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ANTIPHONAL RESOLUTION


CHAPTER ONE

The King’s Commands
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King Tocca sat on his throne, leaning back against the massive seat with a stoic, blank expression on his face, his bearded jaw almost slack as his pale blue eyes stared across the wide audience chamber. He had become comfortable in the chair and the room, but he was no longer comfortable with the traditional garments his status as King of Atherra demanded. He was afraid and was loathe to admit it. There were too many things going on, so many more than he’d ever considered when making his play for the throne and they were all pressing on his mind at the time. Unfortunately, most of those situations faced him without benefit of the counsel he so desperately needed. His general and lord knight had both been destroyed at the order of King Parak of Berythia while they’d tried to treat with him and negotiate an alliance between the realms of Berythia and Valdora. The daughter of his predecessor was the most imminent threat to his reign and she remained at large with a group of associates willing to follow her to the ends of the world. His only potential leverage in dealing with her, the former Queen, had escaped his prison and was undoubtedly seeking to connect with her daughter, but even his Seer, Crimosa, was unable to locate the Queen, leaving him even farther in the dark. 

Aeolian, following the ancient Prophecy of Mithra, was the greatest threat to his reign, but it wasn’t the only one.  His first attempt to stop Aeolian, a bargain with the Elementals, had apparently failed. The information he’d been given told him Aeolian and her group had returned to Atherra from another world, arriving in the realm of Malistan. Her only recourse had been to travel north and through the realm of Valla, home of the Elementals. There had been no word from the Elementals and he could only assume she had either defeated them, which he felt was highly unlikely, or she had converted them to her cause. If that was the case, her power and influence was growing exponentially. He had only a massive army at his disposal that still felt as if it wouldn’t be enough to handle the Elementals, especially with so many other things standing against him. One of those situations was a direct result of Parak’s actions. His grand army was without a leader. His general had been destroyed and left the army without leadership. With the advice of his Seer, he had allowed time for those subordinate to the general to show their worth in leading particular divisions of the army. Still, with the impending threats around him, there wasn’t enough time for their full merits to be revealed. He’d taken the one seeming to be the most capable in such a short time to be promoted to the rank of General.

His Lord Knight had also been killed, leaving his cadre of knights leaderless as well. It was the duty of a knight to serve the king and protect him as well. Without a Lord Knight, he felt vulnerable and had just as quickly appointed one of their number to ascend to the position.

They were both scheduled to arrive soon and receive those promotions, but too much was on his mind, considering everything around him, to focus on those two properly. In addition to the Berythian rejection of his attempt at negotiation, the free land of Lahdersal wasn’t doing quite the same, but they were stalling his attempts at contact. He feared Aeolian had already been there and forged an alliance of her own with Queen Dhowyn. The army poised to invade the realm with support from the Valdoran fleet. However, the Lahdersal army had surrounded their point of entry, the port of Dashrivon, and kept the Valdoran army confined to the outskirts of that city. The only fortunate part of the situation was that his army and fleet controlled the port itself. It was at least a foothold and the Lahdersal army was unable to expand and shipping from the port was shut down, affecting the realm economically.

The greatest threat, as he saw it, came from a single person. The older daughter of the former king, Locrian, wanted the throne for herself. Even though she had helped in his plan to assassinate King Fortis, she was not exactly on his side. She wanted the throne for herself and it had driven her insane because Fortis had designated the younger of the two, Aeolian, as his heir rather than Locrian. Tocca did understand his thinking in choosing Aeolian to take the throne. She was, after all, a full Mage with the innate power to connect with the magical energies that surrounded the world, where Locrian was a Magister, only able to access those magical energies with the use of spells, incantations, and certain elements. She possessed less than a third of the power Aeolian wielded. Now, she had done something drastic, had taken the power and lifeforce of a few others, killing them, and had become the Mage she’d always wanted to be. With the intent behind her actions, she had become a Darkmage, even more of a threat than she’d been before. It was becoming too much and he needed to find a power to combat her.

There were other situations around the realm he would have to face, but he wasn’t quite ready for that. He had to make contact with the Dwarves of Nuklaeva, the now-isolated Elves of Chalta, the destruction of Stableford, the idea of Mage Lord Kavalle escaping his prison on Valkar Isle to claim the throne, and the ever-present threat of the Tosc. It was a bit too much and he needed help. He needed someone, or some group, to advise him on these matters. The two remaining with him, Crimosa and Leggiero the Defiler, were of little use on such matters. He just had no idea where to find those people and how to make sure he could trust them.

