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Chapter 1
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Commander Jared stared out toward Emerald Bay. A large mist started to cover everything within his sight. It came without warning. First, it was a clear morning sky and later a dense fog rolled in obscuring the boats tethered to the pier. The wood dock he stood on creaked as he walked. 

"Bad omen," a soldier said next to him. 

"It's nothing," Captain Jared said, "get back to your posts."

He started moving toward the next group of ships. Sailors on a freight vessel were securing cargo in its hold. 

"Hey Commander," the sailors said, "terrible weather."

"Will you be able to sail in this fog?"

"We have to. This shipment of ale and food is already late, and if my captain has anything to say about it. He would just laugh and say he can sail in any type of weather."

Commander Jared nodded and strolled down the landing. The smell of the salty sea air was mixed with something else he could not place, but his thoughts centered on how lucky he has been. He was once a soldier of the old former regime, King Hawkney's Royal troops, yet the powers that be let him keep his command. Most of the King Hawkney's army was destroyed in the battle with Darrin Masters, who was now the General of the Federation of the Great Council. Commander Jared knew his place. He was a seasoned soldier and was not dead because he was stationed at the east coast far from the battle.

He stopped and sensed something was different. The mist was too thick for this time of the season. Commander Jared was not alarmed for he was thinking about drinking ale at the tavern across the street. After he finished his duties, he felt he needed a drink for a long days worked.  

Several soldiers appeared before him. Warriors, he did not know with armor and standards emblazoned on their chest plate. He saw the standard; it was the symbol of the Kingdom of Fantaur. 

He said, "Hello, my name is Commander Jared. I am in command of the local garrison here. I like to invite you to my port city of Hudric."

The soldiers did not say anything. A large battle ship cut through the fog. It dwarfed all the vessels in the bay. Jared had a sinking feeling in his stomach. "Can I offer you ale?"

More Fantaur soldiers started to walk behind him. 

"Commander?"

A sailor he talked to a few minutes ago walked closer to him. 

Jared said, "It's okay Johnny. Go back to your ship."

Before the sailor could say something, his head was cut off and flopped to the floor close to the Commanders legs. Jared stunned, grabbed for his weapon, but felt cold steel on his back. 

A rough voice said, "Be quiet or we will cut your neck."

A figure dressed in black leather armor strode up to him. It was a gorgeous woman with large brown eyes. She held an ebony black staff. "Take us to your garrison."

"No!" 

"So be it." The woman intoned some words. A heavy weight settled on his chest. He could not breathe. He fell to the floor and almost touched the sailor's decapitated head. His sight dimmed. 

Suddenly, he could breathe again. Commander Jared took in a long gasp of air. Blood smeared his face. He wiped it away realizing it was not his, but the dead sailor. 

The woman said, "Get up, commander. Now take us to your garrison."

He was grabbed by his arms and held upwards. They marched him toward the city. Jared was looking for any of his own soldiers to help him, but the fog covered Druthic like a wet blanket. The few people they did meet was quietly killed and disposed of. 

The walls of the garrison came out of the gloom. The woman prodded him. She walked alone with him to the front gate. 

She said, "Open the door. Be careful not to say anything. I have magic and will burn you alive, if you do anything."

They both walked up to the front. He banged on the door. 

"Hello commander. I thought you were done for the day."

"I forgot something."

"Who is that behind you?"

"A friend of the night." The soldiers used this code word for prostitutes. 

"Ok." The door swung open. They both walked inside. Two guards in front of a small table were playing a game with wooden dominoes. The soldier who opened the door for them was about to lock the door, when the woman held out her staff and all of them fell asleep. The enemy soldiers pushed the door open and came inside. 

Commander Jared was pushed aside as the Fantaur warriors ran into the garrison. He heard the front gate opening. Jared was about to jump outside when Valera said, "Where do you think you are going Commander?"

A soldier grabbed his arms and pinned it behind him. She came closer. He saw dead eyes stare back at him. 

Jared gasped and said, "I was staying right here."

She said, "Do you know where the Drakus Vinnikai is?"

"What? There has not been a Drakus mage here for eons. You must be mistaken."

"No, I am not."

Jared was dragged away toward the middle of the courtyard. A group of his own soldiers were pushed next to him. They stood alone far from the enemy warriors. Valera stopped a few feet away from him. 

Jared said, "Let us go. We will not tell anybody that you are here."

"I think not." 

She whispered words of magic. A fireball the size of a horse flew into them. The commander screamed in agony and then went silent.  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2

[image: ]




The music came from within him. It rose in torrents of sweet sounds. Cyrus turned to his side and saw the slight curve of Narah's body inside the silk sheet. The dragon song swelled inside his mind and he wanted to fly high into the white luminescent clouds and feel the wind against his brow. He moved his hand to touch Narah's naked back. He could not believe he was here sleeping with his childhood sweetheart. When he tried to caress her neck, he stopped because his hand was not his fingers. With horror, his skin was green scaled with long talons. He jumped out of the bed and ran out toward the balcony. His body was shaking. He needed to stop this.

He stood outside in the cool night and took huge gulps of the crisp air. His magic was trying to coalesce and make him transform. He held onto the stone railing and looked out into the dark forest. He thought he saw an animal staring at him, a wolf perhaps or another large creature. A glowing orb appeared next to him. 

