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Description

Under the vicious assault of Gwaum, the Kingdom of Sylvanhaven fell. The few that fled the catastrophe barely escaped with their lives.  The wizard Tarque rescued Prince Bearl, heir to the kingdom, only to fall victim to pirates. The pirate captain Bort found the magic Sword of Vin and used its powers to become the dreaded Pirate King.  Left to the care of the miller Jort and his wife, Tarque struggled to find a way to defeat the new rising power, the pirates. Led by Bort, the pirates took advantage of the confusion strewn by Gwaum's rising and began their blood-soaked dominance of the Six Kingdoms. 
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Looming Disaster
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Bees hummed as they gathered nectar from fragrant wildflowers and the cadence of birdsong filled the sunny meadow. A family picnicked in this meadow, nestled near the hemline of the forest, unaware that danger lurked nearby. A small boy wandered among the wildflowers, gathering blossoms to make a bouquet for his mother. There were blue flowers, white flowers and flowers of many other colors. It would be a wonderful bouquet, and the boy could not wait to see his mother’s smile when he gave it to her.

A gruesome scream punctuated the golden air. He turned towards the awful sound. Before his terrified eyes, he saw a narl fling itself on his mother, ripping her throat with its sharp, canine teeth. Another jumped upon his father, killing him before he could draw his knife. The boy cried out as the narls surrounded him. 

Tarque drew himself from the memory. After all these years, he still envisioned the scene. His parents were dead, eaten by narls. A peaceful, happy time had ended in sorrow and death. His last memory was of a vortex of air lifting him high in the air, away from the snarling, snapping jaws. His world evaporated into darkness.

His steed cantered down the road to Vintown. As he entered the capital city of Sylvanhaven, he sensed the excitement in the air. Workers busied themselves erecting tents. Colorful banners flew from poles along the streets. Shouts filled the city as the people prepared for the festival. Aromas of pastries, sweet meats and other culinary delights filled the air. The parallel between his memory and the state of the kingdom was apt. Peace and prosperity reigned here in the most powerful of the Six Kingdoms. The people were happy and gay, unaware of the calamity that gathered beyond the horizon.

Seven days. He had seven days. He had to convince the King to change the festival. If he could not, then catastrophe would ride through the kingdom like a knight through a potter's shop. 

He rode his horse along the wharf. Ships from all over the Six Kingdoms lined the docks. Dock workers loaded and unloaded cargo. The sound of prosperity rang in the air, and the people were happy. He could see the King's Docks from his vantage on an overlook along the wharves. Crews were outfitting six ships in port for their next voyage. Banners and flags flew from the newest ship, the Queen Sand. After the Festival, the ships would form a flotilla that would visit each of the capitals of the other five kingdoms. The purpose was to introduce the Crown Prince to the other kingdoms. All the other nations feared Sylvanhaven’s might.

He turned his path, following the Road of the Crystalcrest along the River Fleet, which led him to the palace of the King. As he entered the Courtyard of the Crystal, he looked with scorn on the heresy. The Fountain of Arii stood in the center of the plaza in front of the palace. Water brought by aqueduct from upstream gushed over the glistening crystal and fell in a cascade to the white basin below, forming a pool. A sparkling stream exited this pool and made its way back to the River Fleet. Workers toiled in the sun, erecting the platform from which King Bern Vin would oversee the festivities. 

This was the source of the calamity. The kingdom had strayed from the Covenant upon which it rested. The Kings had become proud and shunned the old ways. As the people strayed, Arii's power waned. His protection would soon fail, and the creature would escape. 

He turned and looked again on the clear, cold waters of the River Fleet. The river sprang from the real Crystalcrest, the abode of Arii, near the crest of the Crystalline Mountains. The river coursed through the heart of the kingdom, blessing it with Arii's presence. This road, the Avenue of the Kings, followed the course of the river to its source on Crystalcrest. It led through many cities and hamlets that drew their strength from the traffic along the river. 

In seven days, the Crown Prince would turn ten, the Age of Awakening. He would be of age for the Quest of the Covenant. Dedication of the children to the service of Arii took place during the Quest on their tenth birthdays. This year it would be a special occasion because Crown Prince Bearl would take part. 

In the old days, the festival took place at the true Crystalcrest. Arii looked into the hearts of the children and saw their potential. He inscribed there their life's work, assigning it by the desires of their heart and their natural talents. Then that evil wizard wormed his way into the heart of Karo, the father of King Bern Vin, and the Quest of the Covenant ended. 

Tarque recalled his last audience with Arii. He was growing weaker as the people drifted away. The strength of the creature he held captive grew stronger. If the Prince attained the Age of Awakening and did not come to Arii, then Arii's power would fail. When his power failed, then Gwaum would escape. The kingdom would fall. 

Tarque turned his horse to look again at the Palace. His audience with the King would be this afternoon. He was not optimistic about his success. The king was obstinate and proud. He had warned him many times in the past. This was the last warning. If he failed, in seven days Arii would pass from this realm. The monster would awaken. The Kingdom of Sylvanhaven would fall. 

What would happen to the other five kingdoms was anyone’s guess. The power of Sylvanhaven was all that kept the peace. Without that power, Tarque feared that the Six Kingdoms would descend into chaos. It would be a terrible time like that which preceded the Covenant. That was what he was working to prevent.

He wheeled his horse around, spurred him to a canter. It was time to secure his quarters, eat and prepare for his audience with the King. Tarque soon arrived at his destination, the Crystalcrest Inn. He dismounted and gave the reins to the livery boy who came out to greet him.

"I will need the horse in four hours," he instructed the lad. 

At that, Tarque climbed the steps and entered the inn. People eating their noontime meal crowded the inn. Tarque caught the innkeeper's eye.