Those two stood to his left, attending him and to witness the exchange of authority to take place once the two new appointees arrived. Both wore black as always, and stood somewhat uncomfortably a step behind the throne. Leggiero, dressed in his black linen clothing with black cloak slung over his shoulders, stood with his hands together in front of him. His dark eyes were narrowed as he prepared to deal with two new additions to the court, two he’d barely met, and wasn’t yet certain they would be capable of handling the responsibilities of their positions. Crimosa, standing to his left, wore her thin, lacy, black dress that showed nearly as much of her pale flesh as it did cloth. She stood with her hands behind her back, pressed against her slim abdomen to pull the dress more tightly against her to accentuate her curves. Her dark hair, cut short, left more of her alabaster skin exposed.

Leggiero was a bit worried about Tocca, though. The man seemed to be falling apart as he finally realized there was more to being King of Atherra than simply sitting on a throne and receiving glory. He knew the Prophecy of Mithra, perhaps better than anyone else in Ankfel Hall ever would, and he could see the signs. Tocca’s time on the throne was running out and Leggiero was waiting to see how badly the king would fall.

He continued to contemplate the eventual fall of Tocca as the room remained silent only a moment longer, the silence finally broken by the opening of the wide doors directly across from the dais where they stood and Tocca sat. The king did sit up at the sound and motion, but his expression remained unchanged. Leggiero’s gaze shifted to the doors and his eyes opened a bit wider as he watched the two men, the two newly appointed warriors, stride confidently and almost regally into the room, leaving the doors open behind them. 

The new General of the Valdoran Army, Braevin, strode forward in the black and silver armor he’d worn as commander of an elite group of soldiers for several years. Leggiero knew he’d been offered the more appropriate clothing his predecessor had worn, the traditional garb of a General, but Braevin had refused, opting to retain his connection to his previous command, letting the remainder of the army, those who would see him, know of his former status. Leggiero was sure he hoped that would instill a greater level of respect in the troops, but it seemed rather doubtful to the Defiler.

Entering on Braevin’s left, the new Lord Knight, Kestel, walked confidently wearing the maroon and gold armor complete with every ornate accoutrement imaginable. He was a display of pride, unfounded pride, and Leggiero doubted he would be able to handle the duties of the position. The man had been a knight for well over a decade and had been second in command, but he had more ego than ability. 

The two previous men in those roles had been more than competent, dedicated to the cause of the king, and had been making great strides to forward the agenda. These two were pale imitations of those men and Leggiero saw their appointments as the first step toward the total collapse of Tocca’s regime.

They walked forward, their heavy boots practically thudding against the marble of the floor, and stopped at the foot of the dais. They dropped to one knee and bowed their heads in deference to Tocca.

The king shook his head slowly then leaned forward and said, “Rise, you two. This does not require such actions. You are here only for my official proclamation of your new positions and to be given your assignments. Now rise and accept your roles.”

They slowly stood up and looked at the king. Braevin, the older of the two, had long, steel gray hair framing a swarthy face with a crooked nose separating dark brown eyes. Kestel, a few inches taller than Braevin, had short, dark brown hair with sharp, angular features with wide-set brown eyes.

Tocca took a slow breath then said, “General Braevin, I now officially place you in charge of the Atherran military. You will lead us into the next phase of our plan to unify the realms. Kestel, you are now the Lord Knight. It is your duty to lead the remaining knights in their service of the realm and to protect this throne. There are a number of forces aligned against us and you must both be prepared to do everything necessary to keep them from achieving their goals. Is that understood?”

They both nodded their acknowledgement and Tocca focused on Braevin, “We are now preparing to invade on two major fronts. Our forces are divided among the realms and I would have you focus on Berythia and Lahdersal. They are our two greatest challenges and must be dealt with quickly. Berythia is the primary target, though. Parak had your predecessors killed and he must pay for that. However, your predecessor reported the Berythian army to number in the thousands merely at the border with many more in the realm’s interior. You will first attack Lahdersal and its capital city of Farland. Their military has been dispatched to contain our forces at Dashrivon and the city is nearly defenseless. With the fall of Farland and the conscription of their army and any surviving civilians, we will have the numbers to successfully invade and conquer Berythia.”

