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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







Chapter One


The rock surface still seemed real. To any observer from the outside, a casual glance would reveal only a large, gray boulder. Unfortunately, though, Mira’s ability to maintain this illusion was growing weaker by the hour. The young man in her arms was sound asleep, and she had made sure that he would sleep for quite some time. He had no idea just how much effort was being expended on his behalf. But, surely he was worth it; if anything or anyone was, he was! Just how much longer she could continue to support the environment she had created to keep them alive, she did not know.


The space inside their shelter was cramped and dark. She knew that the small light she suspended in the corner was a waste of her waning power. But, it eased the boy during his waking hours and was therefore infinitely worthwhile. Mira allowed it to remain even now, to lend a bit of warmth to the sad atmosphere. Fatigued as she was, she meticulously brushed a long strand of her brown hair from her face and tucked it into the loosening braid that hung down the middle of her back. Her green, almondshaped eyes sparkled with love as she gazed upon the inert youth, and the contemplation of his calm face soothed her momentarily.


Still, her strength was ebbing and mental fatigue was setting in. The two of them had gone so many days without sleep, surviving on two Lalas leaves every twenty-four hours, with no easing of the tension or the exertion. And now the leaves were almost gone. Mira had at best two day’s supply left, and only if she barely used any for her own sustenance and devoted the majority to the boy. Even then, it would be just enough to keep him alive.


The boy would last a few days after Mira’s passing and then he too would fade, too young to defend himself against an enemy of this magnitude, and tragically, still unschooled. The rock shelter would dissolve, and the enemy outside would find him and rejoice in its final victory. Mira knew that whatever it cost her, she could not let this happen.


With the passing of this young man went the only heir to the throne of Gwendolen. The great and noble line would forever disappear from the planet, its foretold destiny unrealized. He was the last. Mira shuddered as she recalled the horrid demise of his parents and sister Lara. Her weakened state allowed the tears to well up in her tired eyes unbidden. It was tragic enough when the boy’s twin died as his life was just beginning, two tiels and two years ago.


Queen Lewellyn so wanted the two boys. It broke her heart that at his birth he had to be removed from the grounds to die alone and bereft of a nurturing hand and companionship, but the illness he was born with was incurable and it could have infected his brother if he were not taken from the palace immediately. The risk was too great, so he was left to die in the Spiritwood, near the Lalas, hopefully to be reclaimed by the trees when his own life force passed from his body. Sometimes, the fabric of life weaves of its own will, and there’s nothing anyone can do to alter the design or prevent it. Yet, each new thread subtly affects all the succeeding ones and incontrovertibly changes the patterns.


No one but those few attending the birth itself, Mira, Fiona, the midwife who died shortly thereafter and the King and Queen, ever knew that he even existed. They did not want their surviving son to bear this sad knowledge throughout his lifetime. Superstitious as the common folk were, the family was concerned that the people may have blamed the fit child for the ill one’s demise, for he, not the healthy sibling, was the elder one if only by mere minutes, and would have been the true heir as the law decreed.


Tragedy seemed always to mark this beautiful and good family’s life. It was only due to Mira’s sharp wits and forethought that she was able to spirit the remaining heir out of the castle these many years later, as the shields came down and the black hordes of the enemy swarmed inside the fortress.


In her lifetime she thought it would never happen. Their lives should have been so perfect. Never had they all experienced such joy as at the birth of the beautiful child, his sister Lara. And the marriage between Queen Llewellyn and King Garold was so inspiring. But, there were signs that they should have recognized. The warnings were there, but the advisors to the King kept him veiled and apart from the truth.


Were they part of the conspiracy? Did they really think the enemy would protect them afterward? Those fools! Such treachery, and such a beautiful family, she recalled.


Wiping a salty tear from her cheek, she thought of all that was lost. Stop! she chided herself. Don’t squander what energy remains on regret. The shields must be maintained. If I weaken even for a moment, they may be able to sense our presence.


Mira cast her mind vision outside the shelter and scanned the surrounding hill top. Nothing! Not even a bird was flying. Surely they were coming. What else could frighten away every sign of life from the area? She would preserve the boy as long as she could, and in the final moments she still had one option: If she had the strength, and she must if the time came, she could cast him. With the limited energy she had left, Mira knew not where the casting would leave him. More than likely he would die of exposure to the elements while still unconscious, or worse, he would fall into the hands of the enemy. Fortunately for him, her spells were woven well, and he would not awaken in either event. Courageous as she was, she consoled herself with that thought, at least, since all of the other possibilities were so much more grim and painful to contemplate.


Mira removed her loden cloak, embroidered with the crest of Gwendolen, and tenderly wrapped the boy in it. She knew she would have no further use for it, and perhaps it would keep him warm just a bit longer and ease his discomfort somewhat.


Fate has a cruel heart, she thought as she folded the ends of the fabric securely around him.


Mira had reconciled herself to the fact that when the time came she would use the last moments of her life to attempt to save him. At least there would be a chance someone would find him and help him if she was incapable of casting him where she hoped she could, or perhaps someone or something would be there when the moment arose to guide him on his journey if she failed. She would not despair and give up hope. Not now! Not after she had come this far.


There were still some enclaves of safety at the far reaches of the countryside. If her memory served her well, far to the north, over the Thorndar mountains was a protected area still watched over by the Lalas. It was always said that the northern reaches would forever be safe from the gathering clouds. The air was too thin to support the minions of the Black Lord. It was too cool for their fur-less hides. All of the tales told to the children of the kingdom since the beginning of time, referred to the safety in the north. In the back of everyone’s mind all believed that they could flee to the north if the enemy swarmed the borders. But, when things appeared to be going so well, they all forgot about the danger. They grew complacent and thereby sealed their own fate.


The King’s sorceress was able to keep the skies blue despite the growing darkness encroaching upon the countryside. So much time and energy were spent on maintaining the image of safety that the people started to believe that they were truly safe. Even the King, wise as he was, was persuaded to let his guard down. No one except Mira expected the deceit and treachery that befell the kingdom. Mira knew. She knew!!! She pleaded with Queen Lewellyn to be careful—to retreat to the safe rooms of the castle, and clear her mind of the fog that the sorceress was spreading over everyone. There were still some areas that were not infiltrated and reduced by the sorceress.


Trialla was her name. “Trialla the Ugly” the children used to call her. She was ancient and unbearably ugly, but her magic soon made her appear learned and sweet natured, and even the children forgot what she was really like. Mira ranted and raved, but all of her warnings fell upon deaf ears. Everyone seemed to see beauty in Trialla where Mira saw ugliness. The children who at one time feared and taunted her, overlooked their concerns and flocked to her side. Soon enough, Trialla appeared as the savior and Mira the outcast. She despaired but she knew the truth, and the truth kept her alive. The truth would protect and inspire her. She would never give in to the powers that engulfed her beloved homeland.


The seduction of the city was so obvious to her, yet to no one else, and the frustration therefrom was unbearable. Eventually, she forewent trying to warn the people and she began to set down her plans for her escape when the proper time came. She did whatever she could for the young boy. From the time of his birth until now, she had been his protectress and teacher. She imparted whatever knowledge to him that she could, and she hoped against hope that some of what she taught him would be absorbed, never really knowing how much time she had left.


Mira grieved for the others. It hurt her so to face them, to be so helpless. Yet, they had practically driven her out of the inner circle. Fortunately, Mira always maintained access to the royal child, and she guarded and guided him as best as she could. She had hoped to maintain her closeness with him and continue to oversee his growth until his formal training could begin. She made herself as inconspicuous as possible; humble and silent. Mira moved about the palace like a shadow, caped and hooded, ducking into corners whenever the enemy was present. By the age of thirteen the boy was certainly ready, but her time with him was becoming restricted despite her efforts, and Mira feared that she would shortly be forbidden to see him at all.


