positive, Rozelle," the red dragon said still watching Cate with her big yellow eye. "See for yourself." The red dragon lowered her head as close to Cate as she could and stared at his chest. "It is a good thing we didn't eat him," she said taking a deep breath and once again Cate felt the air sucked from his lungs. "He is no Raven," she moved her face to the boy lying at Cate' feet. "The boy is." She lifted her head. "Who are you?" she asked placing her claw back up against his chest. 
 
      
 
    "My name is Ch-Cate," he answered shakily. "Do not scare him, Mozelle. It is obvious he is a fated one." The lavender dragon smiled at him revealing several rows of large pointy teeth in the process. Cate felt his body began to shake. 
 
      
 
    "Tell me Cate," Mozelle said, "Do you know other Ronans beside this boy." Cate nodded his head not trusting his voice again. "Is the king on his way here with the daggers?" she asked moving her face in front of his again. 
 
      
 
    Cate shook his head, "No I am on my way to take him the daggers," he said. "If the daggers are already here why does he not meet you, instead of you meeting him?" she hissed loudly shaking the cave around them. "He has matters in Hokaren to tend to," Cate began, but the dragon pressed her claw more firmly against his chest. "Hokaren," her voiced boomed. "What do I care of Hokaren when I have been waiting so long to be freed of my prison?" Cate had no idea what the dragon was talking about. He did not even know if the king she spoke of was Darien or the daggers truly the ones he had in his possession. 
 
      
 
    Climb on my back, Rozelle said turning to Cate. He did has she asked and watched as her clawed hand reached out and wrapped tightly around the cow. "I will return soon, sister," she said turning to the red dragon behind her. "Wait," Cate cried "let me take the boy." 
 
      
 
    "No," Mozelle roared. "The boy stays. You take the daggers and the cow. Return at the end of one month with either the king or the prophet or the boy will remain here forever." She raised to cloak lying on the floor of the cave gently with her tail and laid it across the sleeping child. "He will be safe here. We keep our oaths Dragons are honorable creatures." Cate did not want to leave Simon behind, but he was only one man and stood no chance against two rather larger dragons. 
 
      
 
    Rozelle gave him no further chance to protest as she lifted them into the air and flew out of the mouth of the cave and into the night sky. Cate clung tightly to her back as the wind threatened to tear him away. 
 
      
 
    Shortly before sun rise Cate felt his stomach heave as Rozelle made her descent over an empty meadow. Thankful to finally be off the creature he climbed down, stumbling under his shaky legs. "The cow belongs to a man name Eranen Palek. Return it to him and your tale will be believed," she said releasing the cow. "Remember you only have one month to return to us and do not think to flee. I have your scent, now. There is no where you can hide from me." As soon as her words were spoken she lifted herself in the air leaving Cate and the cow alone. Cate watched her flight in the predawn light until she was no longer visible. He turned to the cow and sighing heavily put his hand on her neck leading her north. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 58 
 
      
 
      
 
    The hour was late when the wagon topped a hill revealing the bright burning turrets of the castle in the heart of the city of Raven. Eranen could feel his heart begin to race. In only a few more minutes he would be with her, holding her. "We are home," lieutenant Alridge whispered from his seat next to him. "It has been a long time." He spoke softly so as not to wake up Tobias or Kale, both were fast a sleep in the back of the wagon lying on top of the piles of books. 
 
      
 
    "Do you have family in Raven?" Eranen asked smiling as the city gates came into to view. "A sister," he replied. "I have not seen her in almost two years. I do not know if my father still lives, neither of them can write." 
 
      
 
    "Perhaps on the morrow you can see them," Eranen sighed. "Tonight I am sure there will be many questions for both of us." Menas nodded, "They would be a sleep at this hour anyway." 
 
      
 
    "Hold," the guard at the gate bellowed causing both Tobias and Kale to sit up and look around. "Are we here," she asked sleepily. "Yes," Tobias answered looking to the turrets in the distance. "Do you not see the banners flying in the glow of the fire?" 
 
      
 
    "I always wondered what they would look like seeing them with my own eyes and not in your memories," she moved closer to the front of the wagon. "They are as beautiful as you remembered." 
 
      
 
    "Lord Palek," a guard said as he approached the wagon. "It is good to have you safely returned home." 
 
      
 
    Eranen nodded at the man and waited for the gates to open to allow them entrance. "There will be a small delay, my lord," the guard tilted his head towards the gates. "We can no longer open the gates to anyone, not even the King without first obtaining approval from the castle." 
 
      
 
    "Why? What is amiss?" Eranen asked looking at the man. 
 
      
 
    "Sometime ago an intruder made his way into the castle," the guard said. "We are still not sure how he got in." 
 
      
 
    "Was anyone hurt?" Eranen's heart was seized with fear. 
 
      
 
    "No, my lord, he was quickly killed, but until we discover how he got in all precautions are being taken for the Royal family's safety." Eranen's sigh of relief was audible. They sat in silence only a few more minutes before the gates were opened and Eranen was able to move the wagon forward into the silent city. 
 
      
 
    The ride through the city was quiet. Tobias and Kale spoke to each other, but not out loud where the others might hear. Menas sat quietly thinking about his family and Eranen's own thoughts drifted to Lissandra. At the gates of the castle there was another wait, but only as long as it took for the guards to open the gates. A unit of armed men waited just inside the gates and flanked both sides of the wagon before escorting them into the courtyard. 
 
      
 
    Eranen dismounted first and ordered one of the men to have the books unloaded and taken to the council's outer chamber. He then turned and offered Tobias a hand out of the wagon. Lieutenant Alridge was already lifting Kale down to the ground. They each grabbed their packs and with Eranen in the lead moved towards the castle doors. 
 
