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The arrow flew straight to its mark. With a grunt, the stag charged off into the underbrush with the young wizard in close pursuit. Eran soon found the dying beast and dispatched it with a well-placed thrust of his dagger. He smiled as he thought of the savory meal that he and the other residents of the small cottage at the top of Crystalcrest would enjoy this evening. There would be plenty to smoke for storage since the animal was a big one. 

After field dressing the animal, he began dragging the carcass down to the trail to his waiting steed. 

Eran loved the hunt. He had spent years honing his skills with the bow and prided himself on his skill. 

After reaching his horse, he slung the stag across its back. The cottage was close, so he determined that he would just walk the horse along, leading it by the bridle. 

As he walked along his heel caught on a protruding rock and he fell. He felt something in his ankle snap and a searing pain radiated up along his calf. He tried to stand but could not. He sat back down. The distance back to the cottage now increased in his mind. He did not want to crawl. 

He lay back on the ground, closed his eyes and opened the channel that he had used so many times before. She would be here soon. 

Keera paused as she tended her herb garden. She reveled in the potpourri of fragrances exuded by the multitude of flowers. She brushed her hand against the mints, releasing their delicious scent. The hum of bees filled the quiet summer evening as they tended their duties among the blossoms. Butterflies flickered about. She could hear the cries of the hawk as it flew in circles overhead in its relentless search for prey. She could hear Aunt Jara humming a sweet melody as she tended the vegetable nearby. She arose and turned. The view, though she had seen it many times, still caught her breath. The River Fleet fell into its valley, cascading across the rocks as it fled its source below the Crystalcrest just a short distance above. 

Aris and Turis were away, in that far away cottage on the road to Cleery in Torne. Aris was completing his studies as a Wizard of the Golden Star. She sighed when she thought of him. Though raised as brother and sister, she knew that they were not. She wondered if he thought of her as his sister. She hoped that he did not.

A familiar feeling touched her mind. Eran. He needed her. She closed her eyes and allowed his thoughts to find her. She could see him lying along the road, pain flooding his body. She opened her eyes and glanced towards Jara. 

"I have to go, Aunt Jara. Eran needs me."

Jara turned and glanced at Keera. 

"What is wrong, my dear?"

"I don't know. He is lying on the trail below the cottage. He is in pain."

She hastened towards the road. 

Jara stood watching the girl walk away. She was still uneasy about the girl's ability. Jara had trained Keera as a healer. She had used the knowledge to combine it with that other skill that appeared as a natural gift. Jara knew that it was not a natural gift, though. Her mother's ordeal at the hands of the Mind Readers had influenced her and had absorbed some of the magic of that forbidden order. She and Turis had managed to hide her ability from the Grand Council of the Five Orders. The training as a healer had been a ruse, a cover for her real abilities. The skill involved forbidden magic. Vella and her Order of the Mind Reader’s near victory over the Council had reinforced the need for the ban. The members of that sordid order all died at the Battle of the Crystal so many years before. All died, except Vella. She had disappeared. Nuvan Gra, a Wizard of the Golden Star, had taken up the quest to find her. So far, his hunt had been unsuccessful. 

She wiped her hands on her apron, stood up and hastened to follow Keera. If Eran was hurt, Keera might need her help. 

Descending the road, she soon found Keera kneeling beside her brother. She watched as the girl bade her brother to lie flat on the road. She touched her brother's forehead and closed her eyes. After a few moments, she removed her hand, stood up and took her brother's hand. The young man arose and stepped gingerly on his foot.

"It is better, Keera. Thank you."

"The bone will still be weak for a couple of days, Eran. It will be best if you do not put your full weight on it. I will help you mount the horse. You must ride back to the cottage. I will find a suitable branch from the forest for you to use as a crutch and we can prepare this stag."

Eran smiled and allowed her to help him into the saddle and the three returned to the cottage.

Morning broke across the valley, the deep shadows of the lower elevations melting away as the sun crept higher in the sky. Keera glanced at the western sky. The sun's light would not last long. Dark clouds were appearing on the western horizon. She glanced up to see Eran, hobbling on his makeshift crutch, and coming out of the house. His face lit with pleasure when he saw her.

"It is a wonderful morning, Keera."

"For not much longer, I fear, Eran. There are storm clouds to the west."

Eran's eyes flicked to the western sky behind her. 

"Yes, the upper slopes of Crystalcrest are already under assault from the rain."

"I have only to pick a few more sprigs of these herbs, Eran. They are so much more fragrant when gathered in the morning."

Eran lay his crutch on the ground. 

"I don't think I need this anymore. My foot feels fine. I will help you carry those baskets into the cottage."

Keera opened her mouth to protest when she saw a flickering bird gliding high in the sky above her. The hawk whose cries she had heard the night before circled above the bird.

"A yuhma bird is here, Eran. It was probably a message from Turis. That hawk may get it before it can deliver its message."