Braevin nodded once, sharply, and said, “I will have our forces in place within two days and Farland will be ours in no more than four. Then, we will attack Berythia.”

His blank expression quickly became a snarl of anger as he said, “I want Parak’s head on a platter.”

Braevin nodded, “It will be done.”

Tocca sat back and his expression relaxed as he waved a dismissing hand, “Now, leave me alone. I have much to consider.”
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CHAPTER TWO

The Unexpected
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The wide clearing was lit only by the light coming from a small fire at the center of the field with eleven people seated close enough to benefit from the light and not be burned by it. Two of those, Jaif and Vendren, faced the others, the eight Malist and the Prophet of Mithra, Tormerand. Laudent, the temporary leader of the Malist, sat closest to the two men sent to the realm by Kavalle to assist Aeolian in completing her quest and securing the release of the Mage Lord. Without Skyra there to make the tough decisions, Laudent had been at a loss. He’d been their resident scholar for quite some time, but he had never been one to make the decisions. He mostly advised Skyra on the situations as they arose and she made the final call. Now, with her on the path with Aeolian, he’d been left in charge and the decision of what to do about the two men was his and he hadn’t been able to decide something of such a serious nature.

With the others behind him, Deeman and Banlett flanking him and Rashin and Marsyl flanking them, Laudent felt a little more confident as he faced the two recent arrivals, Jaif to his left and Vendren to his right. Tormerand, another outsider the Malist had adopted, sat to the right of Marsyl and stared at the two men.

“We have discussed your situation,” Laudent said, looking from Vendren to Jaif. “And we are at a loss as to what should be done. We cannot locate Aeolian and are unsure of the path she followed once crossing the border into Valla.”

Jaif leaned slightly forward and said, “We are wasting time. We have wasted days here when we could have been moving closer to her.”

“It would have taken me little time to find her,” Vendren added. “We would be there to protect her.”

Tormerand shook his head slowly and said, “Aeolian is not in need of protection. She is the most powerful Mage this realm has seen since the time of Mithra. She is accompanied by the perfect complement of Malist, her chosen Protector, her friends, and presumably at least a small representation of the Elementals. My research has not indicated anything concerning your aid in protecting her and allowing her to continue the path. She will do that on her own. It is the way it must be.”

Jaif frowned, “Then what are we to do? Kavalle tasked us with protecting her. We cannot return to him without having even seen her.”

Tormerand nodded, “I have a feeling something else will soon be revealed for you.”

Jaif frowned, “We have no other focus. I do not know what else could happen.”

Tormerand opened his mouth to speak and was silenced as an arrow appeared in his chest accompanied by a hollow thunk. Blood slowly dripped from the tip of the arrow as his mouth fell open and a pinched gasp escaped him. His eyes opened wide then slowly closed as his body sagged forward.

Jaif shot to his feet and reached for the sword at his side as eight figures dressed in black, complete with black masks revealing only the flesh around their eyes. A few had bows, drawn and ready, while the others carried swords of varying lengths, ready for conflict.

They spread out and began the attack before the others knew what was happening. They all reacted to Jaif’s sudden movement, but it took them a second to realize he was only reacting to the intrusion of the eight in black.

Before they could do anything to defend themselves or repel the attack, Marsyl and Joretta were also pierced by arrows and fell to the ground, lifeless. The others swiftly moved into the midst of the Malist, blades singing in the night air. Suloma, farthest from the attackers, and Shadir, beside her, began to transform as the archers prepared more arrows. Suloma was in the midst of her transformation into a fox as an arrow flew past, grazing her exposed right shoulder. She let out a yelp as she completed the transformation and ran into the forest to her left. Shadir followed, but she transformed into her alternate form of a finch and flew into the night. 

Deeman managed the transformation and turned on his attackers, but the archers loaded more arrows fluidly and with practiced ease. They launched arrows in rapid succession. As he charged toward them, roaring loudly and angrily, more than a dozen arrows pierced his flesh and his body continued forward several yards before finally collapsing and heaving his last troubled breath.

