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            Just A Quick Note to My Readers

          

        

      

    

    
      I am so excited about Key of Power for many different reasons. The book was very fun to write! All of our old friends, both human and magical creatures, are back—as well as many new ones. In this final book of the Dynamis Series Trilogy, the ultimate battle of good versus evil takes place. Think about what you are reading on the surface as a fun and exciting adventure, but don’t forget to dig a little deeper. As is true of most stories, Key of Power has multiple layers of meaning. Nuggets of treasure are there waiting for you to find them! It is my hope that your journey through Key of Power serves to inspire you in many different ways.

      I also want to encourage you to wonder about the world around you. Take inspiration from the things that you read and learn about. One of the magical devices that I use in writing this book was inspired by something I ran across on the internet that has been attributed to Archimedes. I found a painting regarding it that really stirred my imagination (I kept it as my screensaver for a few weeks to inspire me) and you will see the impact that it had on me in the pages of this story. Because the picture is in the public domain, I was able to include it in the back of the book.

      You never know what will serve to cause you to think of something you might not have thought about before or to have a fresh realization on a familiar topic. Try to get rid of your earbuds once in a while and use all of your five senses whether you are inside or outside. You may be reading a book, taking a walk, shopping, or at a museum. Stay alert and open to new opportunities and new revelations. Be aware of your surroundings. The world is a wonderful place, and you don’t want to miss out on something special that could be right in front of you!

      For those of you who have read books one and two in the Dynamis series, I am so excited that you are joining me for the culmination of Rugal’s story (and of course his companions) in book three. There may be other books in the future around this wonderful fantasy world that we have built together, but this is the completion of the stories revolving around each of the three symbols that designate Rugal as the true King of Elayas. The characters and their relationships and how they have moved through a constantly changing world together mean so much to me and I hope they have touched your heart as much as they have mine.

      Now, get ready to experience this final climactic battle between good and evil. Read with an open mind and an open heart and enjoy the journey!

      My wish for you is to ride dragons and leviathans often and to have your own flutebird—never stop reading! The places you go in your imagination to relax and to refresh will energize you and help you face the battles of real life with a positive mindset. There is enough trouble in the world—read books that you find inspiring and uplifting. And always remember the Kargolith proverb: Darkness may descend, but light shall overcome it.

      Much Love,

      Nancy Golden
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      An oracle from the Ring of Rosin prophesied that the Neliphim, a force of great evil, would come from across the sea at the end of winter to destroy Elayas, Tolan, and Kargolith. Now, the end of winter is approaching…

      King Rugal asked the Ring of Rosin:

      “How can we stop them?”

      The oracle answered:

      “Your futures are dependent on your kingdoms working together. You, Johan, and Hamideh are marked, and each of you will have to give up something you hold dear for the greater good. Even so, there are no assurances. The future is cloudy.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Without a vision, there is no future.”

        ~ Tanan, philosopher of Selba

      

      

      

      Finn peered through the trees surrounding the manicured lawn of the castle. She had tucked her bright red hair into a cap to avoid being spotted as she scouted the castle grounds. With a hopeful expression, she scanned the area that contained the practice yard. Surely, the Swordsman would make an appearance soon. If only she could catch him alone. She couldn’t trust anyone else, and she didn’t know where else to turn.

      A movement caught her attention, and she let out a frustrated sigh. For the third morning in a row, the Swordsman appeared, and someone approached him almost immediately from the castle environs. The chance for a private meeting was gone yet again. Finn wiped a grimy hand across her face, rubbing away the single tear that had trickled down her cheek. Noting the morning sun had risen higher in the sky, she melted back into the forest. She would need to find something to eat and a place to sleep undetected until she could try again.
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        * * *

      

      Rugal drew the Sword of Fate and grinned at the man towering before him. “What say you, Swordsman? Have you time for a practice session?”

      The Swordsman smiled affectionately at the young king. “Of course, Sire, it would be my pleasure.” He drew his own sword and awaited Rugal’s thrust.