      
 
    Eranen was the first to enter the grand entrance way. His eyes immediately scanned the room and he frowned upon seeing it empty. "It looks almost exactly the same," Kale said softly behind him. He made no comment to her statement. Instead he sat his pack near the door on one of the red velvet chairs lining the walls and headed for the stairs, motioning for them to do the same. 
 
      
 
    The sound of footsteps moving down the hall above them caused Eranen to stop. He looked to the top of the stairs, waiting with pent up breath to see her again. The figure who appeared at the top of the stairs was not Lissandra, though. It was Karegh and he was alone. 
 
      
 
    "Eranen," the boy called with relief upon seeing him. He rapidly began descending the stairs towards the group. Eranen watched him as he quickly took each step. The boy had changed in the two months he had been gone. He had grown at least a foot taller and had filled out some, revealing the first glimpses of the man he would grow to be. 
 
      
 
    Karegh held no pretense; he threw his arms around Eranen's waist and hugged him soundly. "I am so glad to see you," he cried. "Much has happened since you left." 
 
      
 
    Eranen returned the boy's hug that reminded him just how young Karegh really was before gently setting him in front of him. "Where are the other?" he asked looking at the stairs. Karegh did not answer; instead he scanned the individuals standing behind Eranen. "Is your wish for them to know, or would you prefer we speak in private?" the boy turned his eyes back to Eranen. 
 
      
 
    Eranen turned and motioned Karegh to stand in front of Tobias. "This is Tobias, he allows his friends to call him Tobias. He wears the medallion of the Raven's and carries more of their secrets than either you or I," Eranen then nodded to Kale. "This is his companion Kale and they keep no secrets from one another so she too knows all there is to know about the Ronans." Eranen then turned to Lieutenant Alridge. "This man is one of our own officers and knows of the Temple. I had no choice but to trust him with the secret. I believe it is one he can keep, but because he knows we must keep him close. Therefore I think it in our best interest to use his talents to aid us." Karegh nodded to the man before turning back to Eranen. "Take them to the council room. Lady Kiala and Molly will be joining us. I will have the kitchen send a tray up to us so you can eat while we talk." 
 
      
 
    Eranen watched as the boy turned and walked towards the kitchen. "What of the others?" He had wanted to ask about Lissandra, but not in front of the others. Karegh turned at Eranen's words, his face full of despair, "In the council room," Karegh said softly. "We can no longer trust any words spoken outside its walls." He then turned and continued his way to the kitchen leaving Eranen to lead the others upstairs. 
 
      
 
    "This is not the homecoming you had expected," Tobias said moving to stand next to Eranen. "No," Eranen shook his head. "Come, I will show the way to the council room." Eranen began walking up the stairs his thoughts lingering on what might have happened to the royal family. 
 
      
 
    Eranen opened the door to the council room and allowed the others to enter before following them inside and closing the door. Kiala was seated at the head of the large table, in Darien's chair. Her eyes were red and puffy as if she had been crying. She made no move to greet them or even offer them a little smile. "Kiala," Eranen said moving to sit next to her. She reached out her and gently squeezed his, "Wait for the others to join us," she whispered softly. "It is not as bad as it appears." Her words did not comfort him. Until he knew what had transpired in his absence his fear for his family could not be swayed. 
 
      
 
    Karegh entered the room followed by a maid carrying a tray laden with food and another with a tray of tea. He stood next to the open door until both of the women had set their trays down and left, before shutting it again. As he moved to sit at the table with the others Eranen noticed what his eyes had missed before. Karegh now wore a sword at his side. 
 
      
 
    "Where is she?" Karegh asked looking to Kiala. "She is on her way," Kiala replied. "We will wait for her." Karegh nodded and looked at Kale. "Your family name is Cordeau?" he asked. "How did you know, both Tobias and Kale leaned forward in their seats looking at the boy with wide eyes. "Your coming was told to us by one with the gift of sight," he looked at Kiala. She gave him a slight nod before he turned back to Kale. "The time of our misery has begun. From this day forward none of us will be able to trust the other." 
 
      
 
    Neither, Kale or Tobias knew what the boy spoke of. They knew of the trails that lay ahead for the Raven's and perhaps the other fated ones, but this boy wore no talisman. There coming would mean little to him. 
 
      
 
    "You are the conscience of the group," Tobias said turning to Kiala, his eyes fixed on the talisman hanging around her neck. She started to comment, but the door to the room flung open and Molly burst through the door. "Sorry it took so long, but I could not leave until I had recorded all of the vision." She scanned the room her eyes settled on Menas. He had already stood, "Molly," he whispered softly not believing his eyes. What was she doing here? 
 
      
 
    "Menas," she squealed with delight making her way around the table and tightly hugging him. "Are you well," she asked pulling her head away from his chest and looking into his eyes. "What are you doing here?" he asked ignoring her question. "Do you know her?" Eranen asked interrupting whatever answer Molly might have given Menas. "She is my sister," he replied. "The one I spoke of with you." 
 
      
 
    "And so the hands of fate have decided," Kiala said relieved. "It is a one less burden." 
 
      
 
    "What is going on?" Eranen said pinning her with his eyes. Menas released Molly at the tone of Eranen's voice and sat back down. Molly moved to the chair next to him and did the same. "As the only member of the royal family present I insist you cease with these riddles and tell us what has happened here." 
 
      
 
    It was Karegh who began, telling them first of a small boy arriving with a message for Darien…. 
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