
        
            
                
            
        

    Table of Contents
 
 
	Epilogue: The Prophecy
	Chapter 1: To Begin
	Chapter 2: Under Attack
	Chapter 3: In the Forest 
	Chapter 4: Meeting a Dragon
	Chapter 5: Becoming a Dragon's Son
	Chapter 6: Now a Young Man
	Chapter 7: The Princess
	Chapter 8: Strange Things
	Chapter 9: Promises
	Chapter 10: Trouble at the River
	Chapter 11: The Start of the Journey 
	Chapter 12: All In Time
	Chapter 13: A Runaway
	Chapter 14: In The King’s Castle
	Chapter 15: Princess and Prophecy
	Chapter 16: Explanations
	Chapter 17: Two Hearts
	Chapter 18: Dark Mysteries
	Chapter 19: The Last Piece of Home
	Prologue: The Witch
	About the Author




 
 
 
 
 
 
Tales of the Wovlen:
 
The Dragon’s Son
 
 
 
 
 
Kathryn Fogleman
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://kathrynjfogleman.com/
 






 
Tales of the Wovlen: The Dragon’s Son
Copyright © 2013
Kathryn Fogleman, http://kathrynjfogleman.com
ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. This book contains material protected under International and Federal Copyright Laws and Treaties. Any unauthorized reprint or use of this material is prohibited. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system without express written permission from the author / publisher. 
Independent publishing and design services were provided by
Melinda Martin of http://TheHelpyHelper.com.






 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Dedicated to God the Father,
 
who created the world and the universe
 
and the human imagination.
 
And also to my mother,
 
who saw a gift in me and encouraged it to grow.
 
She has been my cheerleader to the very last letter.
 



Epilogue: The Prophecy
The world you have known is passed away.
It cannot come back, it cannot stay.
The time has come, the shadow has woken.
Your kingdom is gone, your people are broken.
 
One will arise from among you; a dragon-slayer's son,
Turned a prince of dragons, now a dragon's son.
Dragon shall fight dragon, and dragons shall unite.
The son shall be your king; a protector grown to fight
 
A princess fair, a silver star on her golden head.
A witch powerful: both shall rise and tread.
One must overcome the other, a dual of fate
To free land of shadow or fill with darkness great.
 
The dragon's son must share the dragon's blood,
Unite the broken, darkness flood.
Save the princess, share the light, undo hate,
Slay the dragon cursed to free the land of a dark fate.
 
Sit he shall on the throne, Bowen's blood, in mountain lone.
Rule he will, no more hated, no more cursed to roam.
Blood shall stain his hands and mind forever
And dragon's blood will leave his heart and veins never.

This was not going over well at all. In fact, it was turning into a fight. Of course, Bowen had not expected his older brother, Sloan, to readily accept the thought of placing new kings on the four thrones, but he had not supposed Sloan would act so immaturely either. Sloan had changed, and sadly, for the worse.
 
“I’ll be dead before I see all four of the thrones in the hands of a younger brother!” Sloan’s voice boomed through the stone courtroom of the Great Mountain.
 
Bowen straightened his shoulders and flexed his chest muscles. “I was not speaking of a younger brother, Sloan. The thrones deserve to go to the ones whom you have mistreated. Our time is over.” He made the statement as calmly as he could.
 
Sloan stood in flustered thought for a moment. His wide eyes shifted from Bowen to the polished granite table. He then looked sharply at his younger brother. “Give it up to the common folk? Are you mad?” he asked in a quiet, hoarse voice. “We are the line of kings! If you do not believe our older brother, Wolfspar, is capable of ruling the kingdom as high king, then he must step down and the next eldest in line must take the high throne, which would be me!” Sloan slammed his fist on the table, adding emphasis to his words. The sound echoed throughout the huge room.
 
“I do not deem you capable of taking on the high throne either,” Bowen said as he spread his hands out on the cool, smooth table before him. “Our time as kings is over. It is time for a new line of kings to be brought forth.” He added in a quiet tone, “It is the word of Dayspring. Master Felnost, Dayspring's prophet, passed these words on to me. You know that we cannot ignore them.”
 
A deadly silence reined throughout the great room for a long moment, and the two brothers glared at each other. Sloan fingered his sword hilt, and Bowen refused to lower his eyes from Sloan's. 
 
Suddenly, there was a high-pitched scream. A cold shiver crawled up Bowen's back. Cries of fear and horror followed the scream and began to fill the stone halls of the mountain with their echoes, “A dragon!”
 
Both men stood straight to attention at the sudden cries. 
 