"Ah, Tarque, you have arrived. I received your yuhma bird with its message. I have readied your quarters."

"Thank you, Darel," said Tarque. "I need to prepare for my audience this afternoon. I will have a light lunch, and then retire to my room to clean up and dress."

"I will have fresh washing water in the bowl, some soap and clean linen. Do you want to eat now?"

"Yes, I will have some soup and cheese."

"You may dine in my private room. I know you will want privacy to rest after your long journey."

"Thank you." 

Tarque followed Darel through the door at the back of the room, sat down at the plain wooden table. He looked out the window. The alley that passed beneath the window appeared dark and abandoned, matching his mood. 

A plump middle-aged woman soon appeared with a bowl of soup, a plate of cheese and a glass of dark ale. Tarque ate in silence and washed the meal down with the ale. He arose and climbed the stairs to his quarters. The cooing of birds met him as he opened the door. His eyes lit on his yuhma birds, which were in a cage near the window. 

He walked over to the cage and said, "Ah, my little beauties. I see you are awaiting me."

He opened the cage and withdrew one of the birds. He scooped up some grain that was in a bucket near the cage. He allowed the bird to feed from his palm while he stroked its feathers. Then he walked to the window, opened it and released the bird. 

"Fly away, my friend. Fly home. I will return in a couple of days to tend you and your friends."

He watched the bird fly away. Yuhma birds were one of his specialties. The great wizard Nerza first perfected the art of using the birds. They served as messengers between him and the few remaining followers of Arii. There was always one here, with Darel. The innkeeper used it to communicate with Tarque in his faraway home on the mountain. Tarque had others around the kingdom. They helped him maintain contact with the small, and dwindling, adherents of the followers of Arii. Rockheads the people referred to them, with derision, in reference to the pendant adherents wore. A small piece of the Crystalcrest of Arii affixed to a chain worn on a necklace hid them from the King’s Crystal Eye that he used to watch the people of his kingdom. The Rockheads only wore this adornment during the Quest, but the name stuck as word of it spread. 

Devised by Tarque’s predecessor, Aron, at the cost of his life, the charm’s magic was all that had kept Gwaum at bay. Even that seemed now to be failing. 

Tarque removed his dusty traveling clothes. He washed himself at the washing stand and toweled himself dry. He gazed at himself in the mirror. His face was still unlined, and his black hair still jet-black, with only flecks of gray. He thought of that time in Niru, almost twenty years ago, and the girl who was with him. They had accomplished much in that silver-lined time long ago. Then he had to leave. He wondered what happened to her.

He laid down on the bed to rest. His thoughts dwelled on the state of the kingdom, and he worried about his audience with the King. The Kings of Sylvanhaven had become proud and arrogant, forgetting the source of their power. King Bern Vin was the latest, and the most arrogant of the line that dated from Bearl, the first King. It seemed fitting that the King named the Crown Prince, destined to be the last of the line, Bearl, after this first heroic King.

The sun's shadows shifted to reveal the passing of the noontime to early afternoon. Tarque arose from the bed, pulled his dress robe from the bag. He shook it, pulled it on and tied the sash. He left the room and descended to the street. The livery boy saw him come down the steps and darted out the door ahead of the old wizard. He appeared in a few moments with the horse. 

Tarque placed a copper coin into his dirty hand and said, "Thank you lad. I will be returning later."

"Thank you, Sir," said the boy, with a grateful look at the copper coin in his hand, and then at the wizard who rode away. 

Tarque arrived at the palace and nodded to the guards. They allowed him to enter. A page appeared.

"I am Tarque, and I have an audience scheduled with the King," Tarque said.

The page nodded, intoning, "He is expecting you, Guardian. Follow me."

Tarque followed the page down a long, curtained hall. At the end of the hall were two massive wooden doors. Elaborate candelabras stood on either side of the door, guards beside them. One of the guards inspected Tarque's face. 

"Your staff, please," the guard said. 

"Be careful with it. It does not like unfamiliar hands."

The guard took it, his eye catching the golden star that shone bright on the handle of Tarque’s staff. Fear flickered across his face as he placed the staff in a golden bucket near the wall. He then opened one of the doors. Tarque walked into the throne room. King Bern Vin sat on his throne and watched him approach, his face portraying the boredom he felt. 

Tarque walked toward the king, stopped and bowed.

"Greetings, King Vin."

"Greetings, Tarque. What dire news do you bring me today?"

Tarque took a deep breath, looked into the eyes of the King, and said, "Again I bring you warning, King Bern Vin. The power of Arii grows weaker. The Quest of the Covenant has dwindled; those in his service are few. His ability to protect the Kingdom is flagging."

"You speak of old legends and tales, Wizard Priest. We are strong. No power can oppose us."

"There are ancient powers that dwell in this land," answered Tarque. "These powers are such that your knights cannot defeat. Arii has been holding these evil powers at bay. But his strength wanes."

"You have warned of these dangers," replied the King. "Your predecessor Aron carped about them, also. My father Karo grew weary of his maledictions, as I grow tired of yours. The dangers you speak of have never occurred."

The wizard drew himself up to his full height. 

"Your son, Bearl, is ten years old next week. It is time that the prince took the Quest of the Covenant. He is of age, Sire."

"You mean the trek to that forsaken rock on that faraway mountain?"

"Yes, Sire. The prince must take up the old ways. It is the only way to avert disaster."

"Nonsense," said Bern. "The festivities are all planned. No child has taken that Quest in many years. His dedication will take place at the Fountain as planned."

“You went to Crystalcrest when you were ten. You felt the presence of Arii.”

The King smiled. 