Eran turned and looked up to see the hawk begin its dive. He dropped the crutch, withdrew his wand and conjured a whirlwind that spun the bird around, disorienting it. 

The confused hawk fell to the earth, unhurt. Eran knew that the hawk would awaken, disoriented, after he had retrieved the yuhma bird.

He lifted his hand to allow the yuhma bird to light on his finger. He unrolled the parchment and studied the writing it contained.

"It is from Turis. He requests that we come to his cottage in Torne immediately."

"I would love to go, Eran. I have never been to that cottage."

"I don't think it is good for us both to leave."

"I want to go, Eran."

"You would leave Aunt Jara alone."

A voice from behind them said, "I will be fine here. The two of you should go."

Eran turned to face Jara, who was standing behind him. "If you think you will be fine here?"

"I will be. Does Turis say why he wants you?"

"No, he doesn't. It just says we should leave as soon as I can."

"Give me that note," said Keera. She held the note in her hand, running her fingers over the parchment.

"Something worried him when he wrote it," she said. "I can sense his concern in the parchment, but I cannot tell what bothered him.

"Then the two of you should go right away," said Jara. "Whatever it was is substantial. It takes something serious to worry Turis."

The brother and sister began walking towards the cottage to prepare for their journey.

Jara said, "Just be careful, Keera. Do not let anyone see your ability."

Keera smiled and nodded. The two young people disappeared into the cottage.

Jara watched them go inside the building. She felt uneasy. She did not have Keera's ability. She did not need it. Rumors of events inside Torne had reached her ears, even here at this remote spot. There were events that involved the brother and sister's uncle Ruther. Turis had feared that something would erupt. Perhaps that something was happening now.
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Keera and Eran gripped the rail at the stern of the ship as they watched Vintown fade from sight. The Twin Fortresses, perched on the opposite pinnacles that guarded the Bay of Vintown, faded from view as the ship sailed away from shore. 

"I love the smell of the sea," Keera said as she savored the salt scented wind.

"I do not like sailing," said Eran. "I like the feel of solid ground beneath my feet."

"It is hard to get used to, Eran."

"I just hope I don't get seasick again. When I came this way with Turis I spent half the voyage bending over the rail."

"It is just a two-day voyage to Cleery, Eran."

"That is only because the captain will hug the coast. He says we will pick up some passengers from that new fishing town of Tarah on the south coast of Sylvanhaven."

Keera turned and leaned against the rail. She raised her head and watched the wind billowed sails as they drove the ship onwards. 

"It is a pity that we couldn't go overland," she mused.

Eran turned and sat down on a wooden box that sat on the deck near the rail. He looked up at his sister. 

"The mountains block access to Sylvanhaven from the east. Only the Road of Terror goes that way, and no one may now take that road."

A shudder ran down Keera's spine. "I swear, sometimes I can still feel Gwaum's life force in that horrid rock."

Eran glanced from side to side. 

"Be careful how you talk, Keera. No one else can feel his presence, except maybe Turis. But he is a Wizard of the Golden Star and can sense certain things."

"Nonetheless, I would love to see the Mountain of Seven Rivers again."

"I have only seen it once, when Turis took me to Truin to train to become a Wizard of the Eternal Flame."

She glanced at him. A sad smile flickered across her lips. 

"You have been there twice. The first time you were just a baby. I was very young, but I still remember it. It is very beautiful."

Eran's eyes focused on his sister's face. "I wish I could remember them."

"It was so long ago; it seems a dream. Mother was beautiful, I remember that."

"Aunt Jara says you look just like her."

Keera smiled as she looked at her brother. 

"As they say that you look like father."

"Do you think I do?"

Keera shrugged. 

"It was so long ago, and I was so young. I remember his voice and his smile. His face, like mother's face, seems to blur in and out of my memory. I do remember his smile, and you do have that."

"Do you think we will go back to the Oasis?"

Keera's eyes, which had wandered to gaze over the sea, flicked back to her brother. 

"I do not know. I should like to visit their graves. Aunt Jara said that you and I are the only ones that can ever go there."

"We will probably get a chance sometime. Maybe we could go there during this trip."

Keera sat down on the deck, her back leaning against the rail. She stretched her legs out in front of her and kicked off her sandals. She luxuriated in the feel of the heat of the sun on her bare feet. She looked upwards. Puffy white clouds hung overhead, pushed along by the west wind. The dark silhouettes of gulls, shrieking as they glided through the air, dotted the sky. She flared her nostrils, drinking in the sharp sea scent. 

"What is it that you think Uncle Turis wants?"

Eran shrugged. 

"I don't know. The note contained nothing to hint at what worried him. And I wouldn't know that if you hadn't sensed it."

Keera glanced at him and said, "I am not the only one that needs to watch what I say. You and I have another secret, too."

Eran reached towards her and touched her lips. 