As time passed, her premonitions grew stronger. The end was drawing near. Dreams and visions plagued her at night, and she awoke often, choking on her sorrow and regret. Trialla had isolated her and kept her separate from all of the court decisions. She was too strong to combat by herself and all of the others were already under her spell. The sources from which she drew her powers were seemingly endless. Whatever Mira did was fruitless, and she feared that her continued efforts to warn the royal family would jeopardize what little time she still had with the boy. The spells cast upon the city were so well spun that the people of Cinmarra barely heard Mira’s admonitions, as they fell upon deaf ears time and time again. Trialla wove her evil plans so well that the fabric of illusion she created mesmerized even the smartest of the Kingdom’s citizens. Fortunately, she did not feel the threat of time passing.


Trialla was comfortable with her successes, and she basked fawningly in the glory of her works. Her hubris, Mira hoped, would serve to be the weak spot in the old witch’s plan. It gave Mira time to prepare. The people of the kingdom who had at one time revered and loved Mira, did not resent her now. They simply ignored everything she said, and like puppets, they smiled and said, ‘Hush. Hush. You worry too much.’. Trialla believed that Mira would seethe from such behavior, but in fact, she reconciled herself to it and learned to use it to her and the boy’s advantage. She was left alone to do what she felt she had to do; plan for her and the heir’s escape.


By the age of nine the boy manifested a clear and distinct awareness of his power, extraordinary at so young an age, but his ability to use it consciously was severely limited. He was still young and far too innocent. Time marches on nonetheless, regardless of whether or not one is prepared for what is to come. And, how could an innocent child ever be prepared for what Mira feared might be in store for this boy? She wept openly now, and frequently, but not in the child’s presence. No, never in front of him. Mira would spare him from her misery at least. She still had time to plan.


As the years passed, Mira did what she could, a valiant effort nonetheless, but not nearly enough, as she dreaded. At fourteen, the young man was strong, surely, and heading in the right direction, certainly, but he was still no closer to understanding and controlling his powers than an untrained animal, no matter its brute, physical strength or instinct.


The time was growing near now. Mira would try her best to save the heir. She hoped that she could cast him as far north as she needed to.


Preserve your strength! she silently rebuked herself. Concentrate. The moment is almost upon us.


The boy slept peacefully. He knew nothing. Mira watched his chest rise and fall with his breath, totally unaware of the grave danger surrounding him. She wove a powerful spell over him, hastily yet perfectly. It would insure that he slept. Even if the worst were to happen, Mira would be able to spare him the pain of knowledge, of awareness. He would sleep forever, if need be, until the precise words of power were spoken. The First willing, whoever found him if her casting went astray would not recognize him, and he would pass from this world innocent and unaware, never to awaken again. Come what may, he would be spared the agony of being at the mercy of the enemy, even if that meant that he may never be brought back to consciousness, that his destiny would remain eternally unfulfilled. That was the best she could do for him now, and the prospect of this deed sat comfortably, if sadly, upon her soul.


She removed a thin, woven chain from her wrist and secured it around the boy’s limp arm. It was made of a substance that carried no lasting scent, and it could not be used to help an enemy identify wherefrom he came should he fall into the wrong hands, but he would recognize it if and when he awoke. It would comfort him to have it, she believed, and she had no further need for ornaments.


Despite her vigilance, without a warning, her senses reeled. It seemed as if she had been slapped in the face, and she recoiled violently from the evil touch. They were approaching, and the horrifying power she felt was overwhelming. Mira knew it was inevitable, and yet she had hoped for a little more time; just a tiny bit more. All she wanted was to rock the boy in her arms and say goodbye in the proper fashion. There was no time now for that. If she had any expectations of casting him to safety, the process would have to begin immediately. Her mind sight told her that she had only moments left, that she must act quickly before her emotions distorted her actions. Mira lifted the inert young man in her arms, and she struggled under the dead weight of a physically mature adolescent. Maintaining the rock illusion for a little longer was essential.


She began to hum. With one part of her mind focused on the facade surrounding them, she began to relax her body. The casting spell had to be done properly or who knows where the boy would end up. Her teachers told her countless years ago that all you needed to do was form a picture, however obscure, of the destination in your mind, concentrate your energy upon the image of the person at the other end, and force the power from within to blend with the image. As the power flowed into the image, a feeling of warmth arose in her abdomen. Mira knew that it was beginning to work. The moment in which the power and image became one together would just about be her last. Of that she was sure. She would have no strength left afterwards to protect herself further. But, if she could only reach that moment her life would have been worthwhile.


The image of the northern reaches grew brighter in her mind’s eye until she felt as if she had to squint in order not to go blind, even as the dead weight of the boy made her legs crumble beneath her. The strong features of the face of the noble man she sought to cast the heir to began to sharpen before her, surrounded by an ephemeral image of a mighty castle. Suddenly she felt a tugging at her arms. The boy was fading slowly, being drawn into the light that was now filling the entire rock shelter that served as their home for these past weeks. Mira was reluctant to release him, and yet she knew she must. She was tempted to hold on more tightly, to keep him with her.


With a silent prayer for his safety and a last moment’s hesitation, she let go, and she felt the weight lift from her weakened arms. The boy vanished into the shimmering vortex of light with a swooshing sound. Allowing herself one last instant of sadness, Mira watched as the rock illusion dissolved around her. With barely any strength left in her, she stared out into the daylight, thick with smoke and emanating evil, and she shielded her squinting eyes. No sooner did she regain her balance and force herself to her feet, when out of the woods to the east came a shrill cry and a bloodcurdling pounding on the ground. They were here.


Mira looked at the approaching enemy and knew exactly what she had to do. Her thoughts were strangely clear and sharp. She felt no fear, only sorrow. Focusing her energy once again inwardly, with the remaining power she had gathered inside her, she said the words she had hoped she’d never have to say. The blood that suffused her skin and kept it porcelain-like and normally rose-colored withdrew from her extremities. She appeared now as white as a blanket of newly fallen snow, staid and calm. Abruptly, the leader of the rancorous enemy halted. As he reached out to clasp the arm of his prey, it shimmered and appeared to burn. A muscular, unblemished arm reached toward a benumbed and helpless old woman, and recoiled as it came into contact with a white hot, glowing statue.


For Mira, it was over. She had transformed into a substance that would never again feel pain or experience remorse. Perhaps she had won after all in a strange way. But, what of the boy; what of the beautiful boy? Just as Mira’s mind slipped away forever, she sent one last streak of power outward in search of the heir. Hopefully, it would find him safe and envelop him in its warmth. If so, Mira would live forever within him and always be a source of hope and guidance for him. She smiled to herself, a smile that remained frozen upon her face for eternity; an enduring affront to the enemy before her. With that final thought, her cognitive entity was gone along with its physical identity.




Chapter Two


“The boy has arrived, my Lord,” was all that the messenger said in such a matter of fact way that one would think that this sort of thing happened every day.


So, Baladar mused. It has finally begun!


Walking slowly to his burnished stone table, he felt an immense wave of satisfaction envelop him and soothe what he had come to believe was to be an ever anxious mind. Four such simple words as ‘the boy has arrived’ held so much meaning for him. A lifetime of anticipation, a generation of hoping and a century of planning were coming to fruition. Finally! The boy had arrived!


Baladar sat in the high backed, rune-carved chair, and truly relaxed for the first time in years; perhaps for the first time in his lifetime. He laid his head back upon the hard, elfin wood, and breathed a deep breath of relief. Knowing fully that the work was just beginning for him and the boy, he felt so wholesome and buoyant, so filled with pride and dreams for the future that he could barely contain himself. If he was not careful, he knew that he would drift off in this reverie, and perhaps not return for days. He had not allowed his mind to travel outside of his body for years. It would be wonderful, once again, but now he had too much to do. He did not have the time for such luxuries.


Ah, if only Briland could be here to see this, to experience the elation of having the boy among the protectors after all these years of preparation and prayer, Baladar mused. She would have brimmed with joy. It would have made her so, so happy. Yes… but, such are the ways of this world, he thought sadly.