“Yes, I did go on that worthless trek. This Arii you speak of, he did not appear to me. That is why my father instituted this ceremony. He sensed that Arii did not touch me. Thus, his power has waned. This ceremony is closer to the capital and brings commerce to the merchants of the city.”

"Your artificial ceremony at your imitation shrine will not suffice. He must travel to the Crystalcrest of Arii at the source of the River Fleet. He must dedicate himself to Arii. This is the only way to save the Kingdom."

"No," snarled the King. "I want to hear no more of your prattle about ancient gods or nonexistent ghosts who threaten my kingdom. The time of your magic is gone, Wizard. Go back to your mountain lair and worship your god. We have our ships and knights. No one can threaten us. It is now the Age of Men. Your time has passed. There are few wizards of your kind left, and they grow fewer by the year."

Thus dismissed, Tarque left the audience with the King with a sour taste on his tongue. He knew beforehand that his plea would be in vain, but he had to try. On the way out, he saw Aeoric, the captain of the King's guard. For a brief instant, their eyes met. Aeoric guessed the turmoil in Tarque's eyes. But he said nothing as Tarque passed on his way back out to the street. 

As he exited the palace, he paused to look over the square in front of the palace. It was already busy with preparations for the festival. 

His eyes rested on the Fountain. King Karo Vin, the father of the current king, constructed it under the direction of that other wizard. That wizard had caused great harm before Tarque, and the girl had stopped him. His eye wandered to the great tower that rose above the plaza. It was still there, inside that tower, awaiting the rise of its creator. But Tarque had greater immediate problems.

Many of the people in the outlying communities still adhered to the old ways, at great risk. The King kept a watchful eye and persecuted any he caught going to the mountain with their children. The numbers of adherents were small and getting smaller as the years passed. His predecessor Aron had managed to shepherd a small group of Sylvanhaveners into maintaining the Quest. However, the numbers were never large and not enough. Arii needed the King and all the people, or his power would fail. And if Arii failed, then danger reigned. 

Tarque's mind settled on the one fact uttered by the King. His kind was getting fewer. Few Wizards of the Golden Star remained. Such was the state of things. There were other, lesser wizards and witches scattered around the Six Kingdoms. His mind lit on another Order, the Order of Solaun. He had seen one of these women lurking behind the throne. So, King Bern Vin was under the influence of one of these. The Kingdom had fallen far since the days of Bearl and the first kings.

He rode back to the Crystalcrest Inn, dismounted and handed the reins to Resh, the groom. He entered the inn. It was late afternoon. The evening crowd had not started to gather, so it was easy to find a table near the back of the great room. A small fire crackled in the fireplace, providing warmth to the room. 

Darel saw him enter and soon appeared with two glasses of ale. He placed one in front of Tarque and sat down. He took a drink of the frothy liquid and sat down.

"I take it that you were not successful," he noted, seeing the displeasure on Tarque's face.

Tarque picked up the glass, took a healthy pull at the amber liquid, and said, "I have failed. There is no hope."

"What will you do now?"

Tarque's eyes wandered around the great room. 

"I must confer again with Arii. You must contact the Rockheads here and tell them to get ready to flee. When the storm arises, it will flood the Kingdom. There will be little time."

"Where shall we flee? The other kingdoms will not welcome the Sylvanhaveners. They will not want us."

"I do not know, Darel. Tomorrow I will arise early and hasten back to the Mountain. I will talk to Quinn at Bridgetown and warn him of the impending disaster. I will send word to you after consulting with Arii."

"I will contact the followers," said Darel. 

"You must also contact Aeoric. He must save the prince."

"The prince? Why must you save him? He is a spoiled brat."

"The prince is the heir of the Covenant between Arii and the heirs of Bearl. If there is to be hope of defeating Gwaum, it lies with the boy."

"I will send word to my cousin Aeoric. He is the only Rockhead in the King's court."

"I will dine early tonight, Darel. Then I will retire to my quarters and rest. Tomorrow I will depart before the sun rises. I must get to Bridgetown by midday."

"Most of the followers are there."

"Yes, but they are few."

"And they are getting fewer."

Tarque drained the mug of ale, placed it back on the table and stood. "I will take a walk, now," he said. "When I return, I will dine. Then I will go to bed."

"I will have a plate of food ready for you."

Tarque stood up. "Thank you, Darel. You always anticipate my needs."

"We have been friends for a long time, Tarque."

Their eyes met. 

"We will soon be in exile, my friend. Hard times are coming."

At that, Tarque left the table and walked into the street.
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The Road of the Crystalcrest stretched before him, its path never far from the River Fleet. Farms, vineyards and orchards lined the road on both sides. It was here, in the lands west of the capital that contained the strength of Sylvanhaven. Villages and inns lined the road as it traversed the valley, providing food and rest for travelers. The villages served as river ports for the farmers to bring their produce for shipment down the river to Vintown. At Vintown, ships carried the products of the kingdom to the rest of the Six Kingdoms.

At midday, he reached Bridgetown at the Middle Bridge, which linked the East and West Valleys. Beyond the bridge, the land rose into forested hills that preceded the Crystalline Mountains. The Acer tree was the predominant tree. The mountains in autumn blazed with the brilliant yellows, reds and orange tones of the leaves as the trees prepared to sleep for the winter.

The Acer trees produced a sweet sap that was a valuable commodity. In the late days of winter, the valley was fragrant with the sweet smoke of the sapper's fires. They collected the sap in wooden buckets. The buckets next went to the boiling houses where they boiled it down into the sweet syrup and sugar for use in cooking and sweetening. Winemakers made a special wine from this sap, cherished much in the pubs of Sylvanhaven. 