"Do not speak further, sister. We are unknown in Torne and our last name, Solaun, will not give us away."

"You are right, Eran. We will speak of this no more until we reach Turis' cottage north of Jarna."

She looked again at the sea. They both bore middle names. The middle names were the same. Both Aunt Jara and Uncle Turis told them to keep their middle names secret. She thought of her own full name. Keera Lithian Solaun. Lithian, she knew, was the last name of the King of Torne, her and Eran's uncle, Ruther Lithian.

For many hours, the two sat thus, admiring the sea. They dined on some of the contents of the pouch Eran carried on his belt. They listened to the singing of another group of passengers amusing themselves, enjoying the warm sun. 

"This smoked venison from that hart you killed is delicious, Eran."

"It is. Aunt Jara's dried fruits and nuts are good, too."

"All the same, it will be good when we finally get to Cleery. There are inns there which serve good food."

"We won't tarry there long, Keera. My guess is that Aris and Turis will be there, awaiting us."

Keera thought of Aris and said, "I hope so."

Eran glanced towards the shore of Sylvanhaven. 

"They are lowering the sails." 

He watched as a crew of sailors worked nearby, lowering the anchors."

He glanced again towards the shore. He could see a small boat approaching. 

"It looks like we have gotten to Tarah. There is a boat of passengers approaching."

Keera joined him at the rail. "Sylvanhaven is growing quickly now, Eran."

He nodded. "There were several hundred children in the last Quest. The number grows each year."

"And each year I feel the spirit of Gwaum diminish more as he quails in his rock."

Eran glanced again at his sister. 

She returned the glance and spoke again. 

"We will be near the island of Eris by night. The captain said we would anchor there overnight."

"I wonder why. No one lives there anymore. It is such a desolate place."

"Uncle Turis says it was not always so. He said that once it was a beautiful island. It sustained the Sylvanhaveners when they came from their home across the sea."

"Those are just legends, Keera. There is no 'across the sea.'"

"There might be, Eran. The sea must end somewhere. Uncle Turis said that the King's father and his sister and brother came from there."

Eran shrugged. 

"I guess it could be true. However, there have been no other ships from that land or any other, in the intervening years. And none of our ships have ever sighted any land to the southwest."

"Our ships do not go so far. Most of our ships hug the coast and are afraid to venture out of sight of the Six Kingdoms."

"There is no reason to, Keera. Look, the boat has drawn along side."

They watched as the passengers disembarked and climbed up the rope ladders.

There were just six people who boarded, four men and two young women. A crewmember took them to their quarters. In a few moments, the crew disconnected the lines that connected the ships, rolled up the rope ladders and the ships sailed off. 

The brother and sister once more immersed themselves in their conversation. They paid little heed to the milling people about them.

He noted the golden-haired girl as the boat approached the ship. She was the one he had to follow. He noted the young man seated beside her. The red-haired man was also among those he was to watch for. He had found his quarry. The ship would take on no more passengers, nor would it stop. It would anchor near the island Eris overnight to allow some of the Sylvanhaven pilgrims to go ashore to visit the Tower of Marial in the morning. It would then continue to Cleery and bring the pilgrims back to Sylvanhaven on the return trip. 

He would be back on board before dawn and then he could resume his journey to Cleery. He remembered his instructions. He was not to bring attention to himself or those he watched. Ruther was not yet ready to move against them.
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Turis and Aris awaited them at the wharf. 

"I did not send for you," he said as he embraced her.

"I came, Uncle Turis. I wanted to see you and Aris. I want to see your Stone Haven. I have never been there."

"I cannot change that now," he said with a shrug. "You are here. Come, we have horses waiting. Someone will have to double up as we only have three horses."

"I thought we might see a bit of Cleery," Keera said, her face betraying her disappointment.

"It is not safe here, Keera. We must get away quickly. Someone may have followed you. King Ruther undoubtedly knows you are here."

"How would he know and why is that dangerous?"

"There will be time for explanations later. We must go now."

They approached the horses. The four mounted, Keera swinging up behind Eran.

They rode without incident north, passing the outer limits of Cleery and through the village of Jarna. A small, stone cottage appeared by the road. It was derelict, overgrown with weeds and small trees. The broken windows, door sagging on its hinges and weather-beaten roof dismayed her.

Keera gazed at it; her eyes incredulous. "This is Stone Haven?"

Turis withdrew the wand from his staff and touched her forehead with the tip.

The vision melted away. Now she saw a neat stone cottage with herbs and flowers growing along the walk that led to the door. The flower lined stone fence that bordered the road was intact.

"The vision you saw protects it. The story among the local population is that a demon haunts it. If anyone enters it, the demon torments them. They soon leave."

"That is quite a spell," said Keera. 

"It has to be," said Turis. "This cottage must stay protected and available for my use. The best protections are rumors of haunting and a watchful spirit to back up the stories."

"I should like to see that demon, Uncle Turis."

