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Chapter 1
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A blast of wind flew around the meadow hitting the small company camped upon the high cliff. One man covered in a green long robe shook with the coming of the morning lay on his side. A few feet from him were several large peregrine Falcon mounts. They slept as most birds do as they cooed in their dreams with their beaks on their backs. He brushed off the leaves covering him. He looked upon his small group. Trevor, the old man and wizard, snoring softly. Baela, the elf warrior, was quiet, barely breathing lying upon the glade. The sun shone on her youthful face. 

"Ho, Cyrus." 

He turned and saw Eareth swoop from the air and hit the ground. Eareth's long golden wings spread outwards and then folded behind his back. 

"Hello," he said. "It's quiet."

"Yes," the Bird man said. "I was about to scout around. I sensed something."

Cyrus said, "The wolf bats?"

"No, something else."

Trevor groaned from his sleeping place. "Yo, can we get some quiet? I am still asleep."

"You have been awake since they started talking," Baela said.

"Ha," Eareth said, "she got you."

Cyrus said, "Eareth thought he sensed something."

Trevor scratched his chin. "So, what did you feel Bird man?"

"I don't know."

The bushes far from the corner shook and a large creature strolled into their camp. The beast looked like a panther and it walked on its two hind legs. Eareth took out his sword and hissed a warning. Cyrus recognized the person standing there.

He stood. "Wait. It is Zareth."

The Bird man looked like he was about to strike at Zareth. Cyrus knew these two were natural enemies. 

"Speak," Eareth said, "what are you doing trespassing on Bird man's lands?"

The Panther man said, "These are not your lands. I am here to help Cyrus. My tribal leaders think I need to help him."

Eareth didn't lower his sword. "You are a spy sent by your leaders to be representative of the Panther man lands."

"No," Zareth said. His claws came out. They stared at each other. Trevor moved and stood between them. 

The old man said, "Remember, why we are all here. This is bigger than us. Cyrus has to find the towers. He needs to find the ultimate power before the real enemy comes before us."

Zareth turned away and unsheathed his claws. Eareth lowered his weapon and placed his sword in its scabbard.  

Cyrus moved closer to Zareth. "I am glad that you are back."

"Yes, I am honored to help you, Protriat. I will serve you as I did before." He glared at Eareth. 

Cyrus said, "We all have to work together."

Eareth nodded as well as Zareth. They turned away and both looked at a spot in the sky. The sound of screeching and growling filled the small glade. 

Baela said, "The wolf bats are here."

Cyrus said, "Reza! We need your help."

His Familiar, a spherical glowing orb, appeared before them. 

He said, "Everybody get closer to me."

The small group moved next to him, almost hugging distance. Reza grew and then engulfed all of them in its center. The screeching noise got louder. Upon the horizon, a black mass of wings and pointy snouts moved through the sky coming straight at them.  

He said, "What are these things?"

They all had weapons in their hands. Eareth gestured with his blade. "These monsters eat and tear apart anything in its path. They have decimated many of the Bird man patrols up north around here."

The first creature flew into the meadow. Cyrus saw it was a large bat with leathery wings and body. The beast's face was a wolf. The creature dove at them and thumped against Reza's surface. Another wolf bat hit the Familiar's surface. Both of the creature's large snouts snarled and screeched trying for a way to get at them. 

He smelt rancid meat. More creatures flew and hit Reza's surface. The sound of beating wings and screeching echoed inside their cocoon of shelter. Nobody said a word. Cyrus felt the party's terror. It was like a scared dog cowering in the corner. They watch, fascinated being entombed alive. He stepped forward. Casually lifting his hands, he brought his palms together and started to rub. Bright electricity flowed between his fingertips. 

Cyrus held his hands upwards. Electricity danced along Reza's surface. The wolf bats fell away. Sunlight poured into their position, bathing them with warmth. The monsters fell on the ground writhing in pain. The smell of decay became overpowering. Bile started to work itself up from his stomach. 

Another group of wolf bats started to hit Reza's surface again. Cyrus held up his hands. The creatures got electrocuted and fell to the ground. A mass of wolf bats churned in the sky circling them, being weary before they approached. Cyrus pointed his right hand upwards, but before he unleashed another spell. He heard something. The falcon mounts were fighting for their lives against the beasts. 

"Oh no!" Eareth said. 

The Bird man was about to move out of the protection of Reza's sphere but Trevor grabbed him. "Don't move out. They are taunting us to get out of here."

"I can't let them kill the Falcons," Eareth said.

"They are already dead."

He nodded his head. The Falcons tried to claw at the creatures but there were too many of them. Their Falcon mounts fell to the ground and the wolf bats started to feed with a sickening noise of growling and ripping sounds. 

Cyrus said, "Reza take us out of here."

The Familiar floated upwards and away from the glade. It was slow moving. The wolf bats did not follow. 

•••
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REZA LANDED IN THE valley below the cliffs and let the small group disperse. Cyrus walked into the grass and field. 

"Thank you," he said. 

Reza disappeared. He expended too much energy transporting his group here. He thought it was odd that there were times when his magic seemed so strong and unquenchable and other times he could barely cast a spell. 

Eareth shook his wings. "I don't like traveling in your Familiar." The Bird man held his longsword aloft and stared at the cliffs where they came from. 

"Will the wolf bats attack us?" Cyrus said. 

"I don't think so. They are eating our falcons."