Bowen turned toward the mouth of the cave to look over the lands that stretched out from the mountain's shadow.
 
“Master Felnost's words are coming to pass. I'm out of time,” Bowen gasped as the terrified screams of warning rang in his ears.
 
Like the sound of an arrow shot into a tree, there was a thump, and pain shot up Bowen’s left arm. A sharp yell entered his throat and escaped from his mouth unexpectedly. He slowly raised his arm and was shocked to see Sloan's dagger embedded in his tricep. He looked back at his brother with the pain of this terrible betrayal evident in his eyes. How could Sloan do this? But when Bowen saw the smug look that his older brother wore, he realized that Sloan had no remorse over this cruel deed.
 
“No one is going to take the throne from me,” Sloan hissed. “Not you and not Master Felnost. I don't care if Felnost is some great prophet who hears from your tight-fingered deity! He cannot dictate my actions to me! But you, especially you, my younger brother, will never have the throne!”
 
Bowen stared at his brother for a moment in complete shock. Sloan had just verbally rejected Dayspring! Now he had really gone too far. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. With his good hand, he grasped the dagger that extended from his left arm and slowly withdrew it. Bolts of pain shot through his arm as he pulled on the knife. He dropped the bloody dagger onto the stone floor and glared at his brother.
 
“How can you deny Dayspring?” he asked with a fire glowing in his eye. “Felnost said that if you do not give up the throne willingly, it will turn to dust in your cold, dead hands and our people will be killed and scattered.” Bowen balled his fists and tightened every muscle in his body, “I don't want this prophecy to come to pass. I will do whatever it takes to save our people.”
 
The mountains shook with a great roar from outside that echoed through the chambers. 
 
Sloan charged over the table with an angry shout and collided into Bowen. He wrapped his hands around Bowen’s throat and shoved him backward toward the great opening of the cave. He slammed Bowen against the old stone railing of the mighty balcony and pushed him against it, threatening to push him over and to the ground nearly a mile below. Bowen struggled against his brother fiercely, twisting his strong wrists and kicking him but to no avail.
 
“It’s not yours! It’s mine!” Sloan hissed with a mad flame in his green eyes. He pushed Bowen further back on the balcony.
 
Bowen's muscles were on fire from the strain of the fight, and his back felt like it was going to snap across the hard stone railing. The toes of his boots were barely touching the floor, and his hands, clamped to the railing behind him, were slowly slipping. He was certain it was his end. He let go of the railing and grabbed Sloan's arms again. He desperately tried to free himself of his brother's choke hold when a mighty roar arched across the sky above, causing both men to pause their struggle and look up.
 
A great red dragon soared gracefully through the bright sky. His giant red wings were spread far apart, his massive tail flowed gently behind him in the wind, and his crimson scales glittered in the sunlight, casting him as a sharp contrast against the blue sky. Orange and yellow flames shot from his mouth and vanished in the fall air, leaving behind curls of black smoke. He spiraled toward the village on the ground with roars of fiendish delight erupting from his mouth between flame bursts. 
 
At the sight of the dragon, Sloan’s face drained of blood, and his fingers loosed from around Bowen's neck. He sprinted for the door inside the giant stone room. Bowen fell to his knees, rubbing his throat and gasping for air. The rusty hinges of the inside door squeaked, diverting his mind from his pain to the only escape out of the stone room. He stood and turned toward the door. 
 
Sloan looked at him from the doorway with a malicious glow on his face. “Perhaps you are right, Bowen. Perhaps the kingdom will come to ruin. But as long as that happens, then no other will have the throne for themselves, will they?” he smirked before slamming the door shut behind him.
 
Bowen ran up to the door and yanked on the lever, ripping skin from the pads of his fingers in his effort. Sloan had locked the door. There was no other way out. Bowen spun around to the cave opening just in time to see the enormous red dragon fly directly past it. “It will pass the cave mouth again,” he said to himself as a wild idea sprung into his head. He sprinted over to the wall opposite of the door and took a large rope from a hook. Swinging the rope over his shoulder, he ran up to the cave mouth and watched as the dragon circled in the air gracefully and prepared to pass the hanging balcony.
 
Just as the dragon came low, Bowen charged forward, up onto the railing, and jumped into the air. He landed atop the enormous shoulder of the red dragon with a thud that jarred his whole body. He leaned close to the beast's warm scales to catch his breath as the chilly air rushed past him.
 
The dragon looked back at Bowen with intense glowing eyes, yellow and with deep, narrow, black slits for pupils. It bared sharp, ivory fangs and growled loudly, sending warm vibrations through its body, voicing its displeasure with Bowen.
 