Briland, Baladar’s stunningly beautiful wife, passed into the after world at least two tiels prior. She was so full of life, so kind and loving, that she was sorely missed by the entire kingdom of Pardatha. Her death marked a low point in Baladar’s life. Never before had he felt so unsure of himself and so alone and abandoned as just after Briland passed on. There was nothing he could have done to prevent it. She was a child of the trees, and without the ability to live in the proximity of her Lalas tree, she was doomed. He knew this, and as a Chosen one, so did she.


Presently, only a small number of the grand and wonderful trees remained alive on the planet. Their roots tunneled into the earth, and searched one another out. From distances of thousands of miles, they had always been able to find their same, and wherever they met, a new tree sprouted to the surface. Yet, today no new trees grew. Perhaps the distances had become too far between the remaining trees for them to make contact and regenerate, or as Baladar truly suspected was the case, the trees lost the will to search and rejuvenate themselves for some reason not known to man. Nevertheless, the Lalas had stopped perpetuating themselves, and the entire planet mourned their continuously dwindling numbers.


During the peak of their growth and development, all of the trees were intertwined with one another, and they were able to pass on information instantaneously. Centuries ago, there were many, many of these trees reported to have been seen all over the populated areas of the world, and most certainly in unpopulated areas as well, all rumored to have sprung from the one history referred to as simply “the First”, whose whereabouts was reputed to be shielded from detection, and protected from all harm.


Years and years of questing for the First became the grist for the mills of legend. Yet, no concrete report of its discovery ever reached the ears of civilized man. The First was said to harbor the Gem of Eternity, a powerful and sacred relic, brought to the planet aeons ago with the golden seeds of the First. It was said that the Gem was placed in the soil amidst the golden seeds. Thus, legend has it, as the tree grew, the Gem remained nestled within its heart, sheltered from all evil, and radiating its power from this position of comfort and security.


The First was so enormous, and endowed with such unimaginable power that no living thing could ever conceivably reach its heart as long as the First lived. The Gem was the most holy and revered relic on earth, and was thus given sanctuary in the safest place possible. Had anyone been able to procure it, they too would have been blessed with eternal life and unlimited power. The First was the guardian of the Gem. Legend decried that the First would relinquish its guardianship of the Gem to only one charge, the one chosen by the First as its bond mate. This would only occur at the most crucial time in history, one of great threat or great triumph, before the end of the current cycle. No one had yet attained that title, ‘Chosen of the First.’


All of the leaves of the Lalas trees possessed the gift of nourishment, and had superlative healing powers when properly prepared and administered correctly. The trunks were at times so enormous that entire villages could thrive within the hollows and branches of the oldest of the Lalas, but only the leaves were ever utilized by living things. The branches were never cut, and the trunks were never chopped down. Such was impossible, and any attempt at what was considered to be a defilement of the tree was strictly forbidden.


Everyone believed that the trees would live forever. One day, though, during the third year of the ninth tiel of the sixteenth century, only four tiels ago, with no warning whatsoever, slowly and painfully, the leaves began to wilt, and one by one, a small number of the trees proceeded to die. There was no visible sign of decay or disease anywhere on any of the trees, yet there was a clear and audible sound that echoed throughout the land whenever a tree was dying. It sounded as if the tree was screaming in a high-pitched voice. The sound terrified the children, the animals ran around scared as when a storm is rising in the west, and all grown men and women stopped whatever they were doing and remained still as statues until the sound ceased. It just seemed as if the Lalas has made a conscious decision to die and leave the earth.


Briland’s tree, Snihso, was one of the first to quit the world it had been born to, and thus, quit its bond mate as well. As each tree died, and shortly thereafter its Chosen, it was deeply mourned as was its human partner. A great sadness engulfed the towns and cities in the vicinity of the dying tree. The population surrounding the doomed tree was awash with feelings of abandonment and doom. When the trees first started to die, the skies darkened and rain fell unceasingly for weeks. Floods resulted, and many deaths ensued. The circle of life was being threatened with each death, and everything imbued with the light of life, revolted from and reacted to the loss.


A precarious balance was soon restored, but during these first tiels, each time a Lalas fell, the crash and the subsequent echo were said to be so incredibly loud that the mountains and lakes surrounding it suffered severe damage. Avalanches, tidal waves and untold horrors were unleashed on the land upon the death of a great Lalas. The vibrations when the tree finally fell were so severe that great rifts in the earth resulted.


The hollows left after the root structure rotted away had become a forbidden maze into which no one would dare venture. Legend said if one followed the tunnels one would either end up at another tree whose roots were intermingled with the dead giant, at which point the clash of opposite forces was understandably stupendous and deadly, or more likely, you would die in the process.


The Tomes of Caradon, the mysterious and often unfathomable recorded history of the land, bear no clear records of anyone entering the caverns of a dead Lalas and returning safely anywhere on earth. The juncture of the living and the dead was a maelstrom of power, an enduring battlefield, barring all manner of life.


The Lalas were considered to be gentle giants, affording comfort and security for the peoples of the planet who served the light whilst they lived. They were formidable enemies of anyone or thing who was driven by evil motives.


Although they were sentient beings, they communicated in a language known only to a few whom they selected by methods unknown to man. Once selected by a Lalas as its bond mate, that person was forever tied spiritually and emotionally to the tree. Those few lived incredibly long and fruitful lives, although often apart from the rest of mankind. They rarely married and raised families, but when they did, they bore exceptionally gifted children who quite frequently became Chosen themselves.


The Chosen came and went mysteriously. They attained the status of demigods in the eyes of the common man. They were almost always benevolent, and endowed with leadership qualities that mesmerized the populace.


In all of recorded history, there was only one known aberration to this pattern, in the form of a renegade Chosen named Aracon who in the sixth tiel of the Seventh century, subverted the will of his tree in an abortive effort to promote his own authority. He failed miserably, and was literally sucked into the earth by the joint and concerted effort of the Lalas while he was proclaiming his superiority before a gathering of the peoples of his city, Nescon, on the southernmost coast of the continent. The timing of his demise was absolute perfection, and no other incident of such subversion has ever again been mentioned in the Tomes. This incident is celebrated every spring during the holiday of Mantal, named after Aracon’s tree, and is a source of great entertainment for the children of the nations, as they act out the final moments of Aracon’s life dramatically and in forever new and unique ways. The child picked to be Aracon is always one of great potential, and this choice is meant to teach him or her humility, and to be a reminder of the futility and great sin of any effort to not serve the tree truthfully.


Each Lalas was said to be able to engulf an enemy if it entered its territory with bad intent. Once taken by the Lalas, death was imminent and said to be terribly painful. There are accounts in the Tomes of entire armies being absorbed by the trees. Their vengeance was legendary, and their power seemingly limitless. It was thought that the Lalas held the earth together and that when the last of the great trees finally died and the light from the Gem of Eternity was extinguished forever, the earth would disintegrate and its fragments would be spread all over the universe. That day, named the Great Dissolution in all of the legends, was feared by all who served the light. Only if and when evil prevails could such an event be possible.


The ancient diaries of the gods of Caradon devote chapters to the Great Dissolution. The powers of darkness looked forward to it as their means of salvation. The fragmentation was viewed as a renewal and rejuvenation though completely antithetical to life itself. The Dissolution was the means by which their ideas and seeds would be spread all over the universe, and by which they would find eternal peace and freedom from the cycle of human suffering. They had no feeling for the lives that would be lost or the pain and hardship that would inevitably precede the final days.