Distillers processed this further into Smoky Rum. The distillers used a special process that imparted the smoky aroma of the smoldering Acer tree to the beverage. A special distilling process enhanced the flavor. Then the spirits aged in charred casks made from the wood of the Acer tree. This rum was a favorite amongst the soldiers and sailors of the Six Kingdoms. The pirates of the shadowy Seventh Kingdom also drank the liquor, favoring it above all others.

The trees grew to immense sizes in these hilly forests. Loggers floated logs cut from the trees downstream to the shipyards in Vintown. Here the shipbuilders fashioned them into the merchant and war ships of the realm. The King's foresters managed these forests to ensure that there would always be timber for ships and sap for boiling.

Just above the Middle Bridge, the Falls of Arii announced the changing of the River Fleet from a broad, deep river to a fast rushing one. Below the falls, the slower current favored navigation. Boats could come all the way to Bridgetown, which sprawled on both sides of the river. It was the last large town on the river. Above it was only small hamlets along the clear, cold rushing river. 

Tarque decided take advantage of the last inn and the pleasures it could afford to him. He stopped at the Wharf Side Inn, paid a boy to take care of his horse and stepped inside. 

Tarque was a frequent visitor to this inn. The few friends of his solitary life he had frequented this inn. As he looked over the smoky interior, he sighted the one he was looking for.

"Ah, Quinn," he said as he sat down beside his friend. Quinn was a retired general from the King's army. Tall and spare with a bald pate, he kept what remained of his silver hair cropped short, military style. A black patch covered his left eye, souvenir of a battle with pirates long ago. 

"Tarque," the man said as he looked up from his glass of Smokey Rum. "I was looking for you. Two days ago, you passed through on your way to Vintown. Now you are back."

"Yes, but with bad tidings," said Tarque. 

"The King would not hear you?"

"Oh, he heard me. But he would not listen."

"So, the Prince will not go?"

"No. Doom will fall upon us."

"Surely it is not as bad as that," Quinn said as he sipped at his rum. He sat the glass back on the table.

"Arii grows weaker. The people have forgotten him. Gwaum will arise."

"How soon?"

"Quite soon." 

Tarque looked at his friend with concern. 

"Quinn, you must gather your family and go to Vintown. You must go now. You must leave before it is too late."

Quinn looked at Tarque, his eyes narrowing. 

"Is it coming that soon? Will it be that bad?"

Tarque answered, "When Gwaum arises, he will do so quickly. He will be hungry. Bridgetown is the first place he will come to that will serve to assuage his hunger. It will be horrible here."

"Where will we go," asked Quinn. 

"That worry has occupied my thoughts for many days."

Quinn turned the small rum glass between his fingers, a thoughtful look on his face. 

Then he asked, "How about Eris?"

Tarque asked for a glass from the server who appeared at their table. She smiled and disappeared behind the bar. 

His eyes focused on Quinn as he mused, "Eris. We have abandoned that outpost many years ago."

"The Tornese claimed the island. So, the King abandoned it to quell their protests. Just one more show of weakness to add to many others." 

Quinn’s face showed his disgust.

"They never occupied it?"

"No, it is too rocky and barren to interest them. All they wanted was to make the mighty Sylvanhaven back down. It would make a good temporary refuge. There are buildings there, and a small fortress. There is a tract of land near the center with gardens to grow food."

“It is also the site of Marial's Tower.”

Quinn smiled, and said, “Few go to that shrine now. Only a few of us Rockheads still revere the place. The King has forgotten it.”

A sour smile touched Tarque’s face as he said, “The King has forgotten many things.”

The server returned with Tarque’s glass. Quinn filled it from the bottle sitting between them on the table. Tarque sipped at it and pursed his lips in pleasure. "How would we get the people there?"

“A friend of mine, Captain Terf Barne, commands the Crystalcrest. It is in port now in Vintown. I will contact him. He is one of the Rockheads and will aid us."

"I was hoping you would solve my problem, Quinn. Darel, proprietor of the Crystalcrest Inn, is also gathering Rockheads. They will join you at Vintown."

"How many will he have?"

"There are few left in Vintown. There will be less than fifty."

Quinn refilled both glasses from a bottle on the table. "It will be a small settlement at Eris. There are maybe seventy Rockheads in and around Bridgetown."

"One of the priorities is to save Prince Bearl, from the disaster. Aeoric, the commander of the King's guard, will see to that."

"U'mm, yes, we must save the Crown Prince. He will be King of what remains of the Sylvanhaveners.”

“His may be a more important role. Arii hinted at that during our last meeting."

Quinn drained his glass of rum and refilled it. "We have a lot of work to do, Tarque."

"Start contacting the Rockheads and have them begin making preparations and gathering supplies. They will need seed for crops, goats for meat and milk."

"Consider it done, friend. Where does your road lie, now?"

"I must return to the Mountain to consult with Arii."

“That is a dangerous road, Tarque. If the monster arises, you will be the first victim."

"I must find out what we are to do. I will send word by yuhma bird to you."

"We will be in a perilous position," Quinn said as he fingered the glass in front of him. If Sylvanhaven falls, then Torne will be the most powerful kingdom."

"If it can withstand the pirates," said Tarque. 

"They have been gaining strength. King Bern has not dealt with them."

"The King grows squeamish. He is afraid to use his power to destroy them, afraid that the other Kingdoms will see him as brash and reckless."

"I will do as you say. What will you do?"

"I must consult with Arii. I ride out early tomorrow to return to my abode. After I speak with Arii, I will know my course."

"So, you ride into the storm, not away from it."

"That is my duty. I must do what I must to try to save the kingdom."

"Some of us still adhere to the old ways."

It isn't enough," said Tarque. "Without the King and the strength of his power, Arii cannot last much longer. His refusal to send the young Prince on the Quest of the Covenant will break his power."