Bowen cringed as his injured arm throbbed with numbness and pain. Warm, sticky blood blew and the cold rushing wind blew up his shirt and past his ears, but he paid little heed to that. He scrambled up the shining, ruby scales to the base of the dragon’s neck as quickly as he could, using every muscle in his body. When he was settled on the dragon's neck, he swiftly took the rope from his shoulder and uncoiled it. He tied a knot at the end, swung it around his head once, and tossed it underneath the right side of the dragon’s thick, scaly neck. He then kicked the dragon fiercely with the heel of his left boot. 
 
The dragon roared and instinctively flew to the right and then down to avoid another harsh jab. This, however, brought the rope out and up to Bowen on the left side. He caught and tied the rope fast around the dragon's neck, much to the beast’s dismay. He took a firm hold of the loose end of the rope with his left hand, drew his sword with his right hand, and stood, bending his knees slightly to help steady himself on the gliding dragon.
 
The dragon looked back at Bowen with a warning growl. Black smoke rose from its nostrils as its deep eyes sinisterly studied the man that stood on its back. But when it saw the raised sword in Bowen's hand, it let out a roar of surprise and fear and dove for the ground in panic.
 
Bowen braced himself with the rope as the dragon sped for the ground. He blinked the water from his eyes and raised his silvery sword high for the fatal blow to the dragon’s spine. He tightened his arm muscles and glanced briefly up at the green stone that was on the pommel of his sword. He then closed his eyes tightly and plunged the blade forward. As he brought his sword down with all of his might, the dragon swerved, throwing Bowen off balance and driving his sword into the side of the dragon’s neck.
 
The dragon let out a roar and turned on its side as hot blood sprayed across Bowen's face. Bowen turned his sword loose and grasped the rope with both arms as he began to fall through the air. He hit the end of the rope, and a dreadful crack from his left shoulder made him cry out in pain and turn the rope loose. He hit the leaf-covered ground with his feet then rolled to a stop.
 
The dragon landed not far from him with an irritated hiss, knocking down trees and creating a rain of golden leaves from the impact of his land. Bowen slowly stood up from the ground and cringed as his shoulder throbbed. He watched as the dragon reached back to dislodge the sword from its neck.
 
The beast grabbed the sword hilt carefully with its teeth and pulled with a growl. There was a crack from his scales as he drew the sword out. A long rend in his flesh grew as he pulled the sword free from his body. The dragon dropped the sword on the ground and raised its head, howling in pain. Dark blood slowly oozed from its cracked ruby scales, soaking the rope that was tied about its neck. The beast glared at Bowen with certain death held in its piercing yellow eyes and let out a sharp hiss. Its tail twitched viciously as it began to dig its claws into the earth below—a cat and mouse game but on a much larger scale.
 
An arrow whizzed by Bowen and bounced off the dragon’s scales, then another and another. Bowen dropped to the ground and covered his head while the dragon spun in circles and hissed at the trees that hid his attackers. The beast spread mighty, scarlet wings and leaped skyward, propelling its huge body into the air. It circled the treetops once then flew away, blowing fire, with the rope still trailing from its neck.
 
“Bowen! King Bowen, are you all right?” a man’s voice rang out. Several men emerged from the trees and helped Bowen to his feet.
 
“I am well. I can make it,” Bowen said with effort as he again stood to his feet. “We must move everyone away from that mountain as quickly as possible.” 
 
One of the men tore off Bowen’s bloody left sleeve and began to examine his wound and shoulder. “Your shoulder has been pulled out,” he stated gravely then looked closely at the bloody wound. “This is a knife wound!” he exclaimed and looked up at Bowen. “Who has stabbed you?” he demanded.
 
Bowen shook his head and pushed the man’s hands down. “I cannot be worried about that now. There are others who will be consumed if we do not vacate the mountain now.” 
 
“But King Sloan has taken the army and has ordered that we stand our ground,” another man said.
 
Bowen raised both eyebrows in alarm. “That dragon is too old to be conquered by arrows and steal. He will slay all of you. We must vacate.” He stared down at the ground sadly. “Sloan is not in his right mind. All of what is happening was a prediction of wise Master Felnost,” he said, looking up at the men. “We can do nothing to stop it. Our sins have set our fate in stone.”
 
All of the men were quiet for a moment until the man that had examined Bowen’s shoulder rubbed his chin with a sigh. “It was Sloan’s knife that pierced you, was it not?” he asked.
 
Bowen nodded his head slowly.
 
The man spat on the ground and hissed, as did the other men. “Curse Sloan! He is the one that has brought this dragon’s curse upon us! It is punishment from above!” one of the men said.
 