"Hello Reza," he said. 

"Cyrus, you have to relax," his Familiar said. 

"Yes." He closed his eyes and pictured Narah smiling at him. His body ceased its tremors. 

"Master," the orb said, "please sit."

Cyrus looked away from the forest and found a wooden chair on the balcony and sat. He looked back at Princess Narah and saw her sleeping on the bed. 

He shook his head. These tremors have been getting worse of late. He should be joyful because he killed the tyrant, Emperor Hawkney, and freed the citizens of Rowan. Yet, he knew they would never accept him. He was Drakus Vinnikai, a wizard with tremendous uncontrollable power. 

"Master, the Drakus Dragons are calling for you to find the towers."

"I know Reza. I can feel my blood boiling with magic."

His Familiar change to a scarlet red. "Master, I hear someone calling us."

Cyrus sensed it too and he also knew what he had to do. He focused on his magical center, his diten, and felt the surge of energy. He scanned around his surroundings making sure nobody could see him. A spell came to him. A memory that came from the Rathraka talisman, which was given to him from his father. It gave him knowledge that he did not possess. He intoned a magical word and a blanket of darkness surrounded him almost binding to his body. 

Cyrus floated upwards and directed himself toward the calling. He didn't know where he was going. He rode upon the night's sky buffeted by the winds. The forest below was a mass of dark twisted limbs and leaves. Reza flew next to him. He had a feeling that he would see, but he had to wait until he was sure. 

Cyrus descended toward a hill. No shrubbery or plants sat on the ground except tufts of wild growing grass here and there. He saw a dark figure waiting for him. Cyrus's feet touched the dirt. 

He said, "Hello, Necromage. I knew it was you."

"Hello Cyrus." The ancient man stared at him. He had white long hair with a face almost untouched by time except his mournful eyes. Cyrus felt a weariness and sadness so profound he could not describe it. 

"Why did you summon me?"

"Drakus Vinnikai, the last time we talked, I thought you wanted to ask me about your father?"

"I just have one question. Where is the Drakus towers?"

"I cannot tell you that. Ask another question."

"Why is everybody so scared of telling me where these towers are?"

"I cannot answer that question. I don't know."

Cyrus shook his head. "You are lying to me."

"No, this information is unknown to me." The Necromage walked into the moonlight. 

Cyrus said, "I don't understand why you're helping me."

The Necromage smiled, "Your father and I were very good friends, best friends even. Since you are his son, I give you some allowances."

Cyrus looked at the sky and the stars. The dragon song was calling him. 

"Why do I hear the dragon's songs?"

"Because you are being called to bring back the Drakus Mages to power. You are the chosen one."

"I don't understand. Where are the other Drakus Vinnikai?"

"Dead."

"By who?"

"Your dad."

Cyrus heard the music louder in his head. He tried to quell the sweet sounds. It pounded into his skull. Nothing made sense. 

"I need to know what happened."

The Necromage was fading, disappearing before his eyes. 

"Wait," Cyrus said. 

Barely a whisper, the Necromage said, "You will understand in time. Keep well, young Drakus Mage. Remember, they were once the Protriat wizards."

The sky started to change into a dull light blue. Cyrus hovered back to his room. He needed to find the Drakus cemetery. He walked into his bedroom. Narah was not in bed. 

"Where did you go?" A voice said. 

Startled, electric tendrils flew from his hands and struck the wall with a thundering sound. Narah jumped out of the way. 

"Calm down," she said, "it is me."

Cyrus ceased his magic. He murmured, "I'm sorry. You were so silent."

"You need to relax."

The bedroom door started to pound. 

"Princess, are you ok?" A guard exclaimed. 

"I am fine," she said. "You can go back to your post."

Narah turned toward him. "Cyrus you got to learn to control your emotions. Your magic is powerful."

"I have to leave."

"I know." She came closer to him and touched his face with her soft hands. "Please stay, at least, until after the first meeting of the Great Council."

"I know the guards and soldiers of the castle are saying about me. They suspect I am a Drakus mage. They will try to kill me."

"No, I will never let that happen to you. I love you."

"I love you, too."
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Charles was seated on the ground watching Darrin showing him how to meditate and breathe. He showed him how to calm his mind during battle and to know his mind was the real enemy not the enemy standing before him with a bloody sword and dagger. 

Charles said, "Darrin how long do we have to train on mediating? I have seen you fight and mediation has nothing to do with it."

"You don't understand. I meditate almost every day. It builds my energy center, my diten, the source of our power."

"I understand." Charles nodded. 

Darrin said, "Ok, I want you to practice what I have told you. Assume the number one stance."

Charles stood with his feet parallel to each other. He bent his knees and focused on his center. His mind started to think about the revolution and the fight with the royal army. He concentrated and tried not to think about anything. Darrin told him that during mediation, you had to think about the void, the nothingness. This is called the Warrior's mind. During battle, a warrior needs to empty his mind and let his diten dictate his moves. Charles's legs and body started to feel heavy and thick. He started to sway. 

"Calm your mind," Darrin said. He walked away. 

Charles glanced over and saw Darrin practicing a series of flowing interconnecting moves, which taught self-defense, attack and defense. Watching Darrin perform the moves was beautiful. Charles fell to the ground. His body was exhausted. Darrin did not say anything until he finished the ten moves. 