Baladar shivered at the thought of how few Lalas remained. Of course, he was not certain of the count, but his powers allowed him a good sense of the weakening of the chain of communication which could only be the result of a lessening in the number of the trees. The sadness which engulfed him and his people so infrequently years ago was more and more common nowadays. He knew what it meant each time. With his wife gone, he had to strain his abilities to the limit in order to fight the sadness and depression. Reports of citizens jumping from cliffs and into rivers for no recognizable reason were much more prevalent recently. Nature sadly but necessarily began to strike a balance of sorts with the continuing loss of the trees, and although the power that renewed and sustained the Lalas was ebbing, the earth had girded itself against the terrible consequences of their deaths.


Baladar’s own sense of desperation at times seemed overwhelming and unbearable. Yet, he had the strength to fight on, particularly as his hopes were now being rekindled by the arrival of the boy, the Child-King; the only remaining link to the ancient Gwendolen family. This noble family was the oldest of all of the blood lines in recorded history, and oh, what a history of achievement and accomplishment! The myths are rife with stories of triumph and goodness, so frequently traceable back to a Gwendolen family member.


Baladar knew that somehow he had the noble blood streaming through his veins. He, like many others with the gift, instinctively knew that he was tied to the family, yet his mother had been a regal though simple woman, a healer who labored day and night if circumstances required, and his rise to power was achieved by hard work, and intentions that were honorable, true and just. His father had died when he was quite young and little was known about him. He was not a local man, and whenever he attempted to discuss his father with his mother, she avoided the subject, and she made it clear to Baladar that it was not something she wished to talk about. She indicated to him that there would be a time and place for that conversation, and that he would have to remain patient, but alas, she died of the fever that swept the city when he was only two tiels and three without ever having had the opportunity to impart that information to her son.


Orphaned at a young age, he was taken under the wing of the city’s Lord, Breamar of Ashton, and raised as if he was his own kin. His talents as a statesman were always evident, even as a child, and he readily assumed duties that heretofore were reserved for older, more experienced individuals. When Breamar died without an heir to succeed him, Baladar was chosen to assume the exalted role, and he was installed in the office of Lord of the city as if he was of the blood. The people of Pardatha gratefully accepted his leadership, as he had performed in a civic capacity almost his entire adult life to date and he was well respected, and more important, thoroughly trusted.


Ever since he assumed the role of leader and protector, he had managed to maintain a civil society that prospered and remained fair and generous to all of its citizens. That was no simple feat in a world that was constantly degenerating, with reports coming in to him and his advisors from everywhere of ensuing darkness, depression and disintegration. Yet, his kingdom of Pardatha was a shining jewel in a sea of dull and lifeless objects. In fact, he feared that his domain was becoming too obvious in its success, and that the wrong eyes would stumble upon this aberrant example amidst the mundane landscape of accelerating decay.


His efforts to conceal from the rest of the world his land’s prosperity and relative contentment were painstaking and a constant strain upon his powers. But he remained ever vigilant, never letting his guard down. He fortified the city over the years by painstakingly constructing an exterior wall of the strongest stone, quarried nearby, and an inner wall surrounding the castle that was twenty feet thick, and able to withstand even the fiercest of assaults.


Unlike most cities, the gates of Pardatha were hewn from the Elfin tree, the Noban, the wood of which was given to the city as a gift from Lormarion, the kingdom of the Southern Elves, some fifty tiels ago. The timber of this tree was harder than stone and had to be carved with special tools by skilled craftsmen. The great planks were preserved by Baladar’s predecessors and only utilized when the outer walls to the city were completed, sealing it with a magnificent gateway that when closed, was virtually impenetrable. The inner wall, too, was secured by the sculpted Noban, carved with Elfin runes and characters from Lormarion’s glorious past, its awesome strength disguised by its sheer beauty and delicate gracefulness.


Even in these times of relative peace and prosperity, the battlements were manned and kept in the best of repair. Baladar’s armies were well trained and equipped, regardless of the apparent safety that prevailed throughout his land, for every time a Lalas died, the people of Pardatha were sorrowfully and painfully reminded of the creeping danger. And, Baladar would never forget the ultimate price that his wife paid for being intimately connected to the changes occurring all around them.


He made certain that there was room inside the outer wall for most of the city folk to gather in times of trouble. The storerooms and cellars were always prepared and well stocked, for Baladar would not leave a single person or even a helpless animal outside of his circle of protection if circumstances required it. The city could endure a siege of many months, and its battlements could withstand the onslaught of a formidable army.


The Thorndars protected Pardatha against a direct attack from the south, and the city abutted the very base of one of the tallest peaks in the massive range. The outermost wall itself was built right into the mountain, and thereby provided Pardatha with one perfectly secure boundary. Baladar had the lands surrounding the northern and northwestern most approaches to the city cleared and leveled, allowing his scouts to see the approach of any force well in advance of its arrival at Pardatha’s gates from their vantage points atop the high towers built for just this purpose.


Baladar, being the practical man that he was, made sure that the fertile ground was utilized for grazing and planting. He also made certain that the fields that were cultivated thereon would pose a substantial obstacle to any advancing army. Cloudberry bushes flourished there; incredibly thick and dense and covered with sharp thorns. Bergenbane vines, the fruit of which was used for medicinal purposes, grew in compact, winding clumps tangling around the feet and hooves of anything that tried to walk over them, and low growing Rasteria bloomed in abundance, whose sweet-smelling flowers attracted the dangerous Tsenso bee, which, when disturbed, stung in fierce and furious waves, but whose honey was sweeter than that of any other drawn from flowers in the land.


The eastern front was shielded by the forbidding Spiritwood which grew high on the crest overlooking the dry river bed below. The dense foliage made it difficult for a force of any strength, transporting wagons and the machinery of battle, to easily navigate through to the city. Baladar fortified outposts at the eastern most edge of the forest, and he created a network wherein messages and information could securely be passed back and forth between the city and the front. It would be difficult for any sizable army to advance unseen against Pardatha from that position.


The only remaining direct approach to the city was through the gorge, and unfortunately, there was little he could do to prevent an attack from thence. A former river bed, the valley to the southwest was wide and barren. It ran almost to the gates of Pardatha themselves, the city being perched on a bluff above it. He could only hope that due to the fact that it was so exposed, nothing other than a massive force would dare advance through it, knowing they would be seen long before they reached the city gates.


Prior to the demise of his beloved, the work of protecting Pardatha from the envious eyes of its would be enemies was effortlessly carried out by Briland. She was a true beauty, in body, mind and spirit. Her blood could be traced directly back to the High King Breardan, and his beautiful and mysterious Queen Lanatrae. The Tomes devote chapters to the glories of the reign of the High King. During his time, the Lalas trees were everywhere, and accounts of his Queen’s close relations to the one who chose her, provided numerous and uplifting stories that are told to children today at bedtime, and during times of crisis. They still comforted the people of the kingdom, probably more so than ever these days, with their accounts of the beauty of the High Queen, and her soft touch and healing nature.


The Tomes recount her miraculous ability to transport herself instantly to the bedside of the seriously ill and dying. Lanatrae was said to be able to heal with her touch. More than one story recounted the words of the healed on the brink of death as remembering a vague image of Lana’s body taking on the sinuous simulacrum of her tree, her arms like soft, leaf laden branches as they enveloped them and brought them back from the very edge of eternity to the healthy impermanence of life.


The domain of the High King Breardan was seemingly limitless. He ruled over most of the known world, with harmony and gentleness. Yet no one ever doubted his strength, as was most needfully demonstrated during the bitter battles precipitated by the marauding Trolls toward the end of his fifth tiel. Rarely though did anyone or anything threaten the peace of Gwendolen in those days.


The network of communication created by the trees and the Chosen was sturdy and comprehensive. It was even rumored that somewhere, known only by the great council and the Lalas, the high ones, including Lanatrae and Breardan, met and planned the course of events to come. The contemplation of these council meetings invoked images of mystery, beauty and power in the mind of each person and being devoted to the light, while it precipitated immeasurable fear in the hearts of the disruptive and the evil.


Alas, though, those times are long past, he thought sadly.