      Rugal lunged forward, the blue stone on the crosspiece of his sword flashing in the sunlight. The two swords clashed midair, steel upon steel, as the two combatants danced around the practice yard.

      “You have been practicing the Dalbenian bluff,” the Swordsman observed. “Well done, young Rugal.”

      Rugal beamed under the Swordsman’s praise as he wiped the sweat from his brow. “I have. It’s been a difficult maneuver for me, but I think I have finally mastered it.” His expression changed, and his brow creased with concern. “I may have need of it once we begin our campaign against the Neliphim.”

      “Let us hope you never have to get that close,” the Swordsman responded. Before he could comment further, a dark shadow passed overhead.

      Rugal looked skyward with happy anticipation. Argothal was backwinging onto the castle courtyard, with Johan and Hamideh astride the giant beast. Having a dragon for a friend was an honor, and also very handy. He was grateful that the fierce dragon was willing to transport the leader of the Kargoliths and the King of Tolan.

      He glanced at the Swordsman, who nodded and gestured toward the dragon. “Your friends will be glad to see you.”

      Rugal sheathed his sword and strode toward the courtyard. A flash of feathers flew by his head, accompanied by a happy trilling noise, as Treble quickly winged past to greet Argothal.

      Rugal gave Argothal an affectionate scratch on his lowered head as Johan then Hamideh stepped onto Argothal’s proffered foreleg and leapt to the ground, their faces flushed with excitement.

      Johan and Hamideh clasped Rugal’s extended hand, and all three shouted in unison, “Never pass up the opportunity to ride a dragon!” dissolving in laughter as Argothal craned his neck and regarded them with a curious expression.

      Catching their breaths, the three faced the dragon, and their expressions turned serious.

      “Thank you, Argothal. We are grateful for your service to Elayas,” Rugal formally expressed their gratitude. Treble added a melodious note in emphasis, and all three broke into smiles again. Argothal dipped his head in acknowledgment.

      Mura looked out the window. Her eyes sparkling, she tugged at Jackal’s arm. “Come to the window, my love, you must see this.” The two stood side by side, peering down at the courtyard.

      “I have never seen a dragon playing tag before,” murmured Mura.

      Jackal shook his head and chuckled. “Rugal and his friends never cease to amaze me as to what they are capable of.” He gazed at his beloved. “I’ll take it for a good omen. We need all the ones we can get. The end of winter will be here before we know it.”

      Mura’s light mood disappeared at the reminder. She continued to gaze down at her son and his companions. “I am going to choose to believe they each have a great future. To think otherwise would be to admit defeat before we even get started.”

      Jackal slipped his arm around Mura and squeezed her shoulders. “I will join you in that belief.”
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        * * *

      

      “So, tell me Hamideh, now that it has been a month since your coronation, how does it feel to be king?” Rugal pitched a rock into the stream. The three young men had waved goodbye as Argothal winged his way back toward his cave in the mountains and then they wandered to a nearby meadow.

      Hamideh’s eyes glowed, and he licked his lips. “It is the most exhilarating and scariest experience of my life.” He paused, making eye contact with Johan who nodded understandingly, then back to Rugal.  “Having the responsibility for the safety and care of my people feels overwhelming at times. How can I, a mere man, provide for them and meet their needs?” He swept his unruly hair out of his eyes. “But on the other hand, having the power to govern my kingdom in the direction I believe is best for my country…” he paused and looked down, trying to find the words.

      Rugal strode over to him and put a hand on his shoulder. “I understand, Hamideh. The opportunity we have been given to lead our countries is both exciting and scary. It is an awesome responsibility.”

      Johan moved closer, nodding in agreement. “Sometimes I wish I could go back to hunting and fishing, without having to worry about anything else.” He rubbed his cheek. “But the feeling passes, and another one takes its place when I think about all the good I can do for my people.” He glanced thoughtfully at his friends. “If I can find a way to protect them from harm, I will have lived out my purpose.”