Trevor glared at them. "How are we going to travel?"

"It depends on Cyrus," Baela said. They all look at him. He knew what they were going to ask him. 

He said, "The Drakus Tower is very close. I don't know how far from here. I need to meditate on this. But I think we should start to walk in this direction."

"I agree," the Panther man grumbled, "we need to place get distance away from the creatures."

Eareth shot a wicked glance at him. 

"How about breakfast?"

"Trevor," he said, "I don't want to be the next meal of those creatures." 

They all heard the growling and screeching noises of the bat creatures. They moved with the elf girl in the lead among the rolling hills while water rushed along a creek bed next to their path. Cyrus mused that the forest looked like the woods by his old hometown of Palacitino where he was a teacher. 

His mind wandered about his students, who was slaughtered by the Emperor Hawkney, so he can transform himself into a master demon. It was the blackest magic. 

Yet, he used to be repelled by the idea of using black magic and now he understood dark magic was only the beginning. There were variations and intricacies Hawkney never knew and understood.  

Cyrus even sensed the minds of the wolf bats. He heard their mindless appetite for food and meat. He sighed and felt that he could control these monsters. 

A dark figure clothed in a robe the color of midnight said, "Cyrus, I know you hear me. You understand your power."

He knew the others couldn't hear this interlocutor. Except, Baela could sense him. 

Cyrus said in his mind, "What do you want?"

"The same thing that you want."

"To find the Drakus towers."

"No. You want power and you shall have it."

Baela turned to him and frowned. He looked back at her. She nodded her head while she led them through the forest. Cyrus scanned for the dark figure, but he was gone. He mulled the idea about ruling over people and he smiled. 
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Chapter 2
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The smoke of the enemy camp floated upwards into the sky. Narah gripped the stone railing. Her face was grim. The soldiers around her busied themselves preparing their weapons: casks of steaming oil, arrows, spears and all the other implements of war. For a brief second, she thought she heard her beloved, Cyrus's voice speaking to her. Except, his reassuring, kind voice was changed to a grating, monstrous one. She could not understand the jumble of words until the very end of the crescendo of sounds to one word - rule. 

"Narah!"

Commander Charles walked up to her. He gazed at the enemy below. The Fantaur army had camped for almost a week in the valley below their citadel. The enemy soldiers built several high siege towers off in the distance. She can see the tops of the structures looking ominous. The sound of saws cutting and hammers hitting were audible from their vantage point. Charles wanted to destroy the towers at night, but she argued with him to not take the risk. The enemy would be expecting this from them.  

"Commander Charles." She nodded to him.

"How many do you think is out there?" 

"Enemy troops? More than we can see. The first Fantaur army was small compared to this horde at our doorstep."

Charles shaded his eyes with his right hand. "I believe you are right."

"Do we have enough supplies to last the winter?"

"Yes, but I think they are not going to lay siege on us. They are going to attack us soon."

Narah smelt the acrid burning oils brewing. Charles made sure their soldiers had everything ready. The tar made her nose twitch. 

"They are creating siege towers to scale our walls," she said. 

Charles nodded in agreement. "But I heard the Prince is sneaky and we should be on guard for anything different."

Her face redden. She didn't want to look at Charles but looked into the large enemy army before them. 

"Have you met him before?" Charles said.

"Yes. I knew him since I was a child."

Charles nodded. "Oh, I'm sorry. I forgot."

"Yes, I was engaged to marry him a long time ago. I hope he is not here." 

Down below a group of men on horseback moved forward. The first knight was holding a white flag of truce. 

He held up his hand. Charles said, "Steady men, do not shoot." 

The group of three Fantaur Knights each wearing silver armor with gold trimmings. They moved closer to the castles position. 

Charles said, "What is this? They are not ready to call a truce."

"Hello!" the enemy knight called from below. Narah barely heard him. 

Charles shouted, "What do you want? We are not going to surrender."

"We ask for a small parley. The prince wants to speak to Princess Narah."

She was about to speak. Charles placed a hand on her shoulder. Anger came to her but she waited. 

Charles said, "The princess is not here."

The Fantaur knight was quiet. "She is there. Prince Kraven will allow you to come down without fear of being attacked."

Narah said, "Charles, we should try."

"It is a trap."

"I know, but we should try."

Charles nodded. 

Narah look downwards. "I will come down!"

•••
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NARAH REACHED THE BOTTOM. She was in the gnome lift. Charles wanted to go with her but she told him that he had to stay at the castle. She suspected this trap might ensnare and kill her. And she wondered why she chooses to do this. Yet, she understood why she did. She cannot show that she was scared and would try any plan to stop war and bloodshed. As a princess and ruler of the Rowan kingdom, she had to be fearless. 

Narah walked out of the gnome elevator with the scout Lars, and two other soldiers. She felt their apprehension as the hidden door swung opened onto the vast plains below the ancient keep. 

Narah grabbed for her sword, but nobody attacked them. She saw a few feet away and within bowshot of her own soldiers, a table with two Knights standing next to Prince Kraven. The prince dressed in a dark blue shirt and black pants. He smiled as she walked forward. Prince Kraven's handsome face beamed at her, beckoning her forward. 

An empty chair was in front of the table. Narah did not sit down. Prince Kraven stood. His dark brown hair was slick back showing his high pale forehead. 

"Hello Princess, you look well. Please sit. It has been years since we talked."