Banlett ran for the woods, transforming as he moved, following the path of Suloma. He neared the edge of the trees when one appeared beside him with sword in hand, ready to strike. He saw the motion at the last second and tried to stop, but he was too late. The sword fell and chopped into his shoulders. He let out a pained whimper and fell to the ground, sliding just a bit forward as the attacker moved with him and attacked again, this time with the point of the blade. It slid into Banlett’s furry flesh and penetrated deeply enough to end his life. 

Jaif moved to intercept the nearest of the attacker, a tall and lean figure with a drawn sword. Oddly, the sword was not raised for attack. Jaif stepped between the attacker and Vendren with his sword ready to block an attack should it be launched.

Instead, the attacker reached up and quickly pulled off the mask. Long, dark hair fell around slim shoulders and a narrow, sharp-featured and definitely female face were revealed. Jaif’s jaw dropped as she lowered her sword and stepped forward.

“I am Mildora,” she said. “I have come for you, Jaif.”

She looked to her right and said, “For you as well, Vendren.”

She looked at Jaif again and said, “I am here to bring you away from this rabble and into the service of the true power of this realm.”

Jaif frowned, “I have given my loyalty to Kavalle.”

Mildora nodded, her brown eyes wide, and said, “I know of this. However, Kavalle will not be the true power of this realm. Come with me and you will find true power. If not, I will allow my companions to do their duty and kill you all.”

Jaif looked at Vendren, who merely shrugged, then returned his gaze to Mildora and said, “I see we have little choice. Take us where you will.”

Mildora nodded and stepped forward, close to them, sheathed her sword, and extended her left hand.

“Take my hand,” she said and they quickly complied.

She then reached into a pocket of her loose-fitting tunic and pulled out a small object. She held it out to her side and rubbed it with her thumb. After a few seconds, in a flash of soft purple light, the three vanished.

As they vanished, an owl hooted in the distance, the screech echoing through the woods and was followed by the lonely howl of a cougar.
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CHAPTER THREE

Return to Farland
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Trudging along the almost indiscernible roadway leading toward the southeastern corner of Farland, the large group moved slowly in a single file line behind the Court Mage, Faryn, as she moved slowly through the growing wind that brought a spray of tiny stinging particles of ice to their exposed faces. Of the eleven people in the long line, only one seemed to be unaffected by the cold or the ice. Jason Garrett, walking beside Aeolian with their gloved hands clasped tightly together, walked with his eyes open and head up. He could feel the ice striking him, but it had no effect. There was no pain and he didn’t feel cold, but he did notice the way the others walked, almost hunched forward with their eyes cast downward and shivering with practically every step. 

At first, he didn’t understand how he felt almost nothing. He didn’t exactly feel warm, but he didn’t feel cold and initially thought it had something to do with the recent discovery of his nature as a Malist, a shapeshifter, but he quickly discarded the notion. The cold had bothered him on the way to the caverns just as it had the others. The only difference at that point was the addition of the sword, Mithraka. It had a number of special, magical, abilities and it had claimed him as he’d claimed it. The sword was not only a weapon, it was a measure of defense. While the magic imbued in the sword, a sort of intelligence, had revealed its true power to him, it hadn’t gone into great detail about those abilities. His assumption then was that the sword also had the power to protect him from the cold, from extreme temperatures, and he frowned lightly as he considered what it might mean for him in the future.

He only wished he could, or know how to, transfer that ability to Aeolian. She struggled with the cold, having been born and raised in the much more temperate south of the realm. He could tell her body’s heat was being inexorably drawn from her and wasn’t far from hypothermia and collapsing, but he didn’t know what to do other than stopping their progress and building a fire to warm her. After a while, several hours on the road, he felt like a complete idiot for not having realized it sooner. He was still dressed in the heavy furs they’d been given shortly after arriving in Lahdersal and no longer actually needed them for warmth. 

“Here,” he said and pulled his hand free of hers, bringing an almost shocked expression to her lean face.

He then shrugged out of the fur coat, hanging almost to his ankles, she wrapped it around her and the coat she already wore.

“No, Jag,” she said and shook her head, her voice trembling with the cold. “You’ll freeze.”

He shook his head, “I’ll be fine. There’s something with the sword, I guess. I don’t feel the cold at all and you need the extra warmth.”

When she noticed he wasn’t trembling and stood almost casually without benefit of the furs, she accepted the additional coat and leaned against him as they continued forward. She not only felt the additional warmth of the coat, she also felt a greater warmth in his body through the layers of thick material. He was as warm as if he were lying in the summer sun of Valdora. She didn’t understand how it was possible, but it was a welcomed warmth and it gave her the strength to continue on their path.