      “A good reminder,” Rugal frowned, his body stiffening, “and the reason I requested your presence. As much as I enjoy your companionship, we have a more important obligation.” He pointed to one of the areas that had been cleared and set up as a fire pit, wood stacked neatly nearby. Large logs lay scattered about to provide seating. “Let’s set up there. It will give us a good measure of privacy.” He glanced at the position of the sun. “I can ask Lissa to have some lunch sent.”

      “That’s right!” Hamideh bounced on his toes, and his boyish grin returned. “How wonderful to have instant communication with your betrothed, no matter how far apart you are!”

      Rugal pulled at his shirt, his face flushing. Any thought of Lissa brought a flood of emotions. He wondered for what must have been the millionth time how he was so lucky to have met Ethiod Stargazer’s beautiful daughter and that they had pledged their love for each other. One of the happiest days of his life was when he proposed, and she said yes.

      “It is very comforting to know she is only a thought away.” He smiled, his eyes gleaming with delight. “She is genuinely special, and her dynamis is extraordinary.”

      Are you talking about me?

      Rugal jumped, the sweet and playful lilt in Lissa’s mental voice causing him to smile.

      How did you know?

      I wasn’t sure, I just had a feeling. I thought I would reach out and see.

      We are connected in more ways than telepathically, dearest. Our hearts are also connected. That must be why you knew.

      Oh my, Rugal. You are becoming quite the poet. I will have to get my father to write a song from your poet’s soul, *laughter*

      Rugal laughed as well, out loud, then noticed Johan and Hamideh staring at him, grinning. He smiled weakly in return. “It’s Lissa.”

      “We thought so,” Johan winked at his friend. “Please give her our greetings.”

      Rugal looked off into the distance, his eyes slightly unfocused as he continued his silent conversation. He turned back to his companions, “Lissa returns your greetings and looks forward to seeing you this evening. Lunch will arrive soon.” He picked up a stick and using his boot to smooth out the dirt in front of the logs, he gestured for them to sit. “We have some time before lunch arrives. Shall we begin?”

      Johan and Hamideh sat quietly, listening to the now-familiar language of the ancient ritual.

      “Seidous man dynamis ferilux Elayas, Tolan, des Kargolith anthropoi shod.”

      We pledge our powers to defend the people of Elayas, Tolan, and Kargolith.

      Normally, they found Rugal’s voice comforting, and the peace that accompanied his words would wash over them. But not today. An evil presence who had vowed to destroy them was coming at the end of winter, and they had pledged to defend their people against it. But how could they prepare against the powerful evil forces coming from across the sea?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Three kings with three fine steeds, as it should be.”

        ~ Rohan, prince of Kargolith

      

      

      

      The sun had begun its downward trek when Rugal finally dropped the stick in the dirt and leaned back, rubbing his arms. He looked down at the marks they had made as they discussed how to spread their forces and let out an exasperated sigh. “We just don’t know enough. We don’t know exactly when the Neliphim are coming, or where they will make landfall. We don’t even know the size of their forces. All we know for certain is that our enemy possesses dark magic. And we don’t know its extent, except that the arrow Johan grabbed had the capability to burst into flames.” His eyes narrowed. “We need more information. But how do we get it when our enemy lives across the sea?”

      Johan stood up and stretched. “I think that is the key,” he murmured. “We need to send someone to gather information for us.”

      Hamideh nodded. “I think Johan is right. We need to send some spies.” He scratched his head. “But who? And how can they cross the Argonean Sea?”

      “I don’t know,” Rugal replied. “But I agree. None of our strategies can work without a better understanding of what we are up against.” His stomach growled loudly.

      “Has it been that long since lunch?” asked Hamideh, glancing toward the sun and grinning.

      “We obviously can’t use you for a spy,” Johan chuckled, “your stomach would give you away.”

      Rugal’s face reddened, but he managed a smile. “I guess we better go back to the castle. We are expected for dinner, and my stomach is never wrong.”

      They started down the path and into the forest that separated them from the castle’s lawns. None of them noticed the cap hanging from one of the limbs of a tree they passed on their way back to the castle.
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        * * *

      

      “Johan, it is good to see you!” Rohan shouted, jumping off his paint horse. The two brothers hugged.