He said this as if they were not on a battlefield but in a grand ball. 

"What do you want Kraven?"

"I want to stop all this fighting. Your kingdom is in shambles. And I heard you have a Drakus Mage mucking up everything."

She hid her surprise. The wind around her had a feeling of thick oppressiveness as if she was stuck in water. 

"No," she said. Her mind raced. "What do you propose?"

He came around the table. A cloying cologne radiated from his clothes. She almost coughed. He came closer to her and she cringed at his presence. 

Prince Kraven said, "We should get married to help save your kingdom." He spread his hands. "Look around you, Narah. The whole might of the Fantaur Empire is here. We will crush you and your small army up there."

He said this with such venom. She was struck speechless. She saw more enemy soldiers coming behind and front of them. 

Lars said, "Princess? We should leave."

Narah started to move backward and she realized she left the secret entrance to the gnome lift wide open. 

Prince Kraven smiled. "We have arrows trained on you. I know you can defend yourself but your men cannot. You need to surrender."

She didn't grab for her weapon. He was right. She can deflect the arrows shot at her but she cannot deflect them all. Narah saw somebody saunter close to them. He was not dressed in Fantaur armor, but a brown robe. He carried a walking stick.

Prince Kraven said, "Who are you and how did you pass my guards?"

The man moved to Narah and bowed. He didn't acknowledge the Prince's question. 

"Princess Narah, my name is Rulf. I was sent by Darrin to give you a message, but I see you need some help."

"Yes," she said.

Rulf walked and stood between Prince Kraven and her. "Please leave this lady alone."

"Who do you think you are?"

Rulf held up his walking stick and struck the bottom on the ground. The weapon grew twice its length and on its tip, a stone glowed a bright blue. 

"I am a stranger from a distant land, but when I see a lady in trouble. I will help her."

"Get out of our way," the Prince said. 

Rulf stood his ground and nodded to her. Narah and her soldiers were capable of defending themselves, but it was nice to have somebody defend them. 

She said, "I will never marry you."

"You should have taken my offer. You were always a headstrong one." 

Prince Kraven nodded. The Fantaur soldiers started to surround them. 

Rulf said, "Princess get to the entrance."

"No, I am going to stand and fight with you." She came close to him and grabbed her weapon. 
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Chapter 3
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Darrin sat on a large bench waiting for over an hour and he felt abandoned. Across from him was a magistrate writing on a sheet of paper. He had asked him several times when Lieutenant Johnstone was coming in. The bored magistrate said he was not sure and he could wait if he wanted. Yet, Darrin thought he shouldn't be waiting. He was after all the Lord Marshall to the Empire. 

Darrin stood and was about to talk to the magistrate again when Lieutenant Johnstone walked in from the front entrance. 

Johnstone bowed and said, "I am sorry Lord Marshall. I have been busy all morning. We brought the Emperor's body here to scan it."

Darrin shook his head. He had never heard of this. "What are looking for?"

"We have ways. Remember, we have arcane mages who specialize in these things."

Darrin stood and scratched his chin. "I want to know everything. The Emperor wanted me to help you."

Johnstone cut him off. "We need to talk in my office."

Johnstone led him up a flight of stairs on their left. Darrin gazed behind him and saw the magistrate at the desk, yawn and start to scribble on the sheet again. 

Johnstone's shoes creaked on the wood floor as they walked. They took a turn into the first room on the right. A large room with a desk and chair greeted them. Shelves behind the chair and desk were filled with tall thick leather bound books and sheets of paper.

"Lieutenant Johnstone what did you learn?"

"You can call me Detective Johnstone."

Darrin watched as Johnstone took a seat at the desk. Johnstone was a tall and very thin man with a narrow face. Everything in the room was neat and orderly from the reports on the desk and the ink and quill displayed out on the side of the table. 

Darrin said, "I want to be part of this investigation."

Detective Johnstone sighed and opened a drawer from his desk. He passed a sheet to him. Darrin saw it was a letter written by the Emperor himself. He knew the neat script and flowing letters. His body tensed. He read. 

Dear Lieutenant Johnstone,

By now, I should be dead. We have talked, at length, who was the culprit, who poisoned me. We still don't know or suspect anyone. I believe their plans have hastened as soon as Master Darrin entered the Capital. If anything befalls me, I want you to have Darrin assist you. 

Emperor Khoenig

It was signed with several flourishes. Darrin stared back again at Johnstone. He sat across from the detective. His faced was warm with embarrassment. 

"You are part of it. But I don't think you can help me."

"Why?" He leaned closer in his chair toward the detective. 

"Because you knew the deceased and was hostile to him. I think your judgment will be clouded."

Darrin almost crumpled the Emperor's note in his hand, but he placed it on Johnstone's desk. 

"I want to find the killers."

The detective waved his hand. "I read your file and the book written about you. I thought you betrayed the Emperor and defied his authority. Why do you want to help?"

Darrin shook his head. "I am not sure."

"I need to ask you a few questions." The detective took out another sheet of paper.  

"Go ahead."

"Where were you around sunset two nights ago?"

"I was getting ready in my room for the ball and then Rogers, the servant, escorted me downstairs."

Johnstone wrote on his sheet of paper. The detective's eyes bore into his. "Did you see any Bird men around the halls or rooms?"

"No, I only saw the Bird men at the ball."