Baladar shrugged and brushed his hand over his brow to settle his thoughts on the hopes of today, rather than upon the glories of the past. The boy needed to be trained, educated, loved and nurtured. He needed to be prepared. And he would be, he averred. Baladar knew that the time was ripe and the boy would be everything and more than he and the world had hoped for. If he should fail in his teachings, or if the boy should fail in his future quests, the world was doomed and dissolution was inevitable. The boy was given unto Baladar to train and to protect. This vast responsibility weighed heavily upon his shoulders, but he accepted this charge with pride and gratitude. He would see it through to the end, at the expense of his own life if need be.


Baladar walked across the softly lit room to the darkness of the sheltered alcove at the far side of his work table. The chamber in which he worked was at the very top of the castle. Octagonal in shape, the windows, edged in stone and clear as could be, surrounded him. The sun shone through them from many angles, glittering and sparkling upon the furniture and implements that filled it. From here he could see as far as anyone on earth without the aid of either any instrument or of magic. The majestic Thorndar mountains to the south glimmered in the distance. The snow capping their summits looked like icing upon an enormous cake.


Baladar removed from the ornate wooden cabinet in the alcove a round piece of what looked like burnished stone. Moving across the chamber, back to his large desk that occupied a prominent place in the center of the room, he cleared off a space upon its smooth surface. He placed this object in the middle of the work space and walked around and took his seat. The stone shimmered as if made of liquid within its sharply defined borders. Baladar placed his palms upon the center of the stone and closed his eyes. The designs in the stone swirled and spun as Baladar hummed.


In fact, this object was not a stone at all. What Baladar was working with was a disk-shaped piece of Briland’s deceased Lalas. Briland had left this to Baladar after her death. With it, Baladar was able to gaze almost anywhere on earth. All he needed to do was concentrate and mentally request a location. He neither had to have been to the place previously, nor did the disk require an image in his mind in order to locate the spot. All that was necessary was that at one time a Lalas had been in the vicinity of the desired location and that Baladar knew approximately where he wished the disk to search. If he could provide the disk with rough coordinates, an idea of the location he sought, it utilized his thoughts and intuitions, as well as its own special ‘instincts,’ and provided him with images almost instantaneously.


At this time, Baladar was seeking out the origin of the boy’s casting. If he could find the place from whence he came, he might be able to determine if his casting was observed by the enemy. The dilemma was how to instruct the disk and how to accurately guide it to a location that Baladar did not yet know even remotely. He concentrated on a point south of the mountains, for he knew that the boy had come from somewhere in the immense southern regions of Gwendolen. He had to be more precise than that though if he wished to find anything of use to him, the area he was searching was so vast.


Suddenly and abruptly he stopped and thrust the disk into his inside pocket. He strode across the floor and threw the door to the chamber open.


“Dalek! Come here quickly. And bring the boy!” he shouted to his aide on guard outside the room.


“Yes, my Lord,” Dalek responded, a bit startled by his liege Lord’s animated behavior. “At once, my Lord!” he answered as he leaped down the winding staircase to the room below where the boy was sleeping.


Baladar hastened back to the table with the disk and smiled to himself.


If the traces are still fresh on the boy I may yet be able to locate the casting ground. Oh, I hope that they have not yet bathed him. These doting nursemaids of mine, they probably couldn’t resist immersing him in water as soon as they got their motherly hands upon him.


Baladar paced while he awaited his aide’s return.


Dalek entered the room where the boy lay sleeping, and told the attending women of his Lord’s orders. With sighs and tsks, they handed the prostrate youth over to the soldier, whose large and awkward hands received their portentous bundle with some discomfort. Hastily retreating from the room, Dalek began the ascent to Baladar’s study once again. He tripped over the corner of a soiled, green cloak the meddling women had apparently wrapped the boy in to keep him warm in the chilly castle. Dalek grabbed at his feet, not wishing to disturb the youth, but also unwilling to delay in fulfilling his lordship’s orders, and pulled the cape from under his boots. Balling it up without taking even a moment to glance upon it, he tossed it into a corner, out of sight behind a large piece of oaken furniture.


As rapidly as he could, Dalek bounded up the stairs and into the room, carrying the boy as awkwardly as anyone could imagine, his arms outstretched in front of him as if he were holding a snake at bay and out of striking distance, straining under the weight.


“I have done as you asked, Sir, as fast as I could. Is there anything else you require?” he appealed, panting as he thrust the child into Baladar’s waiting arms.


“No, not now. I appreciate your haste, though, Dalek. Wait outside. I may need you later.”


“Yes, my Lord.” He bowed as he returned to his post outside the door, relieved that he no longer had the burden of the child in his arms, and anxious to take up his post once again outside the room.


Dalek was a country boy at heart and though he was as loyal to Baladar as any man could be, he was still unaccustomed to the use of magic. As uncomfortable as it made him, he nevertheless trusted his Lord implicitly. But, he still preferred not to be in his company when he wielded his power.


Baladar received the boy lovingly. It was with much sentiment that he carried the unnamed and helpless youth across the room. The boy’s head rested peacefully on Baladar’s shoulder, and he misted over with emotion. His almost navy blue eyes were clear as crystal and wide open, though empty of any awareness. The thick, long, blonde hair was matted against his skull. Baladar wiped a single tear from his cheek as his thoughts skidded between the sorrow at the absence of his wife and his joy at having the young man in his presence. He felt the true weight of the boy for the first time, in all senses, and he was precipitously aware of it.


Setting the boy down softly upon the grand work table in the center of the room, he gazed upon him attentively. He was quite tall for his age, though thin and pale from his past ordeal, and his skin was almost translucent. Carefully he placed two large, sausage-shaped satin pillows on either side of the boy so that he would not fall. As he pushed the support snugly into his body, he noticed a crude bracelet around his wrist and pondered briefly on its origin and meaning. It was clearly not of appreciable value, at least in a monetary sense, so he was certain that it bore some other significance. Before Baladar had an opportunity to closely examine the trinket, a sense of power emanating from the disk in the confines of his cloak distracted him.


He reached inside another pocket and removed a modest suede pouch. Loosening the drawstring, he took from it four small stones, one ruby red, one sapphire blue, the third a deep, deep green and the fourth as black as night. From his right hand, he removed the large gold signet ring he always wore on his index finger. It bore the seal of state, and had been passed from generation to generation, from leader to leader, during the ceremony of succession. Although the ceremony was public, the secret of the ring was conveyed in a very private ceremony, or rather, ritual at which only the privileged few were welcome. Pushing up his tunic, he carefully placed the ring on the tender belly of the boy.


Reciting the words of power taught him that fateful night, Baladar concentrated on the rune carved into the ring. The carving abruptly came to life, and hovered over the adolescent child. Baladar took each of the four stones and placed them singly in a corner of the table. The rune image appeared to solidify about two feet above the boy, and as if tiny spiders had escaped from each corner of it to spin a web to the stones, solid looking lines reached out to each of the four corner gems. Upon touching the stone, the web like strings blazed with the full color of the gem to which it had attached itself.


The wide-eyed yet unconscious boy was totally oblivious to the vivid colors swirling and sparking all around him. Baladar removed the warm disk from his cloak and placed it on the table just outside the sphere of power encircling him. As if the Lalas disk inhaled a full and deep breath, the colors began to twirl together and merge into one as they headed for the polished instrument. Baladar, beginning to feel the effects of these exertions on his person, sat himself down at the foot of the table. He gazed as intensely as he could at the disk.


An image formed above it as if a miniature play was being enacted before his eyes. In a trance-like state, Baladar witnessed the last moments of Mira’s efforts. He felt the intense rush of sentiment and his body stiffened in response. He instinctively recognized the enormous sacrifice she had made and he perceived, as if he had been present in real time at the scene of this heroic deed, her great sorrow in the leave-taking, as well as the tremendous joy she experienced at the seeming success of her casting. Warm feelings of elation and relief washed over him as he experienced her final emotions.