She wondered about Jason, especially when he gave her his coat. He seemed to no longer be affected by the cold and she could only assume it had something to do with the power of the sword, the Relic they’d been pursuing. She did feel better about their chances of survival with the Relic in their possession, in his possession, but it was only the first step. Having been totally immersed in the Prophecy of Mithra since her pre-teen years, she knew some details surrounding the necessity of the sword, but she knew nothing of its powers. She could tell Jason knew every detail and she wanted to ask him about it, but it was too cold for her to focus on anything other than continuing forward on their return to Farland where she hoped to continue negotiations with Queen Dhowyn and bring Lahdersal in line with her plan to unite the realms of Atherra. 

The journey back to the city was taking longer than the outbound journey, primarily due to the harsher wind and the slower pace it forced them to walk. It took them along the edge of a massive glacier occupying the most northern edge of the realm. The wind had shifted to the north while they’d been inside the cavern to retrieve the sword and, with it blowing over the glacier, the temperature was practically unbearable. Only Jason seemed unaffected by the harsher wind and the others wondered about it, but the wind was too strong and the temperature too low for any thought of conversation.

Finally, they moved past the glacier and turned a bit more northward, heading toward the capital city of Farland. Once the wind died down a bit and the temperature actually rose several degrees, Faryn looked back and said, “We are drawing close. We should soon see the city and should arrive in little more than an hour.”

“Good,” Aeolian said, shivering again as the temperature changed a bit. “I am prepared to continue negotiations with Queen Dhowyn.”

Faryn looked at her and said, “I am certain the queen is more than willing to concede certain points, considering your intentions and your status.”

Aeolian set her jaw and replied, “I don’t wish for her to concede based simply on my position and what I have planned. I wish for her to compromise as is needed to find what is best both for Lahdersal and Atherra as a whole.”

Faryn nodded appreciatively and said, “Dhowyn will definitely join your crusade.”

Before Aeolian could reply, Faryn returned her focus to the road ahead. Aeolian frowned for a second, but quickly realized Faryn had nothing else to say.

After a second of feeling ignored, something she’d rarely experienced, she turned to Jason, moved closer to him, and took his hand once again. He looked at her and smiled warmly, telling her nothing had changed in his mind. She had briefly feared the addition of the sword and its power would push him away from her, but it felt like, if anything, he was moving even closer.

“Can you tell me about the sword?” she asked. “I’ve researched the Relic for years and never learned exactly what it was. I’m curious about its abilities.”

He nodded slowly and said, “It is known as Mithraka, the Fist of Mithra. It’s imbued with a sort of intelligence, an echo of Mithra’s mind. I can’t explain it any better than that. It doesn’t exactly have a mind of its own, but it’s also not a connection to the mind of Mithra.”

She looked up at him and said, “I think I understand.”

“Good,” he replied. “From what I’ve been told, by the sword itself, it has several unique powers. First, it can’t be broken through physical or magical means. The blade will never lose its edge. It has little weight, but has the force of a blade nearly ten times its weight. It also protects me. The power will heal me almost instantly and, I think, will allow me to heal someone else. I’m not completely sure about that, though. The cool thing is that if it’s ever taken from me or if I drop it, a simple gesture will bring it back to my hand.”

“Wow,” Aeolian said, her eyes opening wide. “It sounds like you’re all but invincible.”

He shrugged, “I don’t know about that. It definitely keeps me from feeling the cold and I don’t mind that at all.”

She nodded appreciatively for a second then said, “I’m glad you’re the one to possess it, Jag. I know you’ll use it well.”

“I’ll do my best,” he said and fell silent, not wanting to talk about the sword any longer.

Aeolian didn’t push him. She knew he was a bit overwhelmed by the changes that had taken place in him over the previous several days. He had first learned of his true heritage as a native of Atherra then his newfound transformational ability as a nascent Malist, now the true Protector with possibly the most powerful weapon in existence. He had a lot to deal with and she wouldn’t add to that pressure. She would just remain at his side and keep him close, both for him to be prepared as her Protector and simply because she wanted to remain constantly close to him. That had become almost as important to her as completing her quest and taking the throne of her father from Tocca.