The detective tapped his free hand with his index finger on his table.

Johnstone nodded his head. "Yes, we have got the same reports from the other people. But I do have a request for you."

"Am I on the suspect list?"

"Well at this time you are excluded. The Emperor had become a good friend to me and he trusted you."

Darrin said, "I don't know why he trusted me. I am your number one suspect."

Johnstone tapped his finger again against his desk and then stopped. "You are not lying. The Emperor said that you will always do the right thing no matter the consequences. You saved Edena and freed the people of the Rowan kingdom from a tyrant."

Darrin held his hand up. "I had a lot of help."

Johnstone sat back in his chair and nodded. "I will start on what we know. First, the Emperor was killed with a Bird man long sword. The weapon was different than a normal Bird man weapon. It was created for one purpose."

Darrin said, "For assassinations."

"Yes, how do you know?"

"I saw the weapon. I know my swords." He stood and looked out the only window they had in this room. It showed a back alleyway. 

"Johnstone, as I remembered, these blades are difficult to procure and only an assassin knows how to use one."

"Yes, that is true. Only a master assassin can creep on the Emperor and kill him."

Darrin looked away from the window and then at Johnstone. "But what if there was a magic user helping them."

"We thought about that." The detective stared at him with a new appreciation. "If magic was used, we can have one of our wizards check on this."

"You mentioned a request."

The detective said, "I want to interview some of the guests, but a few people don't want to cooperate."

"You want me to help you get those interviews."

"Yes, you are Lord Marshall."

Darrin nodded in agreement. "Sure, I will do that. I need to talk to the Queen first." He waited for a brief second and then said, "What else did you find out?"

Johnstone said, "We know the Emperor was poisoned and was already going to die. We need to know what changed and why."

Darrin wanted to get out of this room. It was stifling and he felt as if he was choking. 

He said, "Do you want to talk somewhere else?"

"Sorry, I do my best thinking here."

"Well," he said pulling open the top button of his shirt, "the obvious thing was my arrival here."  

"Yes, but there must be something more." Johnstone tapped his fingers. Darrin noticed the detective nervous twitch, but he kept quiet. He thought it helped him think. 

Johnstone hesitated for a second and said, "Darrin, I want to show you something, but I am not sure if you can stomach it."

"What is it?"

"My surgeon doctors have found something on the Emperor's body."

"You want me to look at his dead body?"

"Sorry, I should not have asked."

Darrin said, "I have seen dead bodies in war. I will be fine."

"Are you sure?"

"I am ready."
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Chapter 4
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Narah stood next to Rulf. She directed Lars and the other two soldiers back to the entrance of the castle. She felt the air around her was charged with lightning and she relaxed her stance with her sword pointed toward the Fantaur troops. 

"Surrender now!" Prince Kraven said. 

Narah glanced upwards to the ancient keep and tried to look for Darrin on the wall. 

She said, "Rulf, I hope you are not a spy. Follow us into the cave."

She heard the sounds of arrows flying. She was ready to deflect the projectiles, but noticed the arrows were not coming toward then, but from above striking at the enemy troops before them. 

Narah said, "Everybody move now!"

While the Fantaur soldiers were distracted, they rushed into the entrance of the hidden cave. The door shut. She spun around only seeing her group of soldiers and Rulf inside the tunnel. The lights of the torches automatically lit. The gnomes created this before they left to their underground cities. 

She said, "Into the elevators."

They heard a sound of a large object pounding against the doorway. 

Lars said, "What is that?"

"A large covered battling ram. They constructed it outside," Rulf said. 

Sounds of cracking started to develop from the entrance. Narah ran toward the elevator and waited for the group to enter. The booming noise became louder. She tried to recall the lever that would destroy the elevator. 

"Get inside," she hissed.

When they all entered, she pulled down the gate and touched the button and the elevator started to lift. Before they moved upwards, the sound of the wall cracking inward reverberated. She glanced downwards as if she could see through the bottom of the room. 

Rulf said, "I hope you have some plan for stopping the Fantaur troops to enter the other lift."

She shook her head and realized her mistake. She should have disabled the other elevator. The gnomes told her how to do that, but in her haste, she forgot. She shifted on her feet, waiting for the elevator to stopped at the top. 

Lars said, "Princess, don't fret. Charles knows what to do."

The elevator finally ceased moving and they exited the lift. Charles was there with several warriors waiting. They all had their weapons pointing to them.

"Disable the other elevator and destroy the portal."

Jumping to the wall, Charles ran to the panel along the wall. Lars, Rulf and the other soldiers with her ran to the waiting soldiers. Narah thought she heard the second elevator mechanism start moving. 

"They are coming," Narah said. 

Charles popped open the panel and pulled on a large lever toward him. A metal grinding noise was heard from within the mountain. Narah grabbed Charles and pulled him backward. The walls, which held the elevator, imploded inwards. Large boulders rained downwards filling the lifts with dirt and debris. Charles and Narah were on the ground. They fell backward. Her instincts saved him. Dust filled the small area. 

"Thanks," Charles said, "Dervin never told me this would happen when I would pull the lever."

Narah eyes misted. Dervin was the gnome who showed them how to work the elevator. He was killed a few weeks ago from the avalanche, which destroyed the first group of Fantaur enemy troops. Narah shook her head. The second group of Fantaur army was larger than the first.  

Charles led them out. A fog of dirt filled their sight until they ventured outside. Soldiers coughed in the mist. 