"When will the fall occur?" asked Quinn.

"A week from yesterday," answered Tarque. "That is the prince’s tenth birthday. That is when calamity falls."

"I will be ready," said Quinn. "On that day, we will be on a ship bound for Eris."

The next morning Tarque arose early and breakfasted in the common room. His conversation with his friend the night before gave him some comfort. They would save some of the people. The ones who kept the old beliefs alive would soon be gathering and leaving. He had done what he could. If he could save the prince, he would at least have some of the people to draw upon to repopulate the kingdom when the survivors reclaimed it. If they reclaimed it.

He finished his meal, went outside and claimed his horse. He mounted and rode out of the town. From here on the road became narrower. It began to climb into the mountains. Pavement still covered the road, but it showed the king's neglect. He had abandoned the road when he disallowed the Quest of the Covenant had. 

As he rode, Tarque thought about the words of the King. He was arrogant and proud and had forgotten the source of the power he enjoyed. As he approached, the Crystalline Mountains, Red Man Rock came into view. He pulled back on his reins, shaded his eyes from the sun and inspected the rock. It was an odd, shaped rock, standing alone on a high hill bordering the Mountains. The huge red rock had grown deeper in color. It had also changed shape. Its eye was taking on a fiery glow.

Worry stalked him as he rode on. It was time to consult again with Arii. It was imperative that he save the boy. His burden would be heavy, his task difficult. 

So, the history of the House of Vin had become legends and tales in the mind of the King? That the peace and prosperity of Sylvanhaven depended on the power of Arii was a fact. Arii drew his power from the people of Sylvanhaven was also a fact. So many generations had passed that the old customs died. With them, Arii’s power faded. As the power faded, his hold on the evil, which had predominated before the founding of the Kingdom, would grow. 

Before time began, the Six Kingdoms was a rocky and barren place. Gwaum was ascendant and his power over the land supreme. Few creatures dwelled there. 

Then Arii appeared and as he looked over the land, he saw what it could become. Thus, he undertook to overthrow Gwaum and make the land fruitful. Arii and the creature Gwaum struggled for dominance. The battle lasted long, and both antagonists tired. 

It was only through the intervention of the original King Bearl that Arii prevailed and froze the creature. Thus, he became Red Man Rock. 

As a reward, Bearl and his brothers took the valley of the River Fleet to rule. After the passing of the monster, Arii sweetened the river's waters, and the land became fair. Forests grew, fields bore abundant crops, and the waters abounded with fish. 

Arii required only the Quest of the Covenant. At age ten, the children trekked to the Crystalcrest of Arii on the crest of the mountain. Once there, Arii would look into their soul and take a small portion of their life force. This sliver of life force, combined with Arii's magic, kept Gwaum subdued. In return, Arii revealed the talent held within each child. The revelation of people’s gift enabled them to take up their life's work. They would become teachers, some healers, others farmers, administrators or fishermen. 

This insured that people endowed with their true talents supplied the needs of the land. The kingdom prospered and grew. Generations passed and the customs became legends. Few now partook of the Quest. As their dependence on Arii waned, so did his protective powers. Soon, Arii would slumber and Gwaum would thunder forth.

The last mile passed and Tarque rode into the lane that led to his house. He led his horse into the stable, took off the saddle and bridle and put the mare in its stall. He watered and fed the animal, then went into his house to repeat the process for himself. 

As he ate, he pondered his course of action. There was not much time for the things that he needed to do. He would go to bed early and arise early. He must consult with Arii the first thing tomorrow.
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The sun rose over the Crystalline Mountains, painting the mountaintops with its golden light. Tarque arose and breakfasted on bread and cheese as he gazed out over the scene. He lingered, knowing this would be the last time that he would enjoy his mountain home. 

He walked to the stable and saddled his horse. Then he began the ride to the top, the source of the river and Crystalcrest, abode of Arii. 

Here the river was wild, with many waterfalls and cascades along its course. Mists arose from the forests, softening the view of the path. The sweet aroma of fern and flower scented the air. 

On occasion, the road clamored along cliffs revealing a stunning view of the countryside below. The morning sun cast its yellow hue over the fields and orchards of the valley below.

Crystalcrest came into view as he ascended the mountain. Tarque stopped his horse and dismounted. He walked to the crest and climbed up on it. He placed his staff into a hole in the center and looked up. A white cloud appeared over his head and coalesced into the figure of Arii. 

"I see that your mission failed," said Arii.

"Yes, it has. The king is stubborn and proud," answered Tarque.

"I grow sleepy, Tarque. Soon I must slumber. My power has abated."

"What must I do?" asked Tarque. "I must make preparations to save the land."

"It is too late. The people have deserted me. The monster will awaken."

"Is there no hope?" asked Tarque.

"In the boy there is hope," answered Arii. "Look around you."

Tarque did as Arii bid. Before him, the valley of the River Fleet stretched to the horizon. It shimmered in the morning light. To the north and to the south the Ice Mountains fell away to the distant sea. The Barnish Highlands were to the north, extending many miles to the sea beyond. The land in all directions was lush and green below the mountains.

"The Six Kingdoms were not always this way. Many generations ago, in my youth, Gwaum ruled. Sylvanhaven was a rocky waste. The River Fleet was a ditch of red muck. Gwaum hunted the people of the Six Kingdoms and fed on their flesh. It was a terrible, desolate place."

"I have heard Aron tell the story many times, but I want to hear it one last time from you,” said Tarque.

"It was long ago, when I was a young wizard." 

Arii paused, as if remembering. Then he continued speaking, "My teacher was my uncle, the wizard Nerza, and I had just completed my training. A vision revealed to me what the Six Kingdoms could be without the monster. Because the monster had killed my parents, I resolved to fight Gwaum, and rid the land of him."