Turis, a smile playing across his lips, said, "No, you do not."

They entered the cottage. The savory smell of stew simmering in the hearth met them as they entered. A figure turned as they entered. 

"Greetings, Syre," Turis said to the woman. 

He glanced at Keera and said, "This is Syre Hemsel, the woman who tends my cottage in my absence." Turning to the girl, he continued, "This is my niece, Keera Solaun. Eran you have already met."

The woman nodded

She clasped the girl’s hand, saying with a warm smile, "It is nice to meet you, Keera. Aris has talked a lot about you."

Keera's eyes flicked to Aris, who looked away. 

She smiled at Syre and replied, "It is nice to meet you, also, Syre."

"You may go, Syre. I will not need you again today."

The woman smiled, nodded and left.

"It is she that tends the gardens. Her husband makes whatever repairs the cottage needs."

"You are lucky to have them," said Keera.

"Their parents were friends with my father, Nerza. They helped him from time to time, also. Now we should eat. Then we will retire to the back garden to talk."

Beneath the shade of the ancient apple tree, the four seated themselves on stone benches. Turis sipped at the cool mint tea in his hand and sat the mug on the bench beside him. He looked at Keera and Eran. A strip of grass lay between them. Aris on the ground, sipping at a similar mug filled with the mint tea.

Keera inhaled the scent rising from her mug. "This is a most refreshing tea, Turis. I will have to take a slip of the plant that makes it back to Crystalcrest to plant in our garden there."

"You may have some, Keera. But it will be a long time before you return there."

Her eyes met his as he asked, "What do you mean?"

"I have told you that the Queen of Torne, Betsa Lithian, was your grandmother?"

Both Keera and Eran nodded. 

"There are things that I have not told you. It was mostly for your own protection and there was no need for you to know the history of your House then."

"Has that need changed, Uncle Turis?"

Turis glanced at Eran as he replied, "Yes, it has. King Ruther has been a cruel king. The Tornese hate him. He grows old and has begun to prepare his son, Prince Haam, as king."

"As he should," said Eran.

Turis shook his head. 

"It is not that simple, Eran. Ruther has spoiled Haam. He has abused what power that he already has. The people are murmuring against him."

"He will be the king. They have to accept him."

Turis looked at him and said, "They do not. He does not have the Star of Torne. Ruther has not produced it and there is talk among the nobles that he does not have it. Without it, and the legitimacy it confers, he is not the rightful King."

"I take it that he does not have the Star of Torne," Eran said.

"He does not. Your father, Beymon Solaun, hid the Star when the Queen died."

Keera gave Turis a sharp glance, asking, "Where did he hide it?"

"No one knows. Ruther has been sending secret forays into Naul, seeking it. But he has not found it."

Eran glanced at Turis and queried, "How long has he been searching?"

"He has been seeking it for many, many years. This search set in motion a battle many years ago. He suffered a severe set back then, but that has not stopped him. He needs it to prove the legitimacy for his son."

Eran sipped at his tea and then asked, "What has this to do with me, Uncle Turis?"

“The Star of Torne chose your mother as the heir. That makes you a legitimate successor to the throne, if the Star chooses you."

Keera shook her head. 

"I do not want to be the Queen of Torne." She cast a furtive glance at Aris, and then looked away quickly. 

"If you wish, you may abdicate the claim to your brother. It would then fall to Eran, if the Star chooses it."

Eran's eyes widened. 

He said, "I have no desire to become King of Torne, Uncle Turis."

Turis looked at him sharply, saying sharply.

"It is not a question what you want, Eran. It is a duty. The Tornese do not deserve the likes of Ruther and now Haam. They need a good king. There is too much unrest in the Six Kingdoms. If Torne has a wise king, much of the unrest would end."

"How do you know I would be this wise ruler you seek?"

"I know you, Eran. Jara and I raised you. You would be a wise and good leader."

Eran settled back, his back leaning against the tree. He took out his dagger and began whittling a dead branch he found lying in the grass near him. 

"What is it that you want to do, Uncle Turis?"

"We must go to the Oasis. Perhaps your father and mother left some record of where they buried the Queen."

"Why would that help us?"

"I think he hid the Star near her grave. With the Star in hand, you could become the King of Torne."

"I could, if the Star chooses me."

"It is sure to choose you. It must choose someone, and it has chosen the line of Betsa. Both of you are of that line."

"Ruther and Haam, I am sure, would resist. There would be war."

Turis nodded. 

"It is because of the fear of war that your mother would not go to Torne. She was afraid of civil war and did not want to see so much death. But now, we must risk war."

"Why, Uncle Turis?"

"Nuvan Gra has been missing for some time. The Grand Wizard has not received any word of him for many months. We know that Vella escaped the Battle of the Oasis. It is our fear that she has thrown in with King Ruther. Some think that she has captured Nuvan. There are rumors that Vella has recruited more wizards for her forbidden order. They have set up camp on the island of Eris."