He said, "Charles you are too tense. Your body cannot take that pressure. Your diten must be light and be filled with the energy of the cosmos."

Charles didn't understand what Darrin was talking about. He sat on the ground almost breathless. 

He said, "When am I going to learn those moves?"

Darrin stared at him long and hard. Charles almost asked the question again. 

Darrin said, "Soon. But you are not ready."

Charles stood. The last battle in front of the capital was a season ago and he thought Darrin would have taught him more. Darrin smiled and clasped his hand. "You are progressing. I can tell you that."

Charles saw a messenger come out of the underbrush and head straight toward them. They have been training out here in the wilderness and they were not to be disturbed them unless it was really important. Darrin turned toward the young boy. He was dressed in a pea green tunic with brown pants. The lad was holding a small envelope. Charles saw Darrin's brow furrowed. The boy stood in front of them and nodded. 

"General Darrin, this letter arrived for you." The boy turned away. Darrin grasped the lad's shoulder and gave him a small gold piece. "Thanks!" The lad skipped away. 

Darrin looked at the envelope and scanned it over. There was a heavy red wax seal with an imprint of a face on it. Charles did not recognize the seal. He was about to ask a question, but Darrin hushed him with a wave of his fingers. Charles had seen his master grave like this before. 

"Master, when is my next lesson?"

Darrin stared at him as if he was not there. He seemed preoccupied with something. "Nothing for now. Just keep mediating. Let's go back to the city."

They grabbed their sack of supplies and food, which hung on a tree limb. Charles wore his light blue shirt and pants. Clothes he used when he was training. Darrin was somber grabbing his bag and slinging it onto his shoulder. 

They walked around the hill going up the trail toward the buildings yonder. Charles saw the messenger walking into the town. The trees grew thick in this area and the shade of the leaves were a welcome from the harness of the sun. Charles swatted a few mosquitos. 

Darrin suddenly pushed him away from the path. Several men dressed in dark black clothes and ghoulish masks jumped out of the bushes. A dart passed by him hitting the tree. 

Darrin kicked the first intruder. He said, "Watch out! They have poison darts!"

Charles took out his weapon, a short sword. He attacked the next masked enemy. He stabbed into the enemy's chest. The masked man disappeared into a shower of black dust. Another enemy shot a dart and Charles deflected it with his sword. Darrin jumped forward with his sword and attacked the last remaining ghoul warrior but the attacker jumped back and disappeared into the shadows. Charles held his sword upwards and looked around the area. 

He said, "What was that?"

"They are called Tollerman. They are from my homeland. They were sent to me as a warning."

Charles sensed his master was holding back something. "What type of warning?"

"If I don't go back, the Emperor will send more men to come after me. He has found where I was hiding. Don't worry. They were not trying to kill us."

Charles was shocked and blurted, "Darrin, I will go with you. You will not meet him alone."

Darrin looked up into the sky and shook his head. "I cannot go at this time. I still have much to do here."

Charles said, "Princess Narah can handle everything. How long will this take?"

"I don't know."

Charles still breathing hard said, "Let's get something to eat. We should tell the princess about this."

"Yes, you are right."

They traveled up the path into the small town. It was early morning and the villagers were beginning their routines for the day. 

Charles said, "Is anybody in danger here?"

"No, the Tollerman was only meant as a warning," Darrin said.

Charles looked at the people walking around the village. Stores and shops opened their windows and doors. The sun was warm casting a welcome light. People nodded to them. 

He said, "Why does the Emperor want you to go back? It has been years."

"He wants to see me."

"That is an odd way for requesting your presence."

"Ah, the Emperor Khoenig is not a man for subtleties. We have much to discuss and prepare."
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Charles and Darrin had a quick breakfast and then walked up the path to the large castle perched on top of a sloping hill. Charles glanced up through the trees and saw the turrets and towers poking up to the sky. He recalled after they defeated the despot Hawkney, the Freedom Fighters army traveled to this city called Lovar that was located a few leagues east from the capital.

It has been a season since Cyrus killed the crazy King Hawkney. Darrin and his group of Freedom Fighters started to create the new government. So many details and meetings with all the governors and mayors of the cities and districts that Darrin had to attend too and administer that Charles wondered how he had even enough time to train him every morning. 

Charles nodded to Darrin. He wanted to go to his room and get change. Charles needed his leather armor and assortment of weapons with him. He wanted to be ready if more Tollerman assassin's attack, when a boy was waiting for him at his door. It was the same lad who gave Darrin the mysterious message in the morning. He held another letter. 

"Mister," he said shyly, "you have a correspondence."

Charles nodded, took the note and gave the kid a gold coin. The boy ran down the hallway. He opened the letter. "Charles, Come quick. Something is happening in our city." It was signed Zoltronis. He was the commander of the city of Palacitino. There was no other explanation and this seemed like more trouble afoot. He hurried out of his room and walked fast through the stone floors of the castle.   Darrin's room was around the corner. He rushed into the open doorway. His master was not inside. Scratching his chin, Charles wondered where Darrin would be at this time. He saw him only a few minutes ago at breakfast. He moved out into Darrin's terrace and scanned down at the gardens. He saw him holding a long black case with a symbol he could not recognize imprinted on the top. Darrin stared toward the bushes deep in thought. 