      “I was hoping you would be here!” Johan exclaimed, looking his younger brother up and down. “It seems life in Cargoa suits you.”

      “It does indeed,” Rohan grinned. “Rugal and his family have been most gracious.” A mischievous glint came into his eyes. “I have much news to share.” He slapped his brother on the back. “And a very special surprise I think you will like.” He looked around and spotted Rugal and Hamideh making their way down the path to the castle entrance. “It looks like they’ve gone on ahead to allow us a little time together. Let’s get Jakash some grain, and I’ll catch you up.”

      Rohan looped the reins around his saddle and the twin brothers started walking in the direction of the stables, Rohan’s horse following behind. Entering the environs of a well-kept stable was comforting in its familiarity, and Johan took a deep breath and sighed contentedly. Living a nomadic life most of his years, he always appreciated the time he got to spend at the Kargolith’s horse training camp, one of the few structures that was a permanent installation. Johan had spent many spring seasons helping with the training of the Kargolith horses, and he always felt rooted when he entered a stable.

      Rohan strode over to the grain bins as Jakash made his own way into his stall. The routine of the barn was ingrained in him, and he lifted his head expectantly, awaiting his dinner.

      Making soothing noises, Rohan walked over and dumped a measure of grain into Jakash’s feed bucket. Johan followed behind with an armful of hay and tossed it in the corner that Rohan indicated. Jakash’s water was clean, and Rohan stepped back, a satisfied look on his face. “Yandin is in charge of the stable and has apprentices to care for the horses, but I prefer to take charge of Jakash’s care myself.”

      “It’s obvious you have done a fantastic job with him,” Johan looked at his brother with pride and affection. “He looks even better than when I last saw you at the Day of Questioning.”

      Rohan’s face lit up at his brother’s words. It was hard sometimes to be the brother of the leader of the Kargoliths, but Johan never made him feel less because Rohan was born a minute after him. Both sported the often-found dark, handsome features of the Kargoliths and their Tolan relatives, including thick black hair. Johan had a well-shaped beard, while Rohan chose to remain clean-shaven. Closing the door to Jakash’s stall, Rohan pointed to a bench in the barn corridor, and the two slender young men sat down.

      “Is it true…” Rohan leaned in eagerly. “Did Rugal give Flash to Hamideh for his coronation?”

      Of all the things he might have asked about, it was typical for Rohan to be excited about a horse. Living a nomadic life up until only recently, horses were the lifeblood of the Kargoliths, and Flash was an amazing equine specimen. The big red horse was gifted to Rugal by a local Patriotes during his quest to recover the Ring of Rosin and now that his favorite bay, Tag, was fully recovered from his injury, Flash had not been getting any riding time. Such a fine steed should not go to waste. Johan smiled affectionately at his younger brother. “Yes, it’s true. And Hamideh and Flash are a perfect match. They seem to connect the same way Raksh and I do.”

      “Three kings with three fine steeds,” Rohan grinned. “As it should be.”

      Johan gave his brother a sideways glance. “I wouldn’t call myself a king.”

      “Why not?” Rohan shot back. “The council voted you leader of the Kargoliths. The king of Tolan has approved our territory boundaries and removed their claim. The king of Elayas agreed to those terms. We are now a kingdom, are we not?”

      Johan scraped the ground with his foot. He never intended to be a king; all he wanted was what was best for his people. But Rohan was right. The once nomadic Kargoliths who wandered the unsettled territory were no longer. They had gained the right to be called the kingdom of Kargolith, and he supposed a kingdom needed a king. He blew out a noisy breath. “I suppose. It’s just very strange to hear myself referred to as a king.”

      Rohan punched his brother in the shoulder. “You’ll get used to it, big brother. You, of all people, would never abuse your position. You don’t have to be worried about what people will think. Everyone, Mergolith and Kargolith, is very proud of you.”