Tarque turned to gaze at the silver, shimmering cloud.

"The legend says that you were born in Torne."

"Yes, that is my homeland. Gwaum devoured my family and destroyed my home. Uncle Nerza took me in and raised me."

Tarque reflected on his own story.

"You see yourself in this story?"

"Yes," said Tarque. "Narls killed my family. A healer took me in and taught me her craft. Aron then took over my training and I became a Wizard of the Golden Star. I barely remember my parents. I do not even know their names."

"Such it was with me. I grew in power and became more powerful than my master. I became proud."

"You gave battle to the monster?"

"Yes. But I was no match for his magic. He drove me back. He would have killed me. The din of our battle was fearsome, fire and smoke filled the heavens. Bearl alone was not afraid. He emerged from hiding and aided me. He was a powerful warrior and together we overcame the monster. I was able to subdue him and turn him to rock."

"Red Man Rock."

"Yes, Red Man Rock. He gathers his fury with each passing year."

"You sacrificed your life defeating Gwaum."

"When we overcame the monster, the effort had exhausted me. The struggle broke my body and my spirit departed it. My spirit infused Crystalcrest. Here I reside. I drew a covenant between Bearl and me. The Covenant binds his descendants, as it binds me. My power combines with the power of the people and together we restrain the monster. The House of Vin draws its power from the talents of its people.”

“My staff turned into a sword. Bearl took that sword, and it became a symbol of our covenant.” 

Tarque repeated the legend of the sword, as it passed down through the ages, "It is the sword of kings. Any who wield it will be a King. No one can oppose him, except one who has a claim to it. Any child conceived by a man wearing the sword has a claim to it."

"That is the magic of the sword," said Arii. "The king conceives his firstborn while wearing it."

"I draw my power from their continued observance of the Covenant. The parents bring their children to me when they turn ten. I look into their hearts and see their strengths and weaknesses. From that, I guide them into their life's work. Then I draw a small portion of each person's life force that strengthens me. When the Covenant ends, my power wanes. Soon I shall pass. And the monster will revive."

"Then there is no hope. The Six Kingdoms will become desolate again, a hunting ground for Gwaum."

"Another will arise to subdue the monster. The Boy Prince and he will combine their powers and the monster will die."

"Then there is hope."

"Yes, but you must save the prince."

"Who is this other?" 

"He will be a great wizard, a descendent of mine, a member of the House of Arii."

Tarque looked upon the shimmering mist, so alive in the morning sun. "The House of Arii? You have descendents? That is not part of the legend Aron taught me."

"Though you are well versed in lore of Crystalcrest, there is much you do not know. Aron has not told you everything, by my instruction. The descendents of the House of Arii have always served as guardians of the Covenant. I had a child, Aris, by a woman I loved. Cirile was her name. Nerza also trained him. Through that child all the Guardians of the Crystalcrest have arisen."

"Then I am descended from you?"

"Your mother’s name was Cyndi. Your father, Aron’s brother, was Mikal. Your Uncle Aron took you to the healer in Ruen after he rescued you from the narls. Your real name was Bernall. Aron cast a forgetting spell so you would forget your former life. Your middle name is Tarque and that is the name you use. The healer raised you as her own child."

"Why was I not told this before?"

"It was for your protection. You were in grave danger as Gault searched for you. I instructed Aron to tell you nothing of your heritage. Now is the time for you to learn of it."

"I have no issue," said Tarque. "With me, then the House of Arii ends."

"No, there is another. He will appear to you when the time is right. The House of Arii will live on."

"You were right," said Tarque. "There is much I do not know."

"You will discover more as time moves on. Aron has seen to it that you find out the things you need to know, at the time you need to know them. For now, saving the prince is your first priority. 

"How can I save him?"

"You have already taken the first steps. Aeoric will protect the boy and ensure his escape."

"Will he restore the kingdom?"

"If he fulfills the conditions of the spell, he will restore the Kingdom."

"How do I achieve this?"

Arii waved his hands, and four items appeared before Tarque on Crystalcrest. A glass vial, a key, a wooden casket, and a dart appeared.

"What shall I do with these?"

"These talismans the prince will need to restore the Kingdom. He must regain them to prove his worth. The waters from the source of the River Fleet fill the vial. The waters contain my healing powers. The prince must overcome the power of the waters to acquire it.”

“The wooden casket contains my dust, the remains of my body after I perished. It has the power to restore the land if released into the winds from this rock after the river's restoration.”

"The dart is a sliver of Crystalcrest, broken in my struggle with Gwaum. The blood of both of us moistens it. It is the only thing that will kill Gwaum. Only an heir of the sword can kill Gwaum by flinging it into his eye.”

"The key will unlock the hidden gate to the Road of Terror. You must give the key to the mother of the descendant of Arii. It is she who will give it to the prince."

"What of the sword?"

“Another will claim the Sword. The claimant will use it to build a kingdom. Only by the force of combat can the prince reclaim it."

"What must I do with these talismans?" asked Tarque.

"You must give them into protective custody of creatures or men who can safeguard them from the coming tempest. Find those who can leave the Kingdom and find sanctuary in the surrounding lands. Entrust them not to the same guardian. They are too powerful to all be in one place. Much harm can come the wrong person possesses them all. You will know where to bestow them, when the time arises. They will each follow their own path. Go now. You have much to do, and soon Gwaum will arise." 

At these words, the silvery mist began to swirl, and Arii lost shape. The cloud swirled and disappeared into the fissure it came from. 