Charles walked down the steps and descended taking two stairs at a time. He moved down a hallway and wondered again, why they made castles so large. It was like walking through a village. He started moving quicker until his heart was pounding. Charles thought they needed to leave soon. He felt it in his gut. He reached the large glass double doors that led outside to the back toward the gardens. Charles mused that this castle used to be the Duke Wellon's summer home. Duke Wellon fled with all his money as soon as the revolution was over and their sovereign, King Hawkney was dead. 

Charles trekked by the tall rose bushes and wood trestles covered by green ivory and turned toward where Darrin was standing. He saw his salt and pepper hair over the small trees.

"Darrin!" 

He stared at him. Charles realized the black case Darrin held had a weapon inside. 

"Yes." He looked odd.

"I got a letter from the Commander at Palacitino."

"Zoltronis?"

"Yes. He would not have sent me a letter if he didn't think he needed help."

He gave Darrin the note. His forehead creased in thought. 

Charles said, "What should we do?" 

Darrin scanned the letter several more times. 

He said, "Let's check it out. I will take a small group of soldiers with us."

"Ok," Charles said, "we can get there in a few days on horseback. What about the meeting with the Great Council?"

"We should be back before the meeting."

Darrin did not walk inside the castle as Charles thought he would. He held the box closer and touched the front so gently as if he was caressing a baby. He said in low tones, "Charles, I need to show you something. But you have to keep this secret."

Charles nodded feeling almost excitement and dread coming from his master. Darrin grabbed the very end of the black box and pressed something. He heard a click noise. The front of the box slid away and disappeared. Magic Charles thought. Yet, his mind saw something he could not understand. He saw in an instant a black dragon and then realized he was looking at a dark long sword with an engraving of the creature on its hilt. 

Darrin took the blade and held it aloft to the sun. Charles wanted to touch the weapon. It was so slim and elegant. 

He said in wonder, "Master, what is this weapon?"

Darrin smiled and placed the blade back in the box and closed it. "This weapon is called the Ebony Dragon Blade. It is mine. The sword is created by a master smith. It is stronger than most blades and lighter. I killed too many people with it. My Emperor wants me to give the blade to him."

"Master, why are you in exile?"

"It is a sad story and I will tell you in time. Let's get ready for the journey."

•••
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CYRUS WAS OUTSIDE IN the deep forest alone. He sat cross-legged under the shade of a large elm tree. He heard and saw in his mind's eye the conversation Charles and Darrin had. Cyrus also sensed something was wrong in the kingdom. He closed his eyes and saw something dark, something he sensed before. It was a growing darkness, a darkness that can bind him. 

Cyrus already told Narah he was leaving at the end of the week and decided he would journey with Darrin to the village, Palacitino, and break away from them when he would travel further north. He remembered his Familiar, Reza, traveled along the coast finding the entrance to the Drakus graveyards several months ago. It was right before he fought and killed Hawkney. 

"Remember Reza," he said. 

His Familiar circled around him and then disappeared. Cyrus did not want people to see Reza for fear that they would suspect he was a dark mage. He sensed the people at the village down yonder looking at him and plotting against him. 

A dark figure in a black hood and robe came out of the shadows. He knew he was there watching him. 

"Yes," Cyrus said. 

The dark figure said, "Cyrus you do not belong with these people. You are better than them."

"Get away from me. You are not real."

The figure disappeared. Cyrus shook his head. He was not sure if he was dreaming or not. He saw the dark figure several times the last few weeks. 

At first, when he saw the figure, he challenged him and erected a defense magical shield around himself, but the figure merely stared at him. Now, the dark figure was almost like Reza, a thing in the background, who would give him advice or not. Cyrus stood and brushed the twigs and dirt off his pants. 

He knew he did not need Darrin and Charles's help. Yet, he had a nagging feeling that he did. He strode to the castle. 
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Narah was attired in a formal buxom dress, the color of pastel green. The chair she sat on was uncomfortable and pretentious. It was golden, gilded with the finest jewels. People came all over the kingdom to pay respects to her. She was the last of the rulers of Rowan left alive.

She felt she was an imposter. Even after, the revolution, the people needed to look to her for leadership, as Darrin told her numerous of times. Narah wanted to dissolve the monarchy and let the Great Council rule. 

She stopped in her musings, when a several people shuffled up to the front of the dais. The girl dressed in rags stared wide-eye at her. Narah smiled back.

"Hello," she said. She stood and walked down to the little girl. "What is your name?"

Her mom looked stricken and almost shied away from her gaze. 

The little girl said, "Anna, my lady." She curtsied. Narah looked at the girl's brunette hair and saw it was matted with straw. "Anna, we will give you and your family some food."

The little girl beamed at her. The family walked away. Narah heard the little girl say she wanted to be a princess. She shook her head and thought being a princess was not all pomp and circumstance. She had a million of things to do before the first meeting of the Great Council. 

Her servant and friend, Rachel, came close to her and said, "That was the last of the people for today, my lady." She bowed to her. 

"Thank you." 

Narah's wondered how Rachel, who helped her when she escaped from the prison mines up north, had become her most trusted ally and friend. 

Rachel said, "Darrin and Charles want to speak to you."

"Ok." Narah carefully stood. Her dress was a large monstrosity of pleats and ruffles. It was cumbersome to move in. Her dress skirt was wide across the bottom and she sometimes hit corners and tables. She grimaced as she descended the steps. A soldier stationed near her helped her down. 