      Johan looked down, reddening slightly. He looked back up and gazed at Rohan. “Alright, but can we change the subject?” he pleaded.

      “Sure, King Johan, as you wish,” Rohan replied mischievously.

      Johan rolled his eyes at his younger brother and cleared his throat. “Didn’t you have some news for me? Something about a special surprise?”

      Rohan jumped up from the bench and tugged at Johan’s sleeve. “Yes! I have been taking classes from the Swordsman. He has a very strategic mind, and I have been learning a lot from him that will benefit our people.”

      “Like what?” Johan asked, curiosity tinging his voice.

      “That’s where my special surprise comes in!” Rohan’s eyes sparkled, and he could barely contain his excitement. “I have dynamis!”

      Johan’s eyes widened and he leaned back slightly, staring up at his brother, who was obviously enjoying the moment. “What?...How?...”

      “The Swordsman was conducting a class in the practice yard.” Rohan’s face was glowing. “He called me up to help him illustrate a battle move. He swung his sword at me, and I lost my footing, trying to avoid him. I thought for sure he would strike me with the flat of his sword, but something strange happened. He froze for a couple of seconds. Just long enough for me to roll out of his reach.”

      Johan’s eyebrows crinkled as he tried to absorb Rohan’s description of what had happened. “So, the Swordsman was about to make contact with his sword, and you were able to stop him?”

      “I didn’t exactly stop him. I was able to delay him long enough to get out of trouble.” He paused, trying to find the right words. “It was as if he froze in place for a brief moment, then continued on the same trajectory after I had reached safety.”

      Johan rocked back on his heels as he grasped the implications. “That is amazing! Are you able to control it?”

      “Not very well,” Rohan admitted. He cleared his throat. “Rugal is arranging my entrance into the Sepharim school,” he blinked. “With your permission, of course.”

      Johan gazed at his younger brother for a moment, then stood up and pulled him in for a hug. “I am so proud of you,” he mumbled into his ear, pounding his back.

      “Are you sure you’re not upset?” Rohan stepped back and looked at Johan with concern. “Since, well, you know…”

      Johan immediately understood Rohan’s apprehension. “No, of course not. If I possess dynamis, I am sure it will eventually reveal itself. And if I don’t,” he shrugged. “I have plenty of other things to worry about.” He paused. “When are you thinking of going?”

      “Rugal and I have discussed that,” Rohan admitted. “We are thinking that I should leave immediately so that by the time the end of winter arrives, I will have a good grasp on what I need to know to use my dynamis effectively. It might be useful for…you know…”

      Johan’s eyes narrowed as he mulled over Rohan’s response. He sighed. “It’s a shame we must shape our decisions around the threat of the coming invasion, but it makes sense. When will you be leaving?”

      “I wanted to get the chance to see you first. In two days with your consent.”

      What had been a joyous afternoon was now overshadowed by thoughts of the future. “Yes, of course. That makes the most sense.” Johan shook his head, trying to banish the solemn mood that thoughts of the coming invasion evoked. He forced a chuckle. “My little brother has dynamis. Who would have thought?”

      “Certainly not me,” Rohan grinned. “But considering The Fable of the Bird of the Mountains and the Stone of Fire, perhaps it’s not so surprising. After all, Hamideh has dynamis, too.”

      Before Rohan could continue, a blur of feathers flew between the two brothers, circled, and landed on Johan’s shoulder, chirping enthusiastically. Johan gave Rohan a questioning look as he tried to soothe the flutebird.

      “Lissa usually sends Treble to gather us up for dinner. We best get back,” Rohan responded. Treble shook out his feathers and bobbed his head in agreement. Laughing, the two brothers obediently made their way out of the stable and toward the castle.
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        * * *

      

      Rugal glanced around the huge polished wooden table, eyes glowing. It felt wonderful to have friends and family gathered in one place. Mura looked resplendent in her simple pearl-colored gown, Jackal’s hand covering hers as they lounged across from him. Rugal’s expression softened, and he turned and covered Lissa’s hand with his own. Lissa’s light brown hair shimmered in the glow of the candles in their sconces, her green gown bringing out the gold specks in her hazel eyes. A fire crackled cheerily in the fireplace. Johan and Rohan sat next to each other, freshly washed faces shining. Rugal was glad that Johan had kept his beard so he could easily tell the two apart.