Without warning, Baladar recoiled from the sickening touch of evil. He felt the hot breath of the vicious enemy upon his face as he leapt out of the nearby trees. The darkened skin and muscular appearance he’d chosen that day only enhanced his unholy aura. His long, pointed fingers grasped with a lustful and desperate urgency at the boy. Baladar witnessed the boy’s disappearance and he saw the agony on the distorted face of the Evil One as he recognized that the boy was gone from his reach. He swayed in his seat as the flood of anger permeated his soul and the sickening sensations infiltrated his consciousness. Girding his mind, he shielded himself from the emotional onslaught and continued to observe the final moments of the casting.


The hordes of animal-like beings swarmed out from the nearby trees and surrounded the Evil One, though not too closely, in considerable fear of his wrath. They were accustomed to his arbitrary lashing out, and none wished to be too near if he was not successful. As Colton dar Agonthea, one of the most reluctantly uttered names of legend, realized that he had lost the boy, his mouth, dripping with venomous saliva, opened in a constricted circle and he let out a wail of agony that hurt Baladar’s ears.


Baladar realized that Mira was more successful than she had ever dreamed she could have been at her life work. There was no sense of a trail and no trace of a direction. The boy was so safely and solidly cast by Mira that no other man or god could have done better. Colton struck repeatedly at the stone statue that was once Mira, and disregarding the gashes that the stone left in his arms and fingers, he continued until black blood flowed from his body in a steady stream, covering the statue with its putrid essence.


The statue reddened with heat and burned the gore off of itself in a sizzle of vapor; a fitting final slap in Colton’s face. The plaint that emanated from Colton’s mouth continued for quite some time. The gathering armies of his subjugated mutants fell to the ground and covered their heads with their arms. When the Evil One became silent, he turned abruptly from the stone statue, closed his blood red eyes and rose two feet off of the earth, suspended in the air. As if in a trance, he glided over his prone minions and retreated into the darkness of the forest.


Baladar slumped over the table, exhausted. The boy was safe for the moment. Colton could not pursue him now for Mira had done her job well. She had granted him the time he needed to begin the education and training of the still unnamed boy. This ‘seeing’ had accomplished much, and in addition to the knowledge he had been granted by virtue of it, he had also been granted the means with which to name the boy; Davmiran Dar Gwendolen it would be, thus granting rest and eternity to the great woman that was Mira.


The boy would not remember who he was or where he came from when he awoke. The process that Mira used to shelter him and protect him if the worst happened required that she erase the past from his young mind. She deeply regretted the fact that his parents would disappear from his memory, along with all of the other good and kind people from his other life. However, she had no choice, and Baladar recognized that she had done the only thing that she could have done under the circumstances. He would also thus be spared the pain of the memories and of the tragic fate which befell his family.


Now that he had arrived safely, he could be told gradually and gently who he really was and where he came from. The great legacy would not be lost to him forever, while Mira’s heroic efforts would be everlastingly memorialized in song and poetry, her namesake would honor her with his deeds and his memory of her would never totally abandon him. Yet as Baladar well knew, his trials were just beginning and the days to come would require hard work, love balanced with sternness, rigorous training and constant sacrifice.


The boy would be prepared by the best in the land. Baladar would send the guarded word out to all whom he required to impart the knowledge and understanding in all of the mundane as well as arcane arts to the boy, Davmiran. He would be ready when the inevitable time of confrontation arrived.


He will succeed! He struck the table with his fist.


Baladar would help him and guide him and provide him with everything that he could, including his own life force, if the need for that should arise. He would sacrifice all and everything for the boy, for without his success the world was doomed.


There were still a few more acts to commit before rest would be possible for Baladar and the boy. He gathered up the four colored stones from the table and dropped them into the pouch, then reached down in order to grasp the still warm ring and slip it back upon his hand. As he bent to retrieve it and slide the tunic back into place over the exposed skin of the sleeping youth, he noticed that the tiny letters of his new name were scored into his skin above his navel: Davmiran dar Gwendolen in ancient script glowed reddish and bright. The words radiated their glow throughout his body, and bestowed upon his inert form a shimmer heretofore absent that turned his skin from a pallid color to a healthy hue. He smiled, pleased with the ring’s acknowledgment of his choice.


After maneuvering the great ring back onto his finger, he moved the disk slightly to the side so that it could witness, in its own way, what was about to take place, even though it would not be partaking in the following exercise. He then reached into the selfsame pouch and removed a small, pure white diamond. Barely was it out from its suede comfort when the room lit with energy. This tiny stone was a powerful relic, purportedly hewn from the same block as the Gem of Eternity, and truly it acted with a will of its own at times, frightening even Baladar with its compelling but silent instructions. It had been his mother’s, and he had found it amongst her possessions only after she died. She had shown it to him once and explained its history to him, emphasizing its healing powers to which use she had relegated it. She also warned him of its enticing potency. It seemed as if the gem actually directed Baladar, even though there was no verbal or audible communication between them.


Baladar had an instinctual feeling that the small and beautiful stone was responsible for many of his ideas. Oft times he would be inspired to do or say something that he was not consciously aware he had any prior knowledge of. It was easy to attribute these moments to forgotten lessons of childhood, or to some other coincidence of a similar sort. Nevertheless, whenever Baladar held the stone he was certain that it communicated with him and inspired him in many unaccountable and often surprising ways.


He placed the white stone at the head of the sleeping boy. Immediately it began to emanate a visible, clear light. A sense of pleasure and peace enveloped him. He relaxed for a brief moment in the satisfaction of the feeling, renewed and rejuvenated as if he had just awoken from a long and restful sleep. The light engulfed the silent boy and wove a cocoon of tendrils around him.


The gem had such power that Baladar gave in to its dominance and refrained from directing it. This could be incredibly dangerous, as the power was often raw and unpredictable, and it required a concentrated direction on his part. His fear from the day the stone was received unto his protection was that he would give in to its dominance and lose himself in the wondrous feelings that it generated in him whenever he unleashed it. It required such strength and control to focus his energy upon the task at hand. It was so easy to relax and let the heavenly sensations carry him away. Yet, Baladar was well trained, and if he had not given in to it yet, after these many years of possession, he would not give in to it now when the limits of his strength were being tested and the need was dire.


He sent a mental direction to the stone. Cal mara timathor. Cortan deuxte indiran druidenter.


The gem sparkled, bursting with energy, and the forces encircling the boy spun rapidly. As suddenly as it began, it ceased. The diamond returned to its dormant state but Baladar knew that the spell had been properly cast. He placed the gem back in the pouch with its brethren. From this day forward, or at least until Davmiran’s powers manifested themselves and he was strong enough to protect himself, he would be invisible to all human eyes upon leaving the confines of the city gates. Neither would he be heard nor would his presence be detectable in any manner by any human being outside the walls of Pardatha. The spell would cease by itself as soon as the boy was ready. This would hopefully give them more time to train him and prepare him for what was to come. Word of his existence would not spread so rapidly, and therefore the period of learning would be able to run its own course. Those in the palace who knew of his existence would forget entirely about him upon stepping outside the city, as if they had never seen him, and only Baladar and the few whom he would choose, would be his guardians at all times and would not for a moment forget about him or his primary importance.


Now Baladar needed to inform those whom he had long ago chosen to be the boy’s teachers should the time arise, that their presence was sorely needed, that the moment had finally come. For this, he needed the disk once more. Its powers of communication were once limitless, as it was a piece of a Lalas. Now, although still strong beyond measure, the demise of so many of its brethren had weakened the network of communication somewhat. Baladar had no fear, though, that they would not receive his message. He also knew that it would not be received by anyone other than the ones for which it was meant. The Lalas never made those mistakes. Their messages were never intercepted inadvertently. Baladar bade the disk to send out the call and it eagerly responded. He heard the high-pitched hum and saw the slight vibration of the disk. Cairn of Thermaye, Robyn dar Tamarand, and Filaree Par D’Avalain were summoned and were sure to respond.