Tarque mounted his horse and began his descent. The sun was nearing zenith. He glanced at it and spurred his horse. In two days, it would be Bearl's tenth birthday. His list was long, and time was short. 

The mountain road ended at the meadow in which his stone cottage rested. He tied his horse on the hitching post near his door. He went inside and sat down on the table near the fireplace. He picked up his quill pen and dipped it in the inkpot. He wrote two notes on some small parchment scraps, blotted them and laid them aside to dry. 

He got up and warmed some stew on the fireplace. As he ate, his mind sifted through all the things Arii told him. Tarque always considered himself an authority on the lore of Arii. Now he knew that there was much he did not know. He was Arii's descendant. He had not known that. He wondered at the other wizard, the one who would guide Bearl. 

Where was the mother, and who could she be? He had no siblings, so it would not be a nephew. 

The ink on the parchment was dry, so he rolled them up and secured them with some leather ties. He got up and exited his cottage by the back door. 

In cages made from saplings behind his cottages, the yuhma birds were his most prized possession. He approached the cages and tapped on the side. The yuhma birds inside fluttered and cooed. These were his messengers, his means of communication. 

He scooped some grain from a nearby bin and scattered it about in their cage. As the birds ate, he watched them. It took years to train a flock of yuhma birds. There were a dozen birds in his keeping, nurtured and trained. 

After the birds finished their repast, he picked out two of the birds and tied a note to each bird's leg. He lifted the first above his head and tossed it up, uttering a brief incantation as the bird left his hand. He repeated the operation with the second bird. He varied the incantation to ensure that the bird would home in on the proper destination. He turned to look at the remaining birds. He must save them, also. The thought troubled him. Where should he send them? 

A thought entered his mind. It was a pleasant thought. There was only one person to which he could send them. But there was no way for him to know if she still lived. It had been many years since he saw her, back in those tumultuous years of his youth.

He went back in his cottage and wrote another note. When it was dry, he returned to the cage. He secured the note on one of the birds and sent them aloft, muttering the identical incantation as he sent each bird. He watched the last one flutter away. Her location he did not know, but the birds would find her. He then walked over to the small cemetery that occupied the back of the meadow, hard against the mountain. Small stone markers denoted the location of each of the graves of past Guardians of Arii. He had expected to be buried here, among the guardians. But his bones would find another place to rest. 

His eye lit on the grave of Aron, his predecessor. Aron was his uncle. He, Tarque, was a descendent of Arii. How much more did he not know? What of this other descendant? Where was he? Who was he? He must give it to his mother. How was he to find this woman? How would he know her? 

He turned and looked in the direction of Crystalcrest. The sun hovered at the mid-afternoon mark. He must get underway. It would be well past dark when he reached Bridgetown. He went back into his cottage and secured the talismans in a leather saddlebag. He filled another with bread and cheese. He went out of the cottage and walked to the well where he filled his water skin. 

He loosened the reins of his horse from the hitching post and mounted. The horse was of an ancient race, adapted to his needs. He could draw upon magic to speed his journey. But the horse was tired from its journey yesterday. He was afraid it might not make the entire distance. 

He looked on his cottage one last time. He had spent many years here. It would be the last time he gazed upon it. He turned the horse and spurred it to a canter, descending the mountain. His path led past Red Man Rock. It had deepened in color. The eyes glinted scarlet red. They seemed to follow him. He could sense anger in those eyes.

He urged his horse into a gallop. He must reach the Bridgetown as soon as possible. He would regret tarrying at his cottage. He hoped that Quinn would have departed with the followers by the time he got there. As he rode, the question of safeguarding the items given him by Arii entered his mind. What was he to do with them?

A field of tasqua came into view, bees busily gathering the nectar from the bright yellow flowers. Tasqua yielded rich seed that farmers ground into flour for tasty cakes and bread and served as food for livestock. An idea occurred to Tarque. 

A hill arose above the field, and a large tree stood on its crest. This tree served as the hive for the bees, the Bees of Torth that had come into the land generations ago.

He galloped up the hill. The giant bees hovered overhead, inspecting their visitor. 

Tarque rose in his saddle, his voice rang through the meadow. "I am Tarque. I am friend of the Bees of Torth. I must have immediate audience with Queen Gwine."

A bee hovered over his head, inspecting him. She flew off to the hive. Tarque followed her across the field.

The hive occupied a huge tree on a knoll overlooking the field. It was buzzing with activity. The bee went inside. A few moments later Queen Gwine emerged from the hive.

The queen hovered over Tarque, the hum of her wings filling his ears. She settled on a tree limb above Tarque. 

"What is it you want, Wizard Tarque?"

"You must make haste to abandon your home," said Tarque. "Arii's power is waning and in two days the monster Gwaum awakens."

"How do you know this, Tarque?"

"I have just come from audience with Arii. His power ends. You must flee."

"We have seen the signs of the monster awakening. We were unsure what to do.”

"This will be your only warning. I am fleeing to Vintown”

The queen’s wings vibrated as she rubbed her front legs. 

"It is good you have warned us, Tarque. You have saved our hive.”

"I have something to give you, before I go." 

Tarque withdrew the dart from his saddlebag and handed it to the Queen.

"What is this?" asked the Queen. 

"It is a talisman, a gift from Arii. The dart is the only weapon that will slay the monster.”

"Are we to kill the monster, then?”

"No, that task belongs to another who will return someday to restore the land.”

"So, we will give the dart to this man. Who is this man?”

"My task is to save the prince and take him from Sylvanhaven. It is he that will come to you for the dart. To him you must give the dart.”

"How will we know this Prince?”

"He will bear the sword of a king, the Sword of Vin. The crest of the House of Vin is on the hilt.”

"We will go and find a new home, Tarque. Then we will await this Prince. When he restores the land, we can return to our home.”