      The group fell to the simple meal with relish. Rugal turned to Tonar, who was sitting on his left, and smiled, “You look rested, my friend.”

      “I still feel bad that we kidnapped you,” Johan interjected, gazing at Tonar. “I know it wasn’t easy on you.” He put his hand over his heart. “I really admire how you kept the charade that you were Rugal. That was very valiant of you.”

      Tonar looked down, blushing. “It seemed to be the best course of action at the time.” He tugged at his sleeve and then looked back up. “I do feel much better. I have been training with the Swordsman in the mornings and painting in the afternoons.” He looked around the table and let out a sigh. “Even if I don’t have dynamis, it is my hope I can still find ways to contribute.”

      Rugal punched his closest friend lightly in the shoulder. “Of course you contribute. Dynamis or not, you have already sacrificed much for the kingdom.”

      The Swordsman and Janar nodded their agreement from their seats at the farther end of the table. The Swordsman raised his cup. “To ALL of those who have sworn to defend the people of Elayas, Tolan, and Kargolith, both Sepharim and Patriotes.”

      Each person raised their cup in return, and the large room reverberated with their cheers. Returning to their meal, the buzz of pleasant conversation continued, providing a brief respite from what lay ahead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sweet memories revive the soul.

        ~ Dalbenian Saying

      

      

      

      Speckles of light danced through the leaves of the tree as the sun began its morning journey. Finn peered through its branches, watching the Swordsman mount his horse and head towards the tree she had chosen to climb. She balanced on one of its large leafy boughs overhanging the path which meandered through the forest surrounding the castle. From her vantage point, she could see he was alone, and her hands began to tremble with excitement. She took a deep breath to calm her rapidly beating heart.

      Dropping into a crouch while maintaining her balance was difficult, but she was able to manage. She brushed a wisp of red hair that had escaped her cap out of her eyes and focused on the man riding toward her. He was riding at a trot, his horse moving exuberantly in the brisk morning air. The Swordsman sat his mount easily, guiding the dappled grey gelding down the path. Finn took another deep breath, and just as the Swordsman came within a few feet of the tree, she jumped down lightly onto the path in front of him.

      The Swordsman’s horse spooked, leaping to the side at Finn’s sudden appearance, but the Swordsman managed to keep his seat. A moment later, he dismounted fluidly from the frightened animal while simultaneously drawing his sword. He crouched a few feet away, muscles tense and ready for combat. Finn, who stood perfectly still, awaited his approach. It seemed her heart would burst out of her chest, it was beating so fast.

      The Swordsman looked her up and down and turned pale. “How can this be?” he mumbled to himself.

      Finn slowly reached up and pulled off her cap, allowing her long red hair to spill out and onto her shoulders. “Hello, Uncle Zander. I have been waiting a long time to get to meet you.”
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        * * *

      

      “How did you get here?” Rugal asked gently. Jackal, Mura, and Lissa had gathered in the library at the Swordsman’s behest. They waited patiently as Finn eagerly consumed a plate of food that Mura had ordered brought which had been placed on the table in the center of the room. “I stowed away in the ship that carried the Neliphim’s advanced scouting party to your shores,” Finn mumbled between bites.

      “Let the girl eat,” Mura fussed.

      Finn looked up gratefully. “It’s okay, my Lady. I think if I eat another bite, I shall burst. Living on plants and nuts in the woods does diminish one’s appetite.”

      “You have been living on your own all these weeks?” Rugal jerked back in surprise, eyes wide.

      Finn shifted in her chair and looked down, crossing her arms and hugging herself. “It was nothing, Sire. The place I called home is much worse. Here, I could at least be free.”

      Rugal let out a noisy breath. “Why didn’t you come to us sooner?”