Baladar need only wait now. The fabric would weave of its own will and nothing could stop it short of dissolution. They still had time. The trees were yet alive and the First might even be found by the likes of Davmiran. His hopes were rekindled with the presence of the boy, and the future once again took on the many faces of possibility, not all of which were bleak. The arrival of the boy at long last had perhaps recast the future entirely. Now he could only wait.


The spell was complete and Baladar felt the satisfaction that he had done as much as he could have in this small amount of time. Exhausted now, the presence of the white stone had at first made him feel ripe with energy and youth. But as soon as it was out of his sight, the true weight of his years began to wear upon him. He returned the disk to the cabinet in the alcove and collapsed on his resting divan, sleeping with heretofore unanticipated abandon.




Chapter Three


Cairn of Thermaye, shaven-headed, grey robed, humble and reserved could do nothing to hide his strange yellow eyes that sparkled in contrast to his attempts at being inconspicuous. For him, the contradiction was not obvious, but it was curious that his personality embodied similar differences in its nature. It was indicative of his attitude toward good and evil; the world is full of dichotomies, and all standards for measuring such inexact ideas are arbitrary, he would say. Yet, Cairn had an innate sense of right and wrong that surpassed any impulse to reason his way clear to anarchic thoughts.


When the call came, he was ready, as if he had been expecting it his entire life. He rose immediately, wrapped his cloak around his legs and went to gather his belongings. Although he never really knew when his thread would enter the weave, this moment felt proper to him; it felt right. He glanced at the sky as he jogged to his cottage, expecting it to also appear different, as he knew that from that moment forth nothing else in his life would ever truly be the same again.


Cairn was a brilliant man, schooled by the masters of the Carnesian order, the son of a Duke who at the age of one tiel and one recognized his calling and renounced his birthright in order to enter the league. He had studied ever since, and he had visited all of the seats of learning, renowned throughout the world. At Thermascon, he studied metaphysics with the master, Cosacteris. There he learned to think in broad strokes, and to see the beauty in the patterns that governed the once-removed aspects of everyday life. In the wastes of Pertas, he studied ethics with Durmas de Borea. This was his most cherished subject, even though he found it to be the most taxing one mentally. It oft times confused him and forced him to question so much of what he had been taught as a child. But, he learned to use his broadened concepts of right and wrong, and good and evil constructively, as it seemed so easy to misconstrue the lessons of objectivity.


He learned ethics from the viewpoint of the ‘question mark.’ His teacher’s primary conceptual starting point was that good and evil were simply definitions of ideas that changed from society to society, and age to age. Though he honored his mentor, this concept of ethical relativity appealed to his intellectual senses, but it was unacceptable to his instincts. He recognized how dangerous an idea this was, and he was aware of how often it led to blatant abuses of power. If good and evil could be redefined within specific contexts, then base and depraved actions could be justified semantically. Cairn felt the difference between good and evil! To him, it was imbedded in nature itself, neither the product of reason, nor subject to the whims of society.


Cairn learned to think of consequences and to begin to define good and evil based upon consequences and possibilities. His primary objective was to educate so as to enhance the quality of life on the planet. In a world where magic overtly manifested itself, and historically the gods made themselves evident, both in positive and negative ways, one would think that the true path would be obvious. Yet, the gods acted in ways beyond the comprehension of even the most brilliant of men, and their actions could only guide the learned. Cairn was attuned to the pulse of nature and he sensed when its fabric was flawed, when its weave was unstable or a stitch had been inadvertently dropped. He allowed reason to help him choose but never to determine the choice entirely.


Cairn wholeheartedly believed that the standards for behavior should be based upon what would promote the welfare of living beings. To him, even though he had an eclectic mind and could convincingly argue many and diverse ethical points, his heart was convinced of the one path, and his style of teaching allowed his students to think and reason, but inevitably led them to the conclusions that he hoped for. His success as an instructor in ethics was measured not by virtue of creating disciples who mimicked his style or his thoughts, but by virtue of generating thoroughly rounded thinkers who intuited their way to the conclusions that they supported, but could support them logically nonetheless.


Cairn’s primary teacher, Durmas de Borea, was a skeptic, the fact of which influenced all aspects of his concepts of right and wrong. Durmas cultivated the minds of his students, and he forced them to develop their own codes and to theoretically carry them out to their logical conclusions in reference to a society governed by them. He then had his students evaluate the success of this society and analyze what consequences these rules of ethical conduct and standards of good and evil would have upon the rest of society. Of course, this was only done on paper and in the minds of the students. The method did force Cairn to think, and he was particularly good at this type of thinking. Durmas loved him as a son and he had hoped that he would carry on for him after his death. Yet, Cairn had a different calling, and his talents and years of study would now be utilized by others to a far more serious end than the mere pleasure of learning.


Logic, the subject he liked the least even though he acknowledged the inherent beauty in the correctness of its methods and the clear definitions of truth that it embodied, Cairn excelled at. It bothered him that he had such natural proclivities toward a subject that was so limited in scope for him. Yet, his teacher, Bora C’al Thomasan, taught him to expand upon the simple tautologies and proofs, and apply the concepts to life itself. Although Cairn did not see the logical patterns that he learned in these books repeat themselves in everyday life, he gladly accepted the teaching and hungrily absorbed them into his psyche.


Cairn was the best student that the masters ever had. He was humble and studious, yet he was full of life, and he demonstrated a healthy arrogance that comes with such talent and confidence. He was unequivocally the most fitting teacher for the boy. Cairn would school him in philosophy and help the boy to learn to think. Although perhaps one such as Davmiran would oft be tested in ways that would not allow for the luxury of deep thought and time, Cairn hoped to instill in him an attitude, and a spontaneous understanding of what needed to be done and to what purpose. He hoped to teach in a way that the proclivity for good became instinctual in the boy. And to do so, he needed to teach all of the consequences of evil, as defined in the context of the current world. The boy must feel and taste the differences between right and wrong. He must be able to act without hesitation, and with the confidence of a moral leader. He could not make a priest of the young man. There were many occasions wherein the inherent act that needed to be committed would not and should not be done gleefully. The lines drawn between these deeds of good and deeds of evil were so thin. Murder or self-defense? Execution or righteous removal of a criminal? War or surrender? Domination or victory? These were some of the issues that the boy would have to face in time, and Cairn was determined to provide him with the intellectual means that he would require in order to deal with the decisions.


He needed to gather only a few things before his journey could begin. First and foremost was the object which had served him so well during his own search for answers to the ethical questions which had tormented him so often as a youth. Although an object possessed of great magical power in its own right, it required only strength of mind to activate it, not the powers of a mage. In fact, it only responded to thought, pure and simple. No magic could animate it. Thus, Cairn was fully capable of utilizing it, perhaps more so than anyone else. And utilize it he did, to the point where he thought of it as his friend and confidant, rather than the inanimate object that it appeared to be.


This ancient wooden box filled with beautifully carved pieces that resembled many of the beings alive on the planet, was similar to a chess board in design. Yet, these pieces had lives of their own when properly directed. They served to instruct the user on the many and varied outcomes of his speculations, and had been of immeasurable assistance to Cairn during his philosophical endeavors. The figures were so lifelike that they served to mitigate the cold and detached perspective that a thinker oft times assumes, and they reminded one of mortality and the reality of flesh and blood consequences. They aged and died and were reborn, and they constantly transformed themselves. This box was a tool Cairn would, under no circumstances, be without during the schooling of the boy.


When the call came, Cairn of Thermaye was sitting cross-legged on the edge of the stream that curved around his small house, deep in the woods. He was not surprised by the summons and he was thoroughly prepared to respond. He had not had contact with any humans for half a tiel now, yet there was no reluctance on his part to resume his worldly life.