After a short while, they began to near the city of Farland, ready to end the long, arduous trek and continue to the next part of their true journey. Aeolian knew it was only going to get worse, especially for her. It was time for her to fully take the reins and lead the way toward her goal, but she wasn’t quite sure she was ready to handle it all. Thankfully, she had Jason beside her, knowing he would always be there, and she didn’t think she could fail with him there. It gave her not only confidence; it gave her another measure of hope.

As the edge of the city finally came into view, Faryn stopped and stared for a few seconds, her mouth hanging open in shock, then looked back at the others and said, “There is something happening in the city. I can feel the chaos roaring through the streets. I fear Tocca’s army has begun their attack.”

Aeolian, her jaw set firmly, stepped forward with Jason at her side, and said, “Then we must help. I can’t let this opportunity pass. I have to speak with Queen Dhowyn and to do that we must stop this invasion.”

“How?” Nessun asked, moving closer to Aeolian. “We are not prepared for battle and we cannot face an entire army.”

“We don’t need to face them all,” Aeolian said, looking at her. “We just need to reach the palace. From there, we can repel the attack and protect the queen as well.”

Faryn turned around and said, “The quickest path is through the heart of the city. That will undoubtedly take us through the most intense conflict.”

Aeolian glared at her, “Then we will face it and we will make it through.”

Before anyone could respond, Aeolian started forward, walking quickly and confidently. Jason’s eyes opened wide, but he quickly joined her, trotting a couple of steps and once again walked at her side. 

As the others started forward with Nessun leading the group, she glanced back and said, “Prepare yourselves. We are going into battle.”

Skyra ran forward quickly once they started moving, shifting into the form of a squirrel as she leapt toward Aeolian. Jason caught the motion at the last instant and reached for the sword strapped across his back, but he didn’t draw it as he saw Skyra land lightly on Aeolian’s right shoulder.

The tiny form leaned in and said softly, “I will remain with you.”

“Thank you,” Aeolian said, but kept her eyes forward, toward the city looming ahead. “Your presence is appreciated.”

Skyra didn’t reply and looked back toward the others, nodding once as she caught the eye of Brylen. In response, Brylen shifted into the form of raven and took flight, following an instant later by Harmal shifting into a rhinoceros. He lumbered along at the back of the group as the three Elementals formed a line between Aeolian and the two natives of Lahdersal, Faryn and Brella. Nessun followed them with Dorian and Melinda flanking her.

They moved forward quickly, striding with purpose, and reached the edge of the city a short while later, still filled with the intention of fighting their way through the city to the palace. 

At the edge of the city, as the sounds of fighting reached them, Aeolian began drawing on her magic. Her hair began flowing around her and formed into five distinct parallel lines in front of her. An aura of golden light began to outline her body and her eyes took on a matching glow. Jason watched her and slowly drew the sword, feeling its power coursing through him and felt it matching the wavelength of Aeolian’s power. They were attuned to each other and he felt their powers complementing each other, building rapidly into something stronger than either of them on their own. It was an incredible feeling for them both and brought a warm, knowing smile to both faces.

The streets were practically deserted as they first entered the town, but the signs of battle and destruction were all around. It appeared as if the battle had already reached that portion of the city and moved on. Buildings were damaged and debris littered the street, but they saw no sign of bodily harm, no bodies or blood.  The sounds of battle continued, echoing off the walls of the buildings and it took them a moment to determine the direction from which they came.

Jason was first to find the direction and led them toward it, ready to take the fight to the invaders. He almost hoped that Tocca was leading his army and the situation could be resolved without further trouble, but he didn’t think that would be the case.

With sword in hand, he walked confidently forward with Aeolian at his side and the others close behind. In moments, they found the conflict and stopped at the edge of a wide square with their mouths hanging open at what they saw.

More than two dozen soldiers, all dressed in the armor of Valdora, converged on the center of the open square and a single man standing there. He was a massive man, nearly half a foot taller than Jason, with long blond hair dressed in a sleeveless mail shirt and a thick, white fur loincloth over matching furred boots. His exposed flesh was massive and firmly muscled. In his huge hands, he held a battle axe with twin edges. The head of the axe was already coated with a sheen of blood and a snarl of rage distorted his sharp facial features.