      Finn looked up and met Rugal’s compassionate gaze, and her eyes filled with tears. “I was afraid. I didn’t know how I would be received, and I didn’t want to go from one slave master to another.”

      Mura and Lissa came around to Finn’s chair and laid their hands on her shoulders. Mura reached down and gently pushed Finn’s chin up to look at her. “No one is going to hurt you here. I promise.”

      Finn nodded hesitantly, wiping her eyes. “Thank you,” she whispered.

      Mura gazed tenderly at Finn before turning toward the others. “Let’s give Finn a chance to rest and regain her composure before she tells her story.”

      Finn, hand outstretched, shook her head firmly. “No, it’s okay. My story must be told for the sake of your kingdoms. We lost several weeks already as I sought the courage to seek out my uncle. We mustn’t wait any longer.”

      Rugal looked at his mother, who nodded. He turned back to Finn and smiled warmly at the young woman who looked to be just a year or two younger than him. “Thank you. That is very brave of you.”

      Rugal glanced at the Swordsman, who had been sitting quietly the entire time. His shoulders were tense, and his face unreadable as he gazed at his newly found niece. Rugal leaned forward. “How do you know the Swordsman?” he asked gently.

      Her voice trembling slightly, Finn looked shyly toward the Swordsman, and for the first time since they had ushered her into the library, she smiled. “My mother told me about her big brother, Zander. She adored him.” She turned toward the others. “His large frame is hard to miss.”

      “Indeed,” Jackal chuckled.

      “Mother had told me about his prowess as both a huntsman and horseman. When I saw him from the woods training men in the art of swordplay in the large courtyard every morning, I realized it must be him.” She clutched her hands together. “My Uncle Zander.” She hesitated for a moment before continuing. “And that he possesses dynamis, like my grandfather.” She looked back at the Swordsman. “You look just like him.”

      The Swordsman smiled in return. “It’s a miracle you are here, Finn. You look just like your mother.” He paused, his eyes hopeful. “How is Zayla?”

      Finn looked down, her shoulders drooping as she rubbed her hand against her leg. “She died three years ago… From a fever that ran through our compound.” She looked up, tears flowing freely down her cheeks. “She always hoped to be reunited with you someday. You were her hero.”

      The Swordsman gasped. He lifted his hands up, then let them fall. Tears filled his eyes, and he rubbed his cheek, gesturing Finn to continue.

      “I’m sorry to have to tell you about my mother,” Finn’s voice filled with compassion. “She loved you very much.”

      Wiping the tears from his eyes, the Swordsman nodded. “She was a wonderful person. I have missed her greatly all of these years.” A small smile crept back onto his face as he returned Finn’s gaze. “I can see her in your eyes and in the shape of your chin. But you have inherited your grandmother’s hair color. I have heard redheads often skip a generation and it seems to be the case here.”

      “Yes,” Finn managed a small laugh. “I have heard about my red hair all my life. It seems your mom was quite a beauty in her day.”

      “And now?” the Swordsman asked quietly. Everyone at the table held their breath. Hope hung in the air like a tangible blanket enveloping them.

      Finn’s smile widened. “Well, it’s no longer red, but she is still quite beautiful. Grandma and Grandpa live in a hut with my father, in the compound. We have been there all my life. Mother met my father on a work detail. You would like him. He loved my mother very much.”

      The Swordsman stood up and began to shake. He walked around to Finn, picked her up off of her chair, and hugged her tightly as they both sobbed their joy at being reunited and their sorrow at the loss of Finn’s mother and the slavery of their family. Their tears mingled as the others got up and surrounded them, putting their hands on the pair’s shoulders and offering comfort through their presence.

      Finally, the Swordsman put Finn down and wiped the tears on her cheek with his large thumb. “It is good to meet you, Finn.” His face took on a determined expression. “I promise you, we will all be reunited again someday, to live here in Elayas in freedom, or I will die trying.” His tone left no doubt as to the sincerity of the big man’s words.