“Baladar of Pardatha,” he repeated to himself. “I should have known it would be him!” The scholar smiled.


Cairn was content with what he had been doing, and he knew that such feelings of contentment lead only to a lessening of the mind’s activity and to mediocrity. He needed to be challenged and he was thus stimulated by the call. His entire body was immediately rejuvenated and he required only a small amount of time to prepare himself for the trip at hand. As he neared his house, he brushed the grass and twigs from his tunic and went inside to gather the box and the few other things he would need to take with him on his upcoming journey.


He had been preparing his entire life for this call, even though unbeknownst to him, the threads had only now been woven together in the pattern that allowed for his assistance. It all seemed so natural and correct that Cairn barely broke the stride of his thought as he prepared for his sojourn. Having no magical abilities of his own, the journey would not be a short one, but he looked forward with enthusiasm to the time he would have while traveling to think and plan.


Of course, he would need to call upon his dearest friend and soul-mate, Calyx, whose strength he always relied upon when need reared its possessive head. He was a Moulant, the mysterious benefactors of the tree’s love and affection for time untold. The Moulant were so few on this planet that each and every one was revered and held in the highest esteem by all who knew of them. For Cairn to have been befriended by even a young offspring of one, spoke volumes about his integrity. He was honored to have Calyx as his soul-mate and he celebrated their relationship every moment of his life.


The Moulant heretofore remained the friends of the trees and their Chosen only, and breeding outside their own race was a thing practically unheard of. Yet, Calyx befriended Cairn, and no one ever thought to question the mysterious beast’s choice. Though anomalies both, it was accepted that their union was rooted in purpose. And as the trees passed, the Moulants disappeared from sight. Few were seen anywhere any longer, even with the remaining Chosen. Calyx himself was a giant, catlike animal, red-eyed and almost iridescent, and his fur shimmered in colors of silver, blue and copper. He stood on his hind legs perhaps ten feet tall. His jaw was hinged like that of a snake, and it gave him the ability to open it wider than seemed possible, thus exposing his enormous white teeth to his enemies sight. When in battle, his roar was so loud and resonant that it sent shivers through the bones of anyone within hearing distance.


When Calyx was born, he went immediately to live with Cairn. He arrived unbidden upon his doorstep one day, and both Cairn and Calyx knew instantly that he was there until one or the other passed on, though neither perceived at the time just why they were meant to be together. They lived their lives hand in hand and waited for their calling, not knowing what form it would take.


The Moulant were known to protect their own and their companions with a ferocious possessiveness, as they were so few in number to begin with. They developed a common call, the ‘plea of aid,’ utilized only under circumstances of the greatest mortal peril. When sounded, aid of one form or another would surely arrive in a timely fashion. Their lives were very long ones, and although they usually remained separate and apart from the world of humans and human events, Calyx entered the world of man with design and little trepidation.


Calyx and Cairn shared a bond of love and protection as intense as any parent and child could hope to have. They communicated in their own unique manner, and although Calyx could not speak, he made his feelings known. Cairn had little difficulty understanding his friend, and it often surprised Cairn just how attuned to his thoughts Calyx had grown.


Cairn needed only to sit and think of his need and Calyx would appear, prepared and fully aware of the intention for which he was summoned. Cairn could hear the water splashing a bit upstream as Calyx crossed the current behind the cottage. Within an instant he was at his side, waiting for instructions. The enormous, red-eyed cat with a subtle resemblance to a wolf, a slightly elongated snout, long shimmering fur and a catlike tail that moved slowly and gracefully back and forth, gazed knowingly at his friend for life.


Calyx and Cairn were both ready for the journey ahead. No words of explanation needed to be spoken in order to remind either one of the significance of the occasion. Strangely, Cairn, with Calyx standing majestically next to him, felt as if his life was only now verily beginning. Wide-eyed, they gazed northward toward Baladar and the boy.




Chapter Four


Robyn dar Tamarand, the profligate and prodigal son of the Baron Calipee dar Tamarand, was an adept at the arcane arts, though not always so. It seemed at one time that Robyn had come very close to getting lost in his power, and only when his father, the Baron, ostensibly forced him to choose between his life and his proclivity toward mischievous exhibitionism, did Robyn recognize how far astray he had wandered. Nevertheless, he maintained the cover he had inadvertently created during this dark period in his life, and he hoped to utilize even this to his benefit.


He and his father allowed everyone to believe what they would about Robyn, as they always had. They did not attempt to alter anyone’s perceptions. In fact, they subtly encouraged the negative reputation he had gained in order to provide him with an excuse to remain aloof from the prying eyes and minds of those who could ultimately endanger him. Only his father and a few chosen others knew the truth about this ruse. At a very early age, Robyn’s ample powers were acknowledged, and to protect himself, he continued to manifest a frivolous and carefree attitude so as not to be taken too seriously by anyone whose intentions toward him may not have been healthy.


He was a beautiful boy and an even more handsome adult. He needed no magic to enhance his appearance. Jet black hair hung in thick waves upon his broad shoulders. His dark brown eyes glinted with excitement at whatever task he took on. His skin was of a rich golden-tanned color that highlighted his piercing eyes. Perhaps six feet tall, he was average in height for his part of the world, yet his bearing made him appear to be much taller and broader than he actually was. He carried himself with majesty, as his father proudly recognized.


Robyn was the dream of every young girl in the province, and his aloofness and private ways only enhanced his desirability. His flippant personality masked a somber and serious side that few people witnessed. Even his father portrayed him as a carefree bon vivant, which was partially true. Yet Robyn was far deeper than he appeared to the outside world to be. No living being who had such a mastery of the arcane could be superficial without being extremely dangerous, and although Robyn was quite dangerous himself, he was by no means superficial.


Robyn’s instinctual understanding of magic and the ways of the supernatural far exceeded anyone’s expectations or surmising. He had a natural comprehension of the art, and there was little that he attempted that he could not accomplish. An avid reader, he made considerable use of the vast library at Triesma, the university city south of the capital of Concordia, where his father presided. He was constantly starved for knowledge, and the need to learn was so great in him that it kept him restless and striving. His instincts coupled with his intelligence and commitment to learning created a formidable character. Fortunately, he also sensed the alignment of sides and he incontrovertibly chose the side of the light.


His rapport with the tree who had chosen him was intimate and productive. Oddly, he never had a doubt in his own mind that he would be chosen by Promanthea, the name he appended to his bond-mate, though the circumstances surrounding the process in his case were unusual and unprecedented. As a young child, he communicated with it and felt closer to the tree than anything or anyone else. His tree was a central and essential part of his life for as long as he could remember. Even his father was excluded from the circle of intimacy that he closed with his tree. Such was the way with the Chosen, and families were often left out of what would be the most important relationship in their child’s life. Promanthea allowed him his diversions when he was young, and Robyn came to believe them as intentional. Had he not neared the precipice early in his impetuous life, he may neither have understood its compelling danger nor recognized its shameless threat.


Robyn received the summons with glee, as if he had been waiting all the while for just such a call. He was well prepared and more than ready to attend to the task at hand. Sitting in the soft and aromatic cleft of a large branch of Promanthea, Robyn lifted his head and gazed at the ceiling of leaves above him. As he did so, the softness of the cushion supporting his head solidified immediately into a rough branch, reacting to the absence of his body warmth. The canopy of branches and the foliage above him shivered in anxious anticipation of the travels in store for him, chiming and clacking melodiously.


Closing his eyes, he began the trance inducing humming that brought him into synchronization with his tree. Shortly, he was carried, like a leaf caught in the rapidly moving water of a rushing river, into the surging energy of Promanthea. Together they traveled for some time, as Robyn liked to describe his communication with his tree. Although he remained in a state of stasis during the process, it felt as if he was traveling, and traveling at mind-boggling speeds. When he finally came to rest, although no words were spoken, he was full of the knowledge that he needed and he had the answers to the questions that he never even consciously asked.
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