She said, "Charles meet Rulf. He has a message from Darrin."

Charles looked him over. "You are not from around here."

"No," Rulf said.

"Let's first look at the enemy troops and then you can tell us his message."

•••
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NARAH STOOD AT THE front wall. Charles paced back and forth. The Fantaur troops retreated after the gnome elevator and secret entrance were destroyed. A large plume of dust floated in the wind when the caves from below exploded from the force of the dirt and rocks. 

"They retreated, Commander," a young red-haired soldier said to Charles. 

"Post guards all over the wall for the front as well as the back. They are beaten from now. But like a wolf who licks his wounds, he will be back to kill his prey."

Rulf was staring downwards at the enemy troops. He was quiet for several seconds. 

"Darrin, first, wanted me to tell you that he was doing fine," Rulf said.

"When will he be back?" she said.

"Well, he is not sure. Many things have happened. Do you want to discuss it here?"

She was about to say something, but Charles said, "You are right. Follow me."

They proceeded toward the stairs passing the inner walls and into the main castle. They entered the large building and up several flights of stairs. Charles moved toward their headquarters in the tallest room which overlooked the whole battlefield. The interior was a large library with walls of books on each wall. A door to the balcony was wide open. It was mid-afternoon and the heat of the day was muted with the coming of the winter season.  

The table in the middle held a large sheet of vellum paper. A crude map was drawn on it. It depicted the surrounding areas. 

She turned to him and said, "Take a seat." 

Large leather couches were pushed to the side to make room for the many tables surrounding this main one. Rulf grabbed a wooden chair and sat on it. She took the next seat next to him. Rulf explained to them about Darrin and his new status as a Lord Marshall Senior Council member and about the murder of the Emperor Khoenig. 

Charles said, "So, Darrin believes he should stay and help investigate Emperor Khoenig's murder. That is almost unbelievable."

"Yes," Rulf said. 

Narah said, "So, he will not be coming back."

"He will be back but not for a while."

Narah couldn't believe this. She was trying not to get mad. "But does he know what is happening here? The Fantaur troops are at our doorstep."

Rulf said, "This is also the reason why I am here. I will help you."

Charles shook his head. "How do we know that you are not a spy planted by the enemy?"

"Think Commander Charles, I could have stopped Narah from entering the lift and let your enemy enter."

"I am not sure. How can you help us?"

Rulf said, "I was once a Strathick monk. I read many books and know things from the teachings of my order."

"Look at the map. Tell me what you think?"

Rulf studied the map for a few minutes. "They will attack you here and here. The Fantaur troops are building tall siege catapults to tear down your walls."

Charles said, "We already know that. Tell me something that we do not know?"

"It is all a distraction. They are trying to scale the walls at your back."

"That is impossible."

"Send scouts to your back and look for hidden soldiers climbing the walls."

Charles called for a soldier to dispatched some scouts to the back wall. 

Narah said, "How do you know this? And why have they not attacked us yet?"

Rulf nodded. "The enemy only climbs at night and stay hidden by using fake wall slats over them."

Narah told Charles to have the scouts look for anything that looks odd and to roll boulders down on those places. 

Charles said, "I am not sure about this."

They waited inside the room for confirmation. Rulf moved toward the shelves of books and placed his hand along the spines of books. 

Charles stood next to her seat. He said, "Cyrus told me about Rulf. He met him in the forbidden caves. The ex-monk helped him."

"Why didn't you tell me?" she said.

"I was not sure if this was the same person. I only heard of him but not seen him."

Lars came striding into the headquarters. 

"Commander, the enemy was there hiding along the cliff. We killed them with boulders and hot oil. We think we got them all. How did you know?"

They all looked at Rulf. The ex-monk was still looking at the shelves. "Can I read some of these books?"

Narah said, "Sure, go ahead. How did you know about the enemy climbing the walls?"

Rulf said, "I read a book about the battle strategies of the Fantaur enemy. You will be surprised what you would do if you cannot talk for several years."

Charles said, "That was close. What should we do now?"

Rulf said, "I have been traveling for days and need hot food and some sleep."

Narah said, "We would provide you with food and a room."
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Chapter 5
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Cyrus and his group traveled along the edge of a large roaring creek. Baela took the lead. Trevor stood between the Bird man and the Panther man. Cyrus sensed Eareth and Zareth were keeping their tempers in check. He felt their anger radiating from them.

They traveled up a slope and Cyrus felt a small tremor. It was a magical vibration. He stopped for a second and tried to look for the source of the feeling. He sensed it was the Wind Drakus Tower calling for him, but he could not find the location of it. 

"Reza, come forth," he said.

The group stopped moving and watched him. They were in a glade with several bushes and trees dispersed along their sight. The water gurgled on their right. His Familiar appeared close to him. Reza was nearly transparent. 

"Yes, master," his Familiar said.

"I feel the Wind Tower. Can you scan this forest and find it?"

"Yes." Reza flew into the forest. 

The shadows of the night painted the sky an inky blue. 

Baela said, "Do you want to camp for the night? It is nearly dark. We have to find a defensive area before the Wolf Bats will find us."

"You don't have to worry about them."

He placed his hand up into the air. Several wolf bats were flying high above the glade. His group instantly took out their weapons. 

Cyrus said, "They are under my control."