"Sylvanhaven claims Eris."

Turis nodded as he said, "They do claim it but they have never occupied it. It is a barren, desolate waste. But it is sacred to them, as it was the first home of their people."

Keera asked, "Why have they not occupied it?"

"Sylvanhaven has been too busy occupying the land which they dwell in to worry about a desolate island that they cannot use. There are pilgrims that go there to visit it. The Tower of Marial is there, and many seek to see the place that she lit the bonfire which saved King Bearl from death at sea."

"What will we do then, Uncle Turis?"

"Tonight, under cover of darkness, we will leave Stone Haven and travel to the Oasis. I hope to find some clue to where the Star of Torne is."

"Why leave at night?"

"The Mind Readers are about," he said. "I do not wish them to know when or where we go. But there is more to my worry."

Eran glanced at Turis. "What else bothers you, Uncle Turis?"

"We have just completed Aris' training a few days ago. When I called the stone, I sensed recent use. There have been no Wizards of the Golden Star initiated in the year since Dondell last used it. Someone received training without the blessing of the Order. I don't know who, or where, this wizard is."

Eran stirred at this news. "So, a renegade Wizard of the Golden Star is about. Do you think this has anything to do with Nuvan's disappearance?"

Turis shrugged. 

"I do not know. I do not like it, though."

A thought went across Turis' mind. There were many things happening that he did not like.
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THE RIVER VALLEY NARROWED. Ahead of her, the mountains converged, seeming to swallow the sky. Keera could see at the base of those mountains, a small village nestled against the slopes.

"We have reached Flynn," said Turis. "This is the uppermost town of Torne. The Nehra River from here flows north towards Caracolla. The valley narrows and the road becomes a precipitous track."

"I have heard that in the hills above Flynn is where the Gwaum's Road of Terror came down from Crystalcrest," said Keera.

Turis nodded. "Few go that way; such is still the fear of it. The road is closed and is invisible to all. It was there that the woodcutter Turson first saw Gwaum as he cut his road through into Torne. Flynn was the first village that Gwaum struck. It was here, also, that the Raiders established a supply post."

"I am glad that Arii defeated him," said Keera. 

"He and King Bearl did it together," Turis said. "Without help my grandfather would not have been able to defeat Gwaum. It was Bearl's sword thrust that distracted Gwaum, allowing Arii to complete his quest."

Keera glanced up the mountains to the west. 

"They were both incredibly brave men."

"They did what they needed to do, Keera. It is all we can strive to do."

By now they had entered Flynn. "We will stay here tonight," said Turis. We can get an early start tomorrow morning. I hope to make Caracolla by tomorrow night."

"I didn't think it was such a far distance that we might not make it," Keera said.

Eran glanced at her, saying "It is not so far, but the road is narrow and, in many places, uncertain. It is also a busy road, and we must allow time for stopping to allow traffic to pass."

"As shipping by sea becomes better there will be less traffic along this road," Turis said. "Already the Six Nations have significant numbers of boats. Even the reclusive Barnes have ships plying the sea."

By now they had entered the village. Turis guided them through the streets to a small inn that faced the river. They could hear the sound of the waterfall of the Nehra. 

"We will stay at the Falls of Nehra Inn," he said. "It is the best, and oldest, in Flynn. The original owner's son managed to escape the carnage of Gwaum. He hid in the hills above Flynn. His name is Borran Tlis. I will go in and arrange for a room and a meal. Stay here and watch the horses. Borran will send a boy out to take them to the livery."

They all dismounted and waited while Turis went in. None noted the watchful eyes of the horseman that was shadowing their journey.

Caracolla was, Keera noted, a much different town than Flynn. Vendors and passersby crowded the streets. The din of voices filled the air. She had heeded Turis' warning and had secured her pouch with her valuables deep within her bosom. Pickpockets, he had said, were common.

"My, the crowd is thick," she said.

Turis nodded, replying, "Caracolla is the crossroads of the Six Kingdoms. It sits at the base of the Mountain of Seven Rivers, and it is the place where the roads that skirt those rivers meet."

"I can't wait to see the sight from the top of the mountain," said Keera.

Eran glanced at her and smiled. 

"It is a wonderful sight. We camped up there. The stars seem so close that it seems you can pluck them from the sky and wear them for jewels."

Keera looked at Turis asking, "Will we camp up there tonight?"

Turis glanced up at the mountain. 

"I think we might. I had planned to get a couple of rooms. But the town is busy and few camp at the top. We will probably have the spot to ourselves. I do not trust this crowd."

Aris, who had been silent for most of the journey, asked, "Are you still worried about King Ruther, Turis?"

Turis glanced at his son, answering, "I worry about that, yes. But there are other worries here in Caracolla. I think we will dine here, as this will be our last chance at a meal for many days. There are few, if any, inns along our road from here on. We will have to eat from our supplies of dried food, or if we are lucky at the hunt."