She hated all this. She wished she could wear her black leather armor and run in the fields and forest. She strolled toward a door at her left from her position. The door was ajar and she heard Darrin and Charles speaking in low voices. Narah knew something was wrong. She knew this when Cyrus told her last night. He had to leave her. 

Walking inside the large room, Darrin stopped talking. He looked at her with concern and then he smiled. They bowed to her. 

She said, "Stopped that. You know me."

Darrin said, "Narah, you are royalty."

She smiled, "Yes General. What brings you here? I know this is not a social visit."

"Well," Darrin said, "Charles got an urgent note from Zoltronis."

Charles stood and passed her the message. Narah stretched her arm and heard her dress rip a little. She sighed. She read it quickly. 

She said, "You want to check it out."

Darrin nodded. "I should be back before the meeting."

"I trust your instincts, but you should let Charles handle this. You did promote him."

Darrin looked embarrassed. "It should take a few days. Do not worry, Princess. We will be back."

A voice from behind Darrin spoke, "I will also go with you."

Cyrus stood at the doorway. His usual handsome face had an air of worry. 

She stammered, "Cyrus, I do not know you wanted to leave so soon."

He did not say anything but gave her an odd look as if she should have known his intentions. 

Darrin said, "We welcome your company Cyrus."

He walked into the room with a quick stride. Cyrus seemed different since the fight with Hawkney. She could not place it. He seemed more powerful and headstrong. He stood behind her and placed his arm on her shoulder. Her face reddened. 

"Sure," she said, "Darrin make sure you come back before the meeting."

He said, "I already gave you my notes. Do you agree?"

"Yes." 

Narah wanted to tell Cyrus to stay with her until Darrin and Charles will come back, but she knew he would not listen to her. 

Narah grabbed Cyrus's warm hand. "And when will you will be back?" She almost added darling at the end of her question. 

Cyrus said, "I do not know. I found something and have to check it out. You understand. I am a danger for you and anybody around me, if I cannot control my magic."

"I understand," she said a little too hastily and added, "Be careful." 

She said to all of them, and really meant it. She watched them exit her study and she sighed again. She grabbed a long golden cord next to her. She will call Rachel to help her get out of this dress. 

•••
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DARRIN COUNTED THE soldiers before him. It was a group of twenty warriors handpicked by Charles. They all were grooming their horses and attaching clothing, supplies and weapons to their saddles. Cyrus came out of the castle's doorway and strolled to the open courtyard. Darrin heard his boots crunch on the gravel. He turned to him and wondered how this boy who was barely a man was the most dangerous person in the Kingdom, but who was also a hero of the revolution. 

Cyrus dark eyes looked at him. "Hello."

"Are you almost ready?"

Cyrus nodded his head. Darrin watched the young wizard move to his horse. He remembered when Cyrus was a young orphan brought to the King's castle to be a playmate to the lonely and rambunctious Princess. He smiled. 

"Hello General," a young soldier name Baine was standing close to him. 

"Yes?"

"Princess Narah wants to speak to you before you leave."

"Ok. Tell her I will be there in a few minutes."

The young soldier nodded and moved back into the castle. Darrin nodded to Charles, who was coming over to him. He was dressed in a dark leather armor and holding a large sack. 

Charles said, "Is there something wrong?"

"No, the princess wanted to see me before we depart. I will be back in a few minutes."

Charles said, "I can tell something is wrong."

Darrin smiled. His student, Charles, has a keen mind and will make a good apprentice. He should tell him everything, soon. 

"No," he said, "I think she wants me to watch over Cyrus or something like that."

"Ok, I will make sure all the men will be ready to leave in the afternoon."

Darrin walked out of the courtyard and into the castle. He glanced at Cyrus. He was grooming his horse and speaking to it. Darrin shook his head. He had to get used to Cyrus being a powerful wizard. Darrin proceeded to the princess's study. He was about to turn a corner, when he sensed somebody close. Darrin moved backward. A sword passed where he was before. He saw ghoulish masks staring back at him. The Tollerman infiltrated the castle. 

Moving with the grace of a cat, Darrin took out the only weapon he had-a small dagger. He blocked several killing strikes. From the corner of his eyesight, he saw another Tollerman run to him. He kicked the assassin and pin wheeled down another corridor. Several other dark figures came toward him. They were all assassins. 

Darrin was surrounded. His slowed his breathing and he focused on his diten, his life center. The first enemy rushed to him. Darrin side-swept him and cut the Tollerman's throat. Blood sprouted and hit the wall. Darrin did not slow. He anticipated the next attack and he sliced upward cutting the man's hand holding the curved blade. Darrin grabbed the assassin's blade and threw the man's severed hand back at him and plunged the sword into his heart. 
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Chapter 6
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Cyrus grabbed his pack and opened it. He made sure he had all his books and supplies were there. The rathraka talisman was still wrapped in a leather oilcloth. He was careful not to touch it. 

Reza spoke to him. "Master, you are needed. Darrin is under attack."

"Where?" he whispered. 

Cyrus barely saw his Familiar. Reza was floating next to him, but he was transparent. Cyrus did not want to alarm the others around him that he had a magical Familiar following him.

"He is in the castle."