Placing his hand downwards, the two wolf bats fell to the ground and landed. Trevor stood behind Zareth and the Bird man. The old man was mouthing a defense spell. Cyrus shook his head and walked up to the two wolf bats. He held out his hands and touched the gray fur of the beast. It nuzzled against him. 

"They are harmless," he said. 

Cyrus saw fear etched on all of his friend's faces.

Trevor said, "I cannot believe it."

"Those creatures cannot be tamed," Eareth said. He held his sword high and was about to strike at the closest wolf bat.

"Stop," Cyrus commanded. Magic exploded from his him. Eareth flung backward and almost hit a boulder but turned to the side and fell to the ground. Nobody moved. The wolf bats flew into the air, squawked loud, and soared away. Anger infused Cyrus's body. He wanted to destroy all his group in a split second. Yet, he sat down close to a tree. Nobody said a word. 

He closed his eyes and meditated. Cyrus focused on his diten, his magical center. His mind raced and he felt as if his magic wanted to jump out of him like a giant bear and destroy. 

"You can do it. Kill them all." The voice told him. 

"No," he thought. "They are my friends."

The voice chuckled. "Trevor is only here because he seeks power and recognition. Baela and Zareth are following you because of a misguided notion that their own leaders will seek favor for you and themselves."

Cyrus was quiet. "What about Eareth?"

"He seeks an honorable death."

"What do you mean?" 

"Eareth is a warrior."

Cyrus opened his eyes. The sun has fallen over the ridge line of the trees and a hush spread over their camp. Baela walked over to him.

The elf said, "Are you hungry?"

"Is Eareth ok?"

"Yes. He was shocked but not hurt."

"I should apologize to him. I don't know what came over me."

He was about to say something else but Reza appeared before them. He lit the surrounding area. It made Baela look like an angel. His Familiar started to change in different colors. 

Baela said, "He seems excited."

"Reza, did you find something?"

"Yes, master, but I cannot go there. I don't know what it is."

Cyrus said, "He found something, but he has to show me."

"How far is it from here?"

"Several leagues from the south from here. It is along the high ridges."

Cyrus nodded. "We will head there tomorrow. You can rest now."

Reza disappeared. 

Baela said, "I need to ask you something and I don't want you to get mad at me."

"Go ahead." Cyrus shifted from where he was sitting. 

"Are those wolf bats under your command? I didn't know you could do that."

"I heard them and I reached out with my mind and they answered."

"Your powers are getting stronger. When you took the dark powers from The Blaster Plains, I thought you would be dead in a few days, but you are stronger than ever."

Cyrus fidgeted with his hands. "Have you told the others?"

Baela shook her head. "I didn't need to. We all saw what happened."

"Have they said anything to you?"

"No, but Trevor was concerned."

"I'm hungry. Can you get me some food?"

Baela nodded and walked back to the bonfire. He scanned the faces of the group. Eareth didn't look at him. Trevor was eating a bowl of stew looking at the fire. He sensed the Panther man roaming in the darkness scouting around the camp. 

He felt their fear and he like it. 

•••
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"CYRUS AWAKE!"

He opened his eyes. The stars spread along the sky. It was so beautiful. He wanted to transform and become a dragon. 

He looked for the dark hooded figure, who had been haunting him, but he saw nobody. Wrapping his cloak around himself, he stood and moved toward the bushes. Nothing scared him. 

"Where are you?"

"I am here."

Before him was a woman of extraordinary beauty. Her skin was flawless and milky white. Even in the night, her skin sparkled in the moonlight. 

He said, "You are the guardian of the wind tower."

"Yes. Why are you looking for the towers?"

The woman's silky flowing blond hair moved as if a steady wind flowed through it. 

"I need to learn about my powers. Until I hurt somebody and before I will go insane."

She looked at him for a few seconds. A song started to slowly generate from the stars themselves. 

She said, "The dragons are calling you. You are one of us. But before I let you in. You have to show me the wind form."

"I don't know the wind form."

The woman started to change into a dragon. Claws sprouted from her hands and feet. Scales grew all over her. She flew upwards. He was about to chase her but a light exploded and he was blinded for a minute. She was gone. 

He shook his head. He stood looking at the stars and clouds. The people of his group never awoke. 
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Chapter 6
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As Darrin walked with Detective Johnstone down the path, he stared at the people moving along the cobblestone street. The citizens of the Capital nodded to him. They knew who he was. The stench of this industrial district flowed under his nose. It smelt like burning fires mixed with leather and steel. A few people dressed in rags tried to stop them asking for money or food. 

"Johnstone," he asked, "what are we doing here?"

"This is where the lab offices of the magistrates are held. We check for clues and have surgeons to help us."

"We should have gone by a more discreet travel." He said. 

Johnstone stared around at the people watching them on the street. "I'm sorry. I have walked this street for seasons. Please forgive me. Ah, we are here."

Darrin was not sure if he believed the detective. He thought they walked this way for a reason. Maybe, Johnstone wanted him to be among his people since he was now elevated to a high rank and station and had power to create change.

They stood looking at a large factory which was nondescript and identical to the other factories they had passed walking here. Johnstone grabbed the front door and opened it. 

When they stepped inside, they were greeted with two magistrates sitting at a high desk. 

"Hello, Lord Marshall," the magistrate on the left said, "we do not know you were visiting us."

Johnstone said, "He will be more than visiting us. He will be assisting me."