The soldiers attacked almost as one. They rushed the man, a unison battle cry filling the air, and the man leapt into action. He moved more quickly than anyone any of them had ever seen. In mere moments, the axe swinging so rapidly it was little more than a blur, he had dispatched all of the soldiers. 

As the last one fell, he stood up straight and took a deep breath then turned to face the group.

He nodded once and said, “Welcome, Princess Aeolian. I am Tarok and I am here to help you.”
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CHAPTER FOUR

The Queen’s Arrival
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Mixolyda was tired and her buttocks were sore and aching from the almost constant horse ride from the Elven encampment in Chalta when the four travelers arrived on the outskirts of the former city of Stableford. Though she had never visited the city, even as a child growing up in the realm of Aviar, she’d known about the city and its role in preserving human civilization. Seeing it as nothing more than piles of rubble was a shock to her, causing her mouth to fall open, and her breath caught in her throat with a mild gasp. 

Knowing the landscape a bit better than the others, Mixolyda led the four northward once they’d entered Aviar, but Elysius remained at her side, riding to her right. His presence had been more than comforting for her, especially after their encounter beneath the waterfall in Chalta. They hadn’t spoken much, not with the two Elves traveling with them, but there was definitely a connection there, something she hadn’t felt since her first days with Fortis. It was something more to her, though. He was nothing like Fortis, who had been a proud and confident heir to the throne. He’d been raised with the knowledge he would one day ascend to the throne and had been trained to be prepared for that. Elysius was a little rough around the edges and had a bit of a sordid past. He was the type of man her mother had done her best to keep away from her. There was something exciting about him, though. He was apparently dangerous, but he was also rather compassionate and caring. At first, she’d considered he had started his flirtatious talk with the intention of getting her naked and into bed with him. It hadn’t quite been a bed, but she’d given him what she’d thought he might want, but it had been something of a test. Since he remained with her and remained just as attentive as before, she believed he’d past the test.

She still wasn’t sure about the two Elves traveling with them. She’d initially thought they would only escort them through the land of Chalta and leave them once they crossed into Aviar, but they remained with her, staying just behind her and had remained almost silent since leaving Chalta. She didn’t know what to make of them, but De’Kar seemed to be an old friend of Elysius and was the Tracker she felt was necessary for finding Aeolian. The woman, Tarith, claimed to be a Warrior and, while Elysius seemed to be enough to protect her, but she would take all the additional help she could get. 

The destruction of Stableford and the number of bodies scattered among the remains of the city’s numerous buildings, but the sight of a single person walking slowly toward them from the jagged bits left of the massive gate on the opposite end of the city shocked her even more. After seeing the devastation, she didn’t think there would be anyone left alive, but there was at least one. 

The person walking toward them appeared to be female, fairly tall, with long, flowing black hair practically swirling around her shoulders. She was dressed in black with a long black cloak also swirling around her ankles, almost indistinct against her knee-high black boots. From the distance, Mixolyda couldn’t tell much about her, but Elysius apparently could. He sat up in the saddle and leaned slightly forward.

“I don’t believe it,” he said, almost in awe. “It’s impossible.”

Mixolyda looked at him, frowning, and asked, “What is it? Do you know her?”

“Of course,” he shook his head slowly. “I’ve known her almost my entire life, but she can’t be here.”

“Who is she?” Mixolyda asked.

“Her name is Felysia,” he said and finally looked at Mixolyda. “She’s my sister.”

“That is a fairly large coincidence,” she said and looked at the woman again, growing closer and closer.

Elysius shook his head, “It’s no coincidence. She’s here for a reason.”

Mixolyda looked at him again, frowning deeply, “How can you know that?”

He leaned a little closer and said rather softly, “Because she was taken a long time ago to serve Mithra in his temple quite a long time ago. I haven’t seen her since, but she hasn’t changed at all.”

“You will have to explain that to me at some point,” she replied. “For now, should we trust her or is she here to attack us.”

He shrugged, “I don’t know. It’s been a very long time since I’ve seen her.”

Her pace picked up as she drew nearer and saw her brother with the former queen of Atherra beside him. A smirk crossed her full lips at the sight of her brother, but she had expected him to be there. After all, Mithra had sent her directly to him and she’d only arrived in the dead city of Stableford a few moments before the four horses reached the open tundra surrounding it. With her gloved right hand resting on the hilt of the sword at her hip, she continued forward as the four dismounted their horses and moved to confront her.