Cyrus ran toward Charles and said, "Darrin is in trouble. He is being attack." He pointed. 

Charles called for a few of the guards to follow. They proceeded toward the castle. Reza was leading him still being transparent. He heard the sounds of battle coming from inside the building. 

Charles ran in first with his weapon in hand. Cyrus wanted to go in next to him, but he stayed behind. His magic could be unpredictable at times. And he knew he can easily harm his friends. The guards followed Charles. Cyrus brought up the rear.

Going inside, he saw dark robed men with hideous masks fighting against Charles and his men. Darrin was in the middle of the attack, fending off several enemies. 

The black robed men bested all the guards. Most of the castle warriors were dead. Only Charles and Darrin were still alive. Cyrus concentrated his magic. He was going to use a spell, when Narah flew from another hallway with two long daggers in her hands. 

Narah killed the foremost combatants hovering over Darrin. And with her help killed the rest of the black robes enemies. Watching Darrin and Narah fight next to each other was like a dance with death. They flowed between their foes raining death. The enemy suddenly disappeared in a cloud of smoke. 

Cyrus focused his magic and blew away the mist gathering in the hallway. He smelt an acrid scent. Darrin, Narah and Charles stood among the carnage of dead soldiers.  

He said, "What was that?" 

More castle guards ran inside, behind him. 

Darrin said, "Cyrus we will talk in private about this later, but now I have to find out how these assassins came into here undetected."

Charles gave orders to clean up the bodies. Two other warriors were assigned to guard the princess. Cyrus knew Narah did not need guards, but she nodded and let the soldiers follow her back to her office. Darrin and Charles walked out toward the front gate to investigate. 

Cyrus walked outside. He needed fresh air. 

Reza said, "Cyrus, the guards of the front gate were all slaughtered." His Familiar were showing him images of the dead. Charles and Darrin were there, already giving orders to get more men. Cyrus was not sure what he was supposed to do. He wanted to leave and find the Drakus graveyard but he also wanted to stay and help his friends. 

"Do worry about them. They are meant to serve you." A voice spoke to him. 

"No, these are my friends," he said to the voice from within his mind.

"No, you are more than them. You are Drakus Vinnikai and you are meant to rule over them."

"You do not understand. You are not me."

"No, I am you. I am yourself, speaking to you."

"That cannot be. You are lying."

"Think Azazel Merilus. You are very powerful and can destroy and create all before you."

Cyrus started moving away from everybody. He did not want anybody to see himself arguing. 

"That is not my name. My name is Cyrus Boris."

"No, you have to accept, who you are. Don't you hear your brethren calling for you?"

He moved out onto the wall of the castle and up toward the ramparts. He heard a sound, the sweet song of dragon song. They were calling him to leave, to find his own destiny, to leave these humans. He felt something stirring within him, a darkness with compelled him to transform into his other form. His hand started to grow scales and he marveled at the transformation. 

"No!" He said to the sky. Guards posted along the wall looked toward him. Cyrus walked down the steps and back to his horse and supplies. 

•••
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NARAH WAS PACING IN her study. She glanced outside the city of Lovar. Charles and Darrin stood before her. Her mind was racing.

She said, "Darrin, you should have told me about the assassins trying to kill you."

"Sorry princess, we had other problems and I thought the Tollerman was only trying to scare me. They have sought me out before and they never came back."

Narah said, "So, what is different?"

Darrin shook his head. "I'm not really sure. He had never summoned me back for the sword before."

"What is this sword? And who is summoning you back?"

"His name is Emperor Khoenig. He wants the Ebony Dragon Blade."

Sitting on her desk was an open black box and inside were a dark sword. The blade gleamed under the light. Narah wanted to heft and use the weapon. 

"What is so special about this weapon?"

Darrin sighed and stared out the window. "You need to sit Princess. I have not talked about this for decades. We need some wine. I need some spirits to help me tell my story."

The princess ordered some drinks. A servant girl, Reidden, came and brought several mugs. 

She said, "Are we, at least, secure here."

"Yes," Charles said, "I have posted more guards at all the entrances."

Darrin stood and walked close to her. "Narah as long as you knew me. You have always trusted me."

"Yes, I have always trusted you. You have helped me countless of times."

Darrin placed a hand on her shoulder. "Yes, Narah, I knew you since you were a little child. Remember, when we first met?"

Narah was trying to recollect.

"I walked into the capital," Darrin said, "wearing an old black robe of my order. I first came to your dad looking for work."

Narah suddenly recalled seeing Darrin wearing a long robe. He looked scary. 

Darrin continued. "That was the first day in the capital city and I left behind my old kingdom vowing to never to come back. Your dad gave me purpose again. I was lost for a long time. I was exiled."

Narah said, "Darrin, please start from the beginning."

There was a knock at the door. It was a guard. 

"Yes," she said.

The guard walked inside. "Sorry to interrupt your meeting but you wanted us to tell you, if he leaves."

Narah knew who left. She said, "When did he leave?"

"We have seen him acting strange a few minutes ago and then he disappeared. We cannot find Cyrus in the castle."

Tears fell from her eyes. She wiped them away. 

Charles said, "Do you want me to send scouts to find him?"