The magistrates looked at each other in bafflement. Johnstone moved to a white double doorway behind their desks. Darrin followed him inside. 

The hallway was stark white with magical glowing orbs on the wall lighting their way. He smelt antiseptic cleaners and also the scent of decayed bodies. 

Johnstone said, "We tried to mask the smells with magic and cleansers but the scent of the dead always pervades the air."

They moved toward the end of the corridor. Men dressed in white lab coats move to and fro holding files and silver trays covered with a white blood stained clothes.

"Why do you keep the bodies here? Shouldn't you bury the remains?"

"We glean clues from them."

Darrin said, "That is ghastly." 

They approached the doors and entered. The first thing he saw was glowing white crystals. He knew these stones were filtering the stench.

"Are you ready for this?" Johnstone said. 

Darrin said, "What am I going to see?"

"It will be the Emperor Khoenig's body. We have found something."

"Do I have to see it? Can you just tell me?"

"I can but it will make more sense if I show you."

Another door was before them at the end of this room. Darrin heard several voices from within. He recognized a voice. 

Darrin nodded. "Let's go."

He walked passed the double entryway and saw several metal tables with bodies laid on them. Darrin recognized the person talking to a man dressed in a long white coat. 

He said, "Hello Wizard Ebon."

"Hello Lord Marshall," the Wizard said. 

"I am surprised to see a Royal Wizard here."

Wizard Ebon wrinkled his eyebrows as if puzzled. "I don't have many duties and I help the Magistrates on all matters of magical mysteries."

He said this with an air of happiness and joy. 

"It is too bad the Emperor was killed," Darrin said. He tried to get a response from the Wizard, trying to gauge if he had any involvement in Khoenig's death. 

"Yes, he was a good ruler near the end."

Johnstone said, "Good, you know each other. We shall be working on this investigation together."

The man standing next to Ebon had a long face and sad eyes. He stared at him intently as of waiting for some type of acknowledgment. 

Ebon said, "Oh, I am sorry. This is head surgeon, Barley. He is the best of his field."

"Which is?"

"Magical death science," Barley said, "I can look at the deceased organs and body and find clues."

Darrin thought necromancy. It chilled his bones. Barley nodded to him. Darrin smelt a scent of astringent. The surgeon moved to the table a few feet from him and without any ceremony tore away the sheet. 

Darrin expected a decayed corpse but the Emperor lay naked looking the same from a few days ago. A nimbus of golden magic hovered around him. The wound was a large gaping hole in his chest. Darrin tried not to stare at it but he felt as if he was falling inside.

"Darrin?" Johnstone said. 

"I'm fine. I don't see anything."

"Wait," Johnstone said. 

Barley touched a small crystal. The golden field changed and become brighter. The Emperor's skin became alive with splotches. 

"What is that?"

Barley said, "There were signs of a struggle. And on the Emperor's left arm was another cut. We analyzed it and found the Emperor was given an arcane potion."

"Is this the same potion which contained the poison he was inflicted with?"

"No, it was a spell the Bird man assassins use to immobilize their victims."

Darrin said, "Is that all? I thought there might be something else."

"We found something odd," Barley said. 

"Go ahead."

"We analyzed the Emperor's blood. Besides having the Bird man's potion in him. The Emperor's blood was free of the other impurities."

Darrin realized what he was saying. "You mean the Emperor was completely healed from his years of being poison." He paused and said, "I thought he cannot be healed?"

Barley said, "Wizard Ebon, what do you think about that? You were one of the healers trying to stop the progress of the poison."

"I don't understand," Ebon said looking down at the Emperor. "The last time I checked on the Emperor he was deteriorating quickly. I only gave him only a few months left."

Darrin said, "Is there anything else? I cannot stand looking at him."

Barley placed the sheet over the corpse. 

"So," Darrin said, "you are saying the Emperor was healed of the poison and fought against a person."

The Wizard Ebon said, "Yes. None of this makes sense."

He said, "Can you find out who he struggled with by looking at his injuries?"

Barley nodded. "We just started to investigate on that premise."

"Keep me informed," he said. "I need to get back to the castle."

Johnstone walked him back out toward the front. Darrin heard loud voices coming front the entrance. They walked through the doors and Captain Nya stood with two Royal soldiers. The Magistrates stood barring entrance to the back area. Johnstone pushed the Magistrates away. 

He said, "What is happening here?"

Captain Nya said, "We are here to fetch the Lord Marshall Darrin. And these two are stopping me from getting inside."

Darrin said, "I am here."

"The Queen requests your presence."
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Chapter 7
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Darrin rode in an ornate carriage with Captain Nya next to him. She looked out the window. Darrin tried to talk to her, but she refused any more conversation. He looked at the destitute people on the streets staring at their carriage. He felt embarrassed. He wished he was riding one of the large war horses outside, behind the cart. 

Captain Nya said, "You cannot leave the castle without my guards following you. I don't want you to be the next one murdered by the Bird man assassins."

"I am capable of defending myself."

The carriage started up the path toward the castle. Captain Nya was staring at the citizens of the street looking for hidden enemies. 

"Lord Marshall, we lost our Emperor, our ruler. He died under my watch. I should have guards placed around you at all times."

"You cannot know the Emperor was going to be killed. The Bird man assassins are well known for their skills of not being detected. Don't worry. I have felt the same way when I was the Captain of the guards."