Elysius moved forward first, gesturing for Mixolyda to remain behind him. He didn’t know what his sister had in mind, why she was there, or even where she’d been. He wanted to find out before he exposed Mixolyda to any potential danger.

“Sister,” he said as he slowly strode forward, his head cocked slightly to the left. “I’m really surprised to see you after so many years.”

“Yes, brother,” she said and stopped a couple of feet in front of him. “Dark forces are at work in the world and you need all the help you can get.”

He nodded and placed his hands on his hips, “We know about Tocca and his plan to take over the realm.”

She shook her head and folded her arms across her chest, “You don’t understand. Tocca is the least of your concerns. The Prophecy of Mithra is being fulfilled. The Dwarves will leave their fortress and join the conflict. The dragons will return and Kavalle will be released from his prison. The barrier has weakened and his influence is already permeating the land. In addition, the Darkmage has risen and is a threat to everything.”

Mixolyda stepped around Elysius and looked at Felysia, her eyes narrowed, “How do you know this?”

Elysius looked from Mixolyda to Felysia and said, “She makes a good point. I would like to know this as well. The last I heard, you were sequestered in the Grand Temple of Mithra.”

She glanced over her shoulder then looked at him and said, “There is not a lot of time. The Darkmage is near and will return to this city soon. All I can say quickly is that I was taken from the temple by Mithra himself and granted his immortality. I have been serving him since and he has sent me to guide you onto the correct path.”

Mixolyda shook her head, “There is no way you have served Mithra. He departed these lands ages ago.”

Felysia nodded, “He did leave Mithraheim, but he has watched from his afar, from his castle in the sky. I can’t tell you more at this time. We must get out of here before the Darkmage returns. My powers have grown over the centuries, but I am still no match for her and what she has done. I can’t match the power of darkness she has acquired.”

Mixolyda shrugged, her arms out at her sides, and asked, “What are we supposed to do?”

Felysia looked at her and said, “I will take us to Farland. Your daughter, Aeolian, and her comrades are there. The city is under attack by the forces of Tocca and she has retreated to the palace of Queen Dhowyn. The armies will lay siege to the palace, but they will not penetrate its walls. We must go to them and assist them in escaping. We must get her to Berythia once she has settled her agreement with Dhowyn.”

Mixolyda frowned, “It is a long way to Farland and will take several days to travel there. The conflict will be over by the time we arrive.”

Felysia smirked and shook her head, “Queen Mixolyda, I am a Mage, though not quite as powerful as your daughter. I will get us there in an instant.”

Before Mixolyda could respond, Felysia raised her arms, extending them to her sides almost to shoulder height.

“Prepare yourselves,” she said. 

“Hold,” De’Kar said. “We must gather our supplies.”

Felysia heaved a frustrated sigh as she lowered her arms and said, “Hurry, Elf. There is little time.”

All four quickly moved to their horses and grabbed the fear, weapons, and supplies stored in leather bags attached to the saddles. Once they had everything, De’Kar leaned closer to one of the horses and whispered in its ear then pulled back and faced Felysia.

As she raised her arms again, the four horses turned and moved quickly away from the spot, heading south.

Mixolyda looked at De’Kar and frowned. He nodded and said, “I have instructed them to return to my father. They will be safe.”

As she nodded and turned back, Felysia said, “Now, we will depart.”

She waved her arms quickly across her body then snapped them back to full extension. As she did, they were all covered in a flash of bright, electric blue light. It faded quickly and they were gone.
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CHAPTER FIVE

The Final Two
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“I am stronger than ever before,” Locrian said as she walked away from the place of power recently visited by Jelyssa. “I am more powerful than Aeolian and I will destroy her.”

The two with her, Pirouette and Charinda, stood at the base of the hill as Locrian walked quickly and confidently toward them. They both nodded, but neither was quite certain of the truth behind her proclamation. They had both witnessed her actions in Stableford, the way she had destroyed two Mages and taken their power, finally giving her the full abilities of a Mage rather than the more tedious work of a Magister. Pirouette had known her longer and the sudden change in her status, combined with her deteriorating mental state, left the Infiltrator more than a little frightened. She no longer felt comfortable serving such an angry woman, but she was also afraid to try and get away from her. 
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