As they dismounted rode up in front of an inn, they dismounted. 

"We must all stay together and keep alert." 

He spotted a boy nearby. He handed him a copper coin and said, "If anyone bothers those horses, come in immediately and get me. We will be inside."

The boy looked at the coin, smiled and said, "I will watch your horses, mister. I'll keep a close eye on them."

"See that you do, lad."

At that the four entered the inn. A mounted figure watched with careful eyes from across the street.

The stars indeed shone with lustrous silver from the ebony black sky. Keera sat on a rock, her eyes looking west towards the evening star that seemed almost ready to jump from the heavens. 

Fresh air streamed up from the valley, perfumed with the flowers that abounded the riverbanks and buoyed her spirits. 

A sound from behind her caused her to gasp and glance backwards. Aris, who was keeping watch, had thrown a new log on the fire. Sparks glittered skyward, emitting sharp snaps as they met the cool night air.

He turned at the sound, saw it was she and moved over to sit beside her.

"You should be in bed," he said. "We will have to get up early. Turis wants to be on the trail by the time the sun marks its first hour."

"I couldn't sleep."

"Are you excited about going home?"

She glanced at him. 

"I don't consider the Oasis home. I was small when mother and father died. Eran was just a newly born baby. I guess I think of Crystalcrest as my home."

He shot her a quick glance. 

"It is my home, Keera. I will have a few years to travel, to see the Six Kingdoms. Then, when father dies, I will take over as Guardian of the Covenant."

"You are lucky to know your destiny, Aris. I do not know mine."

"In many ways I envy your situation, Keera."

"How do you mean?"

"The future is open to you. Whither you go or what you become is not ordained. You are free to pursue your dreams."

"Do you not want to be the Guardian?"

Aris shrugged. "It is not important what I want, really. I will have many years before I become Guardian. In the meantime, I can pick what I want to do. Being a future Guardian has its benefits. I may go to Niru and join the Grand Council of the Five Orders for a few years. It is a path that Turis wants me to take."

"You would make a wonderful Grand Wizard."

"Dondell is getting old. There are only a couple of Wizards of the Golden Star. One new one completed training last year, an apprentice of Dondell. Now that Nuvan has disappeared, our numbers are few."

"What do you think has happened to him?"

"Turis fears that Vella has been rebuilding her Order of Mind Readers. If that is so and they have captured Nuvan it could prove troublesome, especially if they have joined Ruther. If they find the Star and Ruther is the legitimate ruler of Torne, he could provide a haven for them while they build their power. The island Eris would be ideal for that purpose."

"Would Sylvanhaven tolerate allowing Torne to control the island?"

"If Torne were sufficiently strong, they might. It is closer to Torne than it is Sylvanhaven, who does not need the island."

"It is home to one of their most sacred sites, Aris."

"That is why Turis wants to retrieve the Star. If Eran becomes king, then the alliance between Ruther and the Mind Readers would sunder. They might avert the possible conflict between Torne and Sylvanhaven over Eris. Maybe the destructive raids into Naul would stop. Peace could reign between the Kingdoms."

"Whatever my destiny, Aris, I would not choose to be Queen. I would rather spend the rest of my life on Crystalcrest."

Aris smiled and said, "My father and mother would welcome you there. As would I, when my time comes to go back as Guardian. Now, you should go to bed, Keera."

Keera smiled and stood up. 

"I think I can sleep now."

"So, my conversation induces sleep?

Keera flashed him a smile as she lifted the flap to her tent, saying teasingly, "Yes, Aris, it is. Good night."

She disappeared from sight.

Below the rim of rocks that lined the top of the mountain, a man lay. He had listened to the conversation, waiting for it to end. As it did, he peered over the rock he lay behind. The tent the woman slept in was in the center of the campsite. That Wizard of the Golden Star was now sitting by the fire watching it. 

He still had no opportunity. 

But these travelers were just spending the first of many nights in the wild. There would be more chances.

He descended the mountain and found a spot to lie in. He would rest a few hours and then resume his pursuit. He knew where they were going. He just had to get to her before they reached it.
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Fyle Yol slipped over the side of the boat and began climbing down the rope ladder. He paused just above the lapping waves and extended his wand. A whirlwind emanated from the wand's tip and danced over the water. Fyle jumped into its midst and floated across the waves. He was proud of his skill as few other wizards of his order managed the discipline needed to levitate over water. It took just the right touch and enormous concentration to do this. One wrong move or gap in concentration would result in a dive under the waves.

He floated towards the rocky shore of the island. He had need of haste. He had to conclude his business quickly. It was important that he return to the ship. It was important that no one see him arrive or leave.