"No," Narah said. "He has his own destiny. Darrin please tell us your story."
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Rachel came holding a tray of goblets. Narah took her cup and drank a mouthful of wine. Her hand shook. She hoped Darrin and Charles did not see that. She sensed she would not see Cyrus for a long time and she also felt he was going to be different when he did come back. 

Darrin said, "I need to show you something first. I would need the Ebony Dragon blade and a large room."

"Ok," she said. "Let's go into the throne room."

Darrin closed the box and took it with him. Narah was puzzled. Charles walked behind him not saying a word. They gathered in the middle of the throne room. Darrin placed the box on the ground and opened it. 

"Please step back. Charles have your guards step out of the room."

Darrin waited until the soldiers all left the room. 

He said, "You need to step further back."

Narah and Charles moved toward the dais and walked up the steps. She watched while Darrin took the blade in his hand. He hesitated before he placed the weapon upwards. 

He said, "What I am going to show you are shown only to a few select people. It is a series of fighting moves only I and a few master swordsmen know and we all vowed we will never use it. Unless, we have too."

"Why?" Charles said. 

Darrin did not answer. He walked toward the center of the room. He placed the weapon in front of him and started to move. Narah thought she had seen this martial art form before except it was different. She used the Ten Steps of Enlightenment and knew it inside and out. She even changed part of that form. But what she saw Darrin perform was beautiful and deadly. He jumped and moved faster and higher. Her mind was reeling from the sheer power of the moves. She saw something awful and potent. During some of the intervals, she saw pure magic explode out of his hands. Fire flew from his strike and a mini tornado was created when Darrin twirled his body. It was masterful. She wanted to learn it, but part of her knew it was too strong. Darrin stopped his movements. He was breathing heavy. 

Charles clapped his hands. "That was incredible."

Darrin took the sword and reverently placed it back in its case. He said, "This martial art was giving to only a few of masters, created to destroy the great evil in our kingdom. In my old land, the Drakus Vinnikai had been gone for eons and we did not have protectors."

Narah said, "Is this what the Emperor wants?"

"I think so. The sword is worthless without these moves," he said. 

Charles said, "You should not go."

"I have not made up my mind. I have to tell you the whole story. I just wanted to show you what is at stake. This ancient magical art form should never be taught to anyone."

Narah said, "I still don't understand why you are in exile from your former sovereign."

"It's complicated."

Charles walked down the steps and stood close to him. He was quiet for a few seconds. 

Charles said, "I don't mean any disrespect General. But is this about a girl?"

Darrin's face became flushed. "I need a drink."

•••
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THEY ALL SAT AGAIN in her study. Darrin seemed nervous and sad. Narah wanted to tell him that it was fine to unburden himself. But she stayed silent. Darrin must have been holding this information in for years and decades. 

Darrin took a cup and drank all the contents of the wine. His eyes was unfocused for a moment and then became rock hard. 

He said, "Her name was Edena, Princess Edena. Her country was conquered by Emperor Khoenig. They were a peaceful kingdom, but the Emperor had to have it because of its riches."

Darrin touched the box containing the Ebony Dragon blade. He didn't seem aware what he was doing. 

"Usually," Darrin said, "the spoils would go to the Emperor Khoenig's soldiers and the enemies women would be rape and cast aside."

Narah gasped. 

"The King and Queen were killed outright refusing to bow to the Emperor Khoenig.  And the Princess Edena had to choose from being a slave or wedded to the Emperor's nephew."

"So, you were against this?" Charles said. 

"I was against attacking the neighboring country. I dared not voice my opinion to the Emperor but he knew it."

Narah said, "You did the honorable thing and saved her."

"Yes. I went against the Emperor's wishes and smuggled Princess Edena out of her castle."
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Chapter 8
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Cyrus walked into the forest. He cast an invisible spell over him when he left the castle and city. He wanted to transform into a dragon, but he was not sure if this was wise because as a dragon, his mind was not human, and could be uncontrollable in his rages. He scanned around the dirt path and thought he sensed something. He focused and used his Wizard's sight to look beyond the plants and trees. He spotted several wolves hiding among the bushes. 

Cyrus said, "Come out. I command you."

Two large brown creatures crept out of their hiding place and came closer to him. 

"Hello Grrl," Cyrus said. 

"We have been waiting for you, Great One."

"Can you lead me toward the coast?"

"Yes master. Do you want to hunt?"

"No. I need a guide and guards to watch over me at night."

Grrl said, "My pack will watch over you. We are honored that you have chosen us?"

"Lead on."

The large wolf led him into the forest. The sun's light felt warm upon his face. He heard the dragon song coming from the sky. 

His body yearned to fly toward the sounds of the creatures. And he sensed a pervading darkness encompass him. He saw in his mind several large leviathan dragons soaring in the sky and falling to the ground changing into a human form. Each human stared at him and held an object in their hands. There were six of them: three woman and three men. The objects floated above their palms represented: fire, water, earth, wind, metal and the last object was something he didn't understand. It showed the stars and planets. This vision he surmised was showing him the different magics. Cyrus while he walked hit a rock and stumbled. He caught himself before he fell headfirst into a tree. 

Grrl said, "Great one, are you tired?"

"No, let's keep moving."

The wolf stopped and sniffed the air. 

"Wait," the beast said. Grrl growled at the trees before her. "There are enemies about."