      Stepping back, the Swordsman’s gaze swept the group of people he had come to regard as family. “This is a lot to absorb. I know Finn has much more to share but let us take a break and gather again at lunch.”

      Jackal stepped forward and squeezed the big man’s arm. “Of course. Let’s meet in the dining hall at lunchtime. We can resume the conversation then,” he said. Noting the nods of agreement all around, everyone moved toward the library doors except for the Swordsman and Finn. The two sat back down, and as Mura was exiting the library, she turned back, looked over her shoulder, and smiled. The Swordsman and Finn were talking animatedly to each other, and her own memory of seeing Rugal after so many years surfaced. She smiled as she watched the two discover joy in finding their family connection.
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        * * *

      

      “Your mother was amazing,” the Swordsman leaned back, a smile tugging at his mouth as a childhood memory came to mind. “She was fiercely independent as a child.” He shook his head and laughed. “You should have seen her when father told us we had to work the field. She was to throw seeds behind me as I plowed. She was very anxious to meet her friends and was doing her best to hurry me along when our horse decided he was done and would not move, no matter how much I shook the reins.”

      He gazed at Finn, his eyes sparkling as he replayed the scene in his mind. “She dropped her bag of seed, ran by me, grabbed the plow harness, and climbed aboard that huge horse’s back. His name was Dobber. She started yelling and kicking with her skinny legs. It was like watching a flutebird trying to get a dragon moving. The funny thing was, that horse was so flabbergasted at her audacity that he leapt forward and pulled the plow with him.

      “My hands were caught in the loops that I had made to hold the reins to the handles, and before I knew it, the plow turned over sideways as it continued to move forward, and I was going along with it.” The Swordsman paused and lifted his left thumb to show Finn a faded scar running between the surface of his thumb and forefinger. “My hand got smashed between a rock and the plow handle. The scar has faded but never disappeared.”

      Finn, her eyes wide as she leaned forward listening with rapt attention, let out a breath. “Then what happened?” she asked.

      The Swordsman gazed at the astonishingly familiar face in front of him. “The plow broke and left me in the dirt, but your mother managed to stay on Dobber. I never saw that big draft horse move so fast. She finally got him turned and I clambered up behind her so we could ride home and get my hand doctored.” He laughed. “I thought that after that, she wouldn’t ride Dobber again, but to my surprise, it was quite the opposite. She and that big goofy horse became inseparable, and he would do anything for her. It was quite a sight seeing a pint-sized girl riding that big draft horse around the village with no saddle or bridle.”

      Finn closed her eyes and smiled as she pictured her mother as a young girl riding that huge horse. “Mother told me about Dobber, but she never told me that story.” She opened her eyes and grinned at the Swordsman. “But she did tell me about the time you two found a couple of bamboo poles and decided to play charge.” She pointed just below her right eye. “If you looked really closely, you could still see the circle of the end of the bamboo pole where you accidentally poked her with yours.”

      The Swordsman laughed at the memory. “Yes, it was not intentional, but father took me behind the woodshed for it.” He placed his hand over his heart. “Fortunately, your mother never held it against me.”

      “No, she didn’t,” Finn leaned forward and placed her small hand on the Swordsman’s huge one. “She was always very proud of you and missed you terribly.”

      He smiled at his niece. “We have shared sorrow, Finn, but also joy. I am glad you have found me.”

      Finn sniffled and rubbed her eyes. “I am, too, Uncle Zander.”

      He gazed at her and shook his head in wonder. “You are so much like your mother.” The Swordsman leaned forward in his chair, still smiling. “Come, we best go meet the others in the dining hall. It must be close to lunch time.” His expression changed and his eyebrows knit together in concern. “We must understand what we are up against. Perhaps you can help us.”

      “That is why I came,” Finn replied firmly, her eyes flashing with determination.

      The Swordsman jerked back and looked carefully at his niece. “Yes, she is just like her mother,” he mumbled to himself.

      The big man shook himself and stood up. He reached out and awkwardly patted her shoulder. “Come then. Let’s go join the others.”
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