The whirlwind floated across the rocky shoreline. Fyle navigated it over the dark rocks, ascending slowly until he finally reached level ground. With a "whoosh" the whirlwind evaporated and Fyle felt his feet touch solid ground. There was more need for stealth as the Sylvanhaveners that occupied this island could not know of his destination or his purpose. In the distance he could see a fire flickering. The fire was not visible from the ship. That was his signal. That was his destination.

A low fire burned, illuminating the two that sat watching its flames lick the night's blackness. The woman glanced at the young man across from her. He had his father's face. The memory of his father brought sadness to her heart. They had killed him. They had thought her dead, also. But she wasn't dead. And had they known of the life that swam in her belly, they would have been more careful of making sure she was dead.

The woman started at the sound of approaching footsteps. She looked up to see a shadowy figure, its face illuminated by the fire.

"Fyle, you have come."

The man bowed. 

"Yes, Mistress Vella. I have come."

"Have you located the object of my interest?"

"I have found her, Mistress Vella. She is on the ship that now lies anchored offshore."

"It has brought more pilgrims."

"It has, Mistress. They will land in the morning to visit Miram's Tower."

"You will conceal us, then, while the pilgrims are here."

"Do you have the item I need, Mistress?"

Vella glanced at the young man beside her. 

"My son has been at work on the item. Is it ready, Gault?"

The young man arose, took a wand from the pocket of his robe and handed it to his mother. A crystal on the end of it sparkled in the light of the fire.

"It is ready, mother."

Vella examined it with care, rubbing the crystal between finger and thumb. The crystal glowed, and then darkened. 

"The spell is properly implanted. You have done well, Gault."

She glanced at Fyle and handed it to him.

He held it in his hands, rubbing the handle and avoiding the crystal on the end. He looked up at Vella. "It seems such a simple thing. How do I use it?"

"You must use it on her while she sleeps. Touch her forehead with it. When the crystal glows, you have implanted the spell in her mind. Then you must return here, to this island as quick as you may with it."

Fyle nodded as he slipped the wand into his pocket. "I will do as you command, Mistress."

Vella watched as the wizard slipped away. 

"The thing is in motion, mother," said Gault. 

"For such a long time I have planned for this day, Gault."

She looked at her son and reached for his hand. 

"I had to convince many wizards to train you, Gault. It took me to the limits of my power."

"You succeeded, mother. None of the wizards have any clue who my parents are."

"The nix was the hardest. They have abilities like mine. It was quite hard to penetrate his mind. I went to great lengths to allay any suspicion of your birth."

She glanced at him, a hint of anger in her eyes. "It was almost all to no avail. Your interest in Forbidden Magic and your investigations into Crystal Magic almost ruined it."

Gault's eyes fell. "It was a mistake, mother. I did not think that they would find out."

"It is hard to hide things like that from a Wizard of the Golden Star. Miron was one of the best. He knew what you were doing. It is good that he was able to convince the Grand Wizard that it was just youthful indiscretion."

Vella glanced at Gault. "I had to work hard to get him to take that avenue. He was a powerful wizard, and I had to use my strongest spells to influence him."

"He never guessed that it was you that visited him."

"He wasn't supposed to guess."

Gault rose, picked up a few faggots of wood and fed the fire. Sparks glittered and spat as they rose into the night sky. He looked at Vella and asked, "What will you do with Nuvan Grau?"

"He has served his purpose. We must kill him."

"Ruther has him, mother. He hopes to use him. He will not easily allow us to kill him."

"The fool. A Wizard of the Golden Star is not easy to subdue. It has taken all my power, plus that of four others of our order to keep him in submission. We can never wipe his memory of what he has done. We will have to kill him."

"What do you propose that we do?"

"We must travel to Cleery. We must get to Ruther and convince him to let us have the wizard."

"He will not allow you or any of your followers into the city."

"We are closer to him than he imagines."

Gault smiled, asking, "You mean Zuane?"

Vella matched her son's smile and nodded. 

"He does not know who his daughter in law is, Gault."

Fyle lay on the mountain below the crest of the Mountain of Seven Rivers. So far, the opportunity to use the thing he had in the folds of his robe had not presented itself. The young woman slept now, guarded by a Wizard of the Golden Star. He knew the ultimate destination of the travelers. He also knew that he had a limited amount of time to use the crystal on her. If they reached their destination before he could use it, then all would in vain. Vella would be furious with him.

His mind flicked over possible places for him to go to hide from her anger. 

She had extended her Order into many places in Sylvanhaven.

He was not sure that there was any place to hide.
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The brightening sun overcame the star’s resistance, forcing them to fade in its resplendent light. Again, Aris and Keera stood alone at the crest of the Mountain of Seven Rivers. They beheld the wonder of the beauty of Sylvanhaven unveiling itself in the cool light of dawn. 

"It is a beautiful sight. I am glad that I have gotten to see it. It does rival the view from the top of Crystalcrest," Keera said.

"It is quite lovely," said Aris. "Turis says there are few to rival it in all Sylvanhaven. Every one of the principal rivers of Sylvanhaven, save the River Fleet, spring from its roots."