The chariot stopped at the front entrance. Guards were posted all over the castle. 

"Do the people know the Emperor is dead?" He asked. 

Captain Nya said, "No, not yet."

They exited the carriage and walked inside. He followed Captain Nya to part of the keep he had not been to. They entered a library den room. The walls were cherry wood and books lined the shelves. 

"Where is the Queen?"

"She will be here in a few minutes."

A man walked inside. It was Duke Voltan. 

"Hello, Darrin." They hugged. 

"I am not sure the Bird man did this," Darrin said. 

"The Queen is sure. She already gathered all the commanders together."

"Is this the reason why she wanted to talk to me?"

The Queen appeared in the doorway and moved toward them. Edena nodded to him. 

She said, "Captain Nya, get some servants. I need a drink."

"Queen Edena, I am here. What do you want from me?" Darrin said. 

"Where have you been?"

He was a little taken back from the vehemence of her question. 

"I was talking with Lieutenant Johnstone. We are investigating the death of your husband."

The Queen shook her head. "I need you to stay here in the castle with guards always around you."

Darrin stopped himself from voicing a rebuke. He wanted to tell her the Emperor was killed here in this structure with all the guards and people around him. Nobody could be protected at all times. A servant came inside silently. He recognized it was the Emperor's servant, Rogers. He walked over to a small wet bar which was off to the side of the tables and chairs. 

Queen Edena said, "Pour me a scotch."

Rogers gave the crystal glass to the Queen. She drank it in one big gulp. Her face unclouded for a second and she looked at him with tears in her eyes. 

Duke Voltan cleared his throat. He also had a drink in his hands. "Darrin, we want you to approve something."

Queen Edena looked wide-eyed and out of sorts. She moved toward the large oak table and sat on the chair next to it. Darrin realized she was not dressed in a large gown as she normally would wear. She was attired in leather armor and black boots. 

Darrin said, "We are not going to start a confrontation with the Bird man. Until, we get all the facts."

The Queen turned away from him. 

Duke Voltan said, "Do you understand what position we are in? We have to tell the citizens that we have to avenge our fallen Emperor. They are expecting this."

His words poured out of him like molten lava. 

Queen Edena said, "You cannot stop this. We have already decided."

"What? When did this happen?" Darrin said. 

Duke Voltan said, "When you were out gallivanting with the Magistrates, we had an emergency meeting with all the heads of the Families. And we decided we are going to war."

Darrin's nerves were on edge. He almost hit Duke Voltan. 

He said, "Who represented the Master's Families?"

Queen Edena got another drink from the servant. She swirled the glass cup and took a drink. 

She said, "We don't need your vote."

Darrin understood. They don't all have to agree. They would go to war if they had to have two-thirds of the Royal Families to agree.  

He had to sit. Going to the leather couch, he flopped on it. 

"Here have a drink," Duke Voltan said. 

Darrin took the cup and drank it. The liquid burned his throat. 

Edena came closer to him and placed her hand on his shoulder. "We want you to be at there at the announcement tonight."

Darrin's head spun. He moved away from her. "No. I don't believe in this war."

Duke Voltan said, "We cannot make you go or even endorse this war. We can take away your position, Lord Marshall."

"You cannot do that. I know the law. You cannot take away my rank without just cause." Darrin stood. He pointed at him. "And I don't like your blatant threat."

He was about to walk out but Queen Edena took hold of his hand. She looked into his eyes. "Darrin, you have saved me. And I want you to be with me at this announcement. I don't feel strong enough to do this."

"Don't do this. We should be in mourning."

"You don't understand. We have found the assassins."

Darrin shocked as he shook his head. "What? What did you say? We need to talk to them."

Duke Voltan said, "You cannot. They are dead."

Darrin took another drink. The alcohol was making him slightly drunk. 

The Duke said, "We have found their bodies burnt at the base of the castle wall."

"You need to tell Johnstone. He needs to look at the bodies."

"Why would he need to do that? The bodies are beyond recognition. If they didn't have wings, we wouldn't know who they were."

"Are you sure you have the right people?" Darrin asked. 

"Yes, they were carrying several assassin Bird man blades. But if you think Johnstone should look at the bodies. I will have them transport the bodies," Duke Voltan said. 

"Darrin," the Queen said, "are you going to accompany me to the announcement?"

He said, "I won't be on stage with you. I will not sanction this war and I don't want the citizens to think I am behind this ludicrous idea."

"I am hurt by your actions," Queen Edena said. "But I will respect your decision. My servant will find you a place to watch the proceedings."

Darrin stared at the servant. He forgot he was there. He decided he needed to ask Rogers some questions later. 
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Chapter 8
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The morning came with a rush of wind and clouds. Cyrus heard the dragon's song on the breeze and the swaying of the trees. Reza floated next to him. He was looking at the dark clouds forming on the ridge line of the mountains when Trevor came toward him. 

"Cyrus," he said, "are you ready for some breakfast?"

He was holding a plate of fish and vegetables. 

"Where did you get this food?"

"Eareth flew by the stream and caught some fish with his hands. I couldn't believe it," Trevor said. 

He looked around and nodded. Magic seemed to infuse the air and fields. "Do you feel it?"

The old man stared at him with his good right eye. "I sense something but I cannot feel magic like you or Baela."

Cyrus grabbed the plate and started to eat. 

He said, "Thank you." 
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