Tarque wheeled his horse. 

"I must go now Queen Gwine. Tarry not here, go, and found a new hive.”

Tarque galloped off. Down the road he sped, as fast as his steed would carry him. As he rode, his thoughts dwelled on the other talismans. The key, the casket and the vial still needed guardians. They would find their own path, Arii had said. 

It was dark when he entered the outskirts of Bridgetown. His horse tired, and so was he. He sought out the Wharf Inn. He quartered his horse and strode inside. In his accustomed spot sat Quinn, drinking rum. Tarque approached his table.

Quinn glanced at Tarque and waved his hand at an unoccupied chair near him. "I see you have returned, old friend." 

Tarque sat in the chair offered by his friend. He ordered a glass of wine from the server who approached him. "Yes. I have just consulted with Arii. Tomorrow evening, at sundown on the prince’s birthday, calamity strikes. I thought you would be gone by now."

"I have not been idle, my friend. I have warned the others, and they have already departed." 

"What about you? You are still here."

"I knew you would come back soon, and I wanted to see you one last time. I will not make the trip."

"But to stay means death."

Quinn took a sip of rum and said, "What is death to an old man? My life mate, Zerona lies buried on the hill over the city. I cannot leave her. I will die on her grave."

Tarque looked at his friend as he sipped his wine. 

"So, you stay to face the storm?"

"Yes, I am too old for such a journey. I would never be happy wherever their road takes them. This is my home, and here I shall die."

"Then let us enjoy one last meal together, old friend. Tomorrow I must arise early and complete my journey."

Quinn raised his glass and said, "A toast to your success.”

The glasses clinked, and the men drained the contents. 

Tarque set his glass down on the table; it clunked on the wood planks. "I must succeed. My task cannot fail.”

"You will not fail. I can sense it.”

Quinn signaled the proprietor, and he approached their table. “We would like to eat. Bring us some of that roasted meat and a plate of greens.”

The proprietor nodded and disappeared into the kitchen. In a bit he reappeared carrying a platter piled high with food. He sat a plate in front of each man. Tarque’s stomach growled as he smelled the savory meat. 

The two friends enjoyed the last repast they would share. At the meal's end, Tarque said, "I must go to bed now. I must arise early to resume my journey."

Quinn put out his hand to clasp Tarque's "Farewell old friend. Take care on your journey. Tomorrow I will spend visiting old friends. At sundown, I will visit Zerona. There I will die."

Tarque gave instruction to the innkeeper that he would be arising early. He would want a light breakfast, and his horse should be ready. He then went to his room and went to bed. It was a fitful slumber.
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Rescued By Nixes

Horse and rider had covered many miles since setting out in the early morning. Tarque could hear the horse's exhaustion in its labored breath. What was normally a four-day ride he had to cover in two days. His magic spell of the wind could only sustain the horse for so long. That time was about to end. The sun was past zenith, and he still had many miles to go. His horse began to falter. He would never make the city by night. 

He could see a bridge approaching. It was the Tarne Bridge, which crossed the Tarne River as it entered the River Fleet a few miles above Vintown. The horse faltered and fell. Tarque felt himself falling into space, still astride the horse. They hit the water. Tarque clutched at the saddlebag containing the talismans. He felt himself pulled to the bottom by the weight of the horse. He finally managed to free the bag from the horse. He tried to swim to the surface, but the current of the river was sweeping him out into the Fleet. The water swirled around him. He could feel consciousness slipping away. He was aware of figures around him, touching him and pulling him from the bottom. 

In the dim light, he could see a face with eye slits and silvery skin facing him. It was a nix. A bubble appeared at the mouth of the face, expanded to engulf Tarque's head. He could breathe. 

"Are you the wizard called Tarque?" 

The words formed in his mind.

"Yes," thought Tarque.

"I am Meresh. We know of your quest. Arii has told us to watch for you."

"Then he has warned you of the coming holocaust?"

"Yes, we are fleeing the River Fleet, which has been our home for generations."

"I have to get to Vintown as fast as possible."

"We are going that way. I will transport you."

"I cannot live under water." Tarque thought the words, rather than saying them.

"I can maintain the air bubble around your head as long as you are on my back," Meresh said. 

"Then you are a Wizard of the Order of the Encircling Waters."

"Yes, I am a member of that order. Climb on my back and hold on. I assume that the bag you carry is of importance. Otherwise, its weight will slow us."

"Yes, it is of utmost importance."

As Tarque climbed onto Meresh's back, he became aware of other figures surrounding him in the murky depths. At a signal from Meresh, the troop of nixes set off downstream. The miles flew by and soon Meresh came to a stop. 

"We are just outside the city. I will swim to the bank and release you. We cannot allow the Sylvanhaveners to see us. They fear us, calling us sea monsters. They have killed many of my kind in years past."

A thought entered Tarque's mind. He reached inside the bag and removed the vial of water. He handed it to Meresh.

"This is a vial of the River Fleet's water. It will restore the waters of the river Fleet after the fall of the monster."

"Arii has told us of this."

"You must guard this vial. The prince will have need of it."

"I will keep it," said Meresh. "When the prince restores the kingdom, we will be able to return to our home.”

"You need only to return it to the warrior when he shows you the proof of his lineage."

"What will be that proof?"

"He will bear a sword with a crest of the House of Vin. To that warrior you will give the vial."

"So it will be," said Meresh as he took the vial in his hand."

The nix swam up to the bank of the river. Tarque dismounted and made his way to the shore. He turned and watched the water swirl as the nix disappeared beneath the water. Tarque stood alone on the bank of the river. Water dripped from his clothing and from his hair. He made his way up the bank to the road and entered the city.
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