Keera glanced to the north, pointed with a slim, white finger, and asked, "Is that the Maroon River?"

"Yes, Keera, that one flows north through the cold land of Ghrond. Their capital city, Ghree, lies at its mouth on the Encircling Sea."

Her eyes averted to the left. 

"What is that one, Aris?"

"That is the Meme. It flows through the uninhabited lands that lie between the desert and the cold plains of Ghrond to the north. It is a mountainous land. The Barnes claims it but have few, if any, settlements there. You see the Aeol River to the south. It flows east towards the Naulish capital of Niru."

He shifted his gaze to the northwest, continuing, "There is the Groar. It bends northeast through the land of the Barnes. The Barnish city of Truin occupies its banks."

They turned to face south, pointing as he spoke, "Of course that is the Nehra River which flows through Torne," Keera said.

"Yes, and to the east of that is the Nonn, on which Caracolla occupies the headwaters. It flows through the tropical land of Nuckland. To the east of that is the Firth River. That one threads its way between the northern portions of the Plains of Turneff and the Laharha Desert. It ends in the tangled Marshes of Serenda which guard the pirate city of Borr."

"I have heard awful stories of that place."

"As have I, Keera. They say a group of Gwaum's Raiders that fled there to escape persecution founded it."

"Someone should have killed them."

Aris looked at her in surprise. 

"You are a healer, Keera. That you feel that way surprises me."

"They are a sordid, violent people who wreaked havoc on Sylvanhaven when Gwaum was afoot. They now continue that tradition on the seas."

Aris shrugged. 

"Until the kingdoms grow strong enough to deal with them, they will persist."

"The kingdoms are too busy fighting each other to deal with them," Keera said, her words flaming with anger.

Aris stepped towards Keera. He reached for her hands and held them between his. 

"That is what we are hoping to avert, Keera. If we can find the Star of Torne, Eran can claim the kingship. Torne will unite behind him and Ruther's raids into the neighboring kingdoms to seek it will stop. That will help."

Keera looked at Aris. A sad smile played across her lips. 

"If we remove one reason for them to fight, they will find another," she said, in a sad voice.

"So much wisdom you have, Keera, in one so young."

Both Aris and Keera turned to see Turis standing behind them.

"Uncle Turis, I did not see you standing there." 

He looked down to see that he was still holding Keera's soft, warm hands. With reluctance, he released them.

"I have just come seeking you. We are ready to ride."

"Have you decided upon our path, Uncle Turis?"

Turis nodded. "We will take the road along the Firth River. It will be less busy. I think the fewer people we meet upon the road, the better off we will be."

"We will have a longer trek through the desert, Uncle Turis."

"True, but it is still less than a day's ride."

"It will take at least three or four days to get there."

"If we make good time, yes. We are ready to ride now."

Keera and Aris followed Turis down the slope to their camp. After mounting their horses, the four wizards continued their journey east, along the Firth River.

Three days later the riders looked north, out into the desert. The sun was tickling the western horizon as it contemplated one last look over Sylvanhaven. In a few minutes it would bid farewell and dive below the horizon for its rest. 

"We will camp here with our backs to the river," said Turis. "Tomorrow we will make the last plunge towards the Oasis."

He glanced at Keera sand Eran. "Before we left, I adjusted the spell so that only you two could enter the Oasis of Maru. We will only be able to enter at your pleasure."

Keera tossed Aris a playful glance, saying in a teasing voice, "Gosh, I guess that means only those that I want may enter. I could keep you out."

Aris smiled and said, "You will do so at your own risk. You have to emerge sometime. I will be waiting."

Turis noted the changing demeanor of Aris towards Keera. He had noticed Keera's glances towards Aris for some months. Inwardly he smiled his approval. He also noted that Aris seemed uncomfortable about the changing relationship. Perhaps, at some point, Turis would have to help nature take its course.

"Let’s set up camp," he said. "Tomorrow night we will spend in the delightful environs of the Oasis." He paused, and then glanced at Aris. 

"At least some of us will," he jested.

Aris' ears reddened at the kidding, but he said nothing.

Fyle followed the group, always keeping out of sight, waiting his chance. Always Keera's tent was at the center of the small camp. Always Aris or Turis kept the late watches with Eran, the lesser wizard, keeping the first one. Fyle did not want to risk his task during the early watch when the camp was first going to sleep. There was too much chance of someone arising or hearing something. He did not want to try anything during the watches of the more powerful Wizards of the Golden Star. They were too watchful and their senses more finely attuned. 

He knew, as he watched them set up camp, that this was his final chance. Tomorrow they would disappear into that Oasis. The Oasis that he knew was unassailable to him. Many times, Vella had tried to find it and enter it and always it repulsed her. Turis had changed the spell, and no one could gain admittance any longer. It would allow only the woman and her brother. 
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