Several men came out of the shadows. Cyrus recognized the assassins who attacked Darrin. He spoke a word of magic and an invisible magical barrier encased him and the wolves.

Cyrus readied himself for an attack, but the assassins with their hideous masks looked at him. A man dressed in a scarlet leather armor and black cape walked out in front of him. His weapon was still in its scabbard and he did not wear a mask. He bore a long scar on his face and his icy blue eyes watched him with curiosity. 

"Great one," the man bowed, "my name is Lanford. My emperor wishes you good tidings. We are not here to harm you."

Cyrus was not a fool. He kept his magical field around him. 

He said, "I saw you attack my friends."

Cyrus was wondering why he hesitated on killing these assassins. 

Lanford said, "It may seem like we were attacking Darrin, but we were not."

Cyrus thought this person, Lanford, was playing games with him. 

"What do you want from me?"

"Great one, your kind is revered in my country as a protector and not a demon like in this kingdom. You should join with us and help bring Darrin back where he belongs. He is needed back at his homeland."

"What if I refuse?"

"This is your choice. If you choose not to help us, so be it. We will not stop you on your quest."

"I will not betray my friends." Before Lanford could answer, Cyrus changed. Scales erupted on his skin. Large reptilian wings sprouted from his back. He grew several times his mass. The assassins and Lanford scattered into the trees. Cyrus jumped and flew into the sky. All his worries ceased. He felt invincible, radiating raw magical power. Nothing can stop him. He flapped his large wings and soared into the direction of the coast.  

•••

[image: ]


CYRUS CIRCLED ABOVE in the white puffy clouds. The salty sea air perfumed his nostrils. He swooped toward the water. The cave Reza found a few months ago was hidden in an alcove, partly submerged by the ocean. He scanned the horizon and saw far, in the distance, a lonely small boat manned by a single fisherman. The fisherman did not see him. 

Cyrus's body swelled in power. He wanted to destroy the boat and kill the fisherman. His head pounded with violence. Cyrus slowly flew toward a large plateau and landed on the ground. He concentrated and morphed back into a human. His clothes and belongings stayed intact as if they were magically hidden away while he was a dragon. His body protested for a brief second before he fully changed back to himself. He had to use all his will and focus to change back to being human.  

His boots sunk into a sandy path, which led into the ocean. He heard the sounds of the waves crashing along the shore. He used his Wizard sight and did not see any people or large animals lurking about. 

"Reza," he commanded. 

His Familiar came forth glowing with a powder blue color. "Yes, my master."

"Show me where the cave is located."

The glowing orb floated toward his right. Cyrus followed. The path led downwards into a crag of tall cliffs. Picking along several large boulders, he saw the span of the ocean open up before him. A warm breeze shuffled his hair and clothes. Large albatrosses and sea gulls moved in and out of the rocks looking for food. Cyrus sighed a relief. He finally after being stuck for several months in the castle felt at peace out here by himself. 

He walked downwards. The waves hit against the rocks sending a fine mist of ocean water along the rocks. Cyrus almost slipped a few times. Reza stopped and waited at the very edge. The path plunged into the watery depths.  

Cyrus asked, "Where is the cave?"

"It is over to the right."

Cyrus scanned and at first could not see an alcove of darkness among the many rocks and boulders surrounding it. He carefully skipped his way along the stones. He could have floated with his magic but he was not sure whether his powers will overtake him like before. At the lip of the cave, Reza glowed a bright light.

A memory came to him out of the recesses of his mind. He saw a bright day such as this when Narah's dad created a treasure hunt for the kids in the orphanage. The grand prize was a large pot of candy. Princess Narah helped the kids find the clues. He had the best time of his life. It was the first time the princess grabbed his hand while they walked along the trees.  
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Chapter 9
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Valera held on to her ebony staff and scanned the top of her weapon. The dark crystal on top of the staff flared to life. She saw the Royal Wizard of Fantaur, Master Faust, staring back at her. 

"Is the Drakus Vinikai there?" the Wizard said. 

"I sense his presence, but he hides his magic."

"Have you contacted the Grandmaster Warlocks?"

"I have tried, Wizard Faust. But I don't know who or what they are. The country is in shambles. Emperor Hawkney would have never let us invade his realm."

Faust said, "Prince Kraven will send more troops over there."

She nodded. The crystal went dark. Valera was sitting in the former commander's room in the garrison. She stared out the window. She felt snatches of the Drakus Vinnikai's power. Her reason to find him was different than the Wizard Faust. Prince Kraven believes he could control this powerful wizard. She smirked at the thought of controlling a Drakus mage. It will never happen. Prince Kraven does not understand. Valera had read all the history books she could find on the dark wars of the Drakus Mages. She knew how dangerous and powerful these beings were and she wanted to be part of this nexus of power. Valera wanted to serve him body and soul.

•••
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CYRUS CRAWLED INTO the small tunnel. Reza was already inside a few paces in, shining along the path. After moving a few feet, the cave widened. He stood and brushed off the sand from his clothes. He scanned for several tall thin trees. A light was coming from the back of the tunnel. A group of crabs littered the floor before him. He kicked a few away while he moved toward the exit. The crabs skittered far into the darkness. The ocean's sounds were muffled in the tunnel. His heart was beating so loud he heard it above the dim of the waves. The end of the path opened up to a plateau with large thin trees clumped together rising up toward the sun. 
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