“There is still hope for Sloan!” Bowen protested. “But we must not be bothered with this argument now. We must remove the innocent lives that will be slain if we do not act.” 
 
The men all became silent and nodded their heads in agreement, gripping their weapons more tightly in readiness.
 
One of the young men brought Bowen his sword, stained with dragon's blood, and presented it to him. “Your sword, Masgaroth, sire,” he said.
 
“Bowen, my lord, you are wounded. Are you able to wield Masgaroth?” the first man asked as Bowen reached out to take his sword.
 
Bowen gripped the sword. He raised it for all to see the long, silvery blade engraved with ancient runes and two gold dragons caressing a glowing egg-shaped green stone on its pommel. “It is my left arm that is wounded, not my sword arm,” he said.
 
Suddenly, a large group of men on horseback burst through the trees, drawing all of the attention. The leader of the cavalry halted his horse and turned to Bowen.
 
“Bowen, the dragon is attacking the village below the mountain!” the horseman said as he halted his horse before Bowen. “What are your orders?”
 
“Doan, take your men, go to the edge of the city, and try to stall the beast. I will send my men to get the women and children out!” Bowen ordered.
 
“Aye, sir!” The horseman blew on a trumpet to order his men to form a charge line. “What of our older brother, Wolfspar?” the horseman asked with concern etched on his face. “He is still in the mountain with our families.”
 
Bowen looked toward the Great Mountain then back at his younger brother on horseback. “I will go after them. If I do not return when the village is empty, go on without us.” He raised Masgaroth higher. “You understand this completely? Go on without us.” He then turned to the man beside him. “Gavin, take command of my company in my absence and get all of the people out of the village and out of the forest.” He placed a hand on the man’s shoulder. “And Dayspring will spare whom He sees fit.” He waited until the man nodded, and then he turned and charged through the trees toward the great stone mountain that he used to call home. As he surged past the trees, Master Felnost's prophetic words rang through his mind, perhaps for the last time:
 
“You cannot change what has been divinely declared. Those you hold dear not all of them can you save, and the events set in motion you cannot stop. Defeat the dragon you will not, but Dayspring will send one who can. One of your descendants will reunite your people. He will fight dragon with dragon and slay them both. He, a dragon slayer's son, will become a Dragon's Son. And because you will not live to see that day, I will tell you his name; his name will be Keegan.”
 
 



Chapter 1: To Begin
A strong-framed boy of eleven and with bright blue eyes, paced impatiently before a small wooden house with a grass thatched roof. He ran his fingers through his shaggy brown hair and looked at the little house. “He should be done by now,” he huffed quietly to himself. 
 
He paused his pacing to stare at a crooked gray twig on the ground by his feet. He knelt down, picked it up, and began to draw curious lines in the moist dirt before him. When he finished drawing, a “W” with arrowheads on its ends and a crown in the center was etched in the dark earth, just as it was on his shoulder. 
 
All of his family had the same mark. His friends had the “W” mark, too, but without the crown in the center. They were all forced to have it. Its purpose was to keep cities safe from barbarians, but the definition of “barbarian” had spread to an entire group of people, good and bad, known as the Wovlens. Keegan rubbed his right shoulder where his mark was. Every Wovlen he had ever met had the same mark, and, for every Wovlen, the mark was a curse.
 
Keegan's parents and friends had tried to live a simple, normal life, but everything normal changed when a law passed that separated the Wovlen people from the rest of the world. The law was originally created for madmen that had come from the Wovlen people. It was supposed to keep them out of the cities. But now, because of the madmen, every Wovlen had a “W” on his right shoulder, and none of them could live a peaceful life in society. Every person without the mark hated them.
 
Keegan stood and kicked his drawing into oblivion. Then he leaned against a wood post and crossed his arms across his chest. The post smelled strongly of sweaty horses, but Keegan didn't mind. He had been a nomad most of his life and had grown up with that smell. 
 
He closed his eyes as unwelcome memories flooded his mind of his short life as a nomad, a reject, a Wovlen hated by “normal” people. He remembered the sting of a switch across his back, the jolt of a mud clot striking his face, and the pain of rejection in his heart. The rejection was what hurt him most of all. He had always known rejection, just as he had known the smell of horses, but he had never grown used to rejection. He never wanted to get used to it. He didn't believe it was something a human should get used to.
 
Keegan opened his eyes and shook himself, trying to forget the painful memories. He pushed off the wooden post and began pacing again. After a moment, he paused and huffed impatiently with a roll of his eyes. “Come, Torry!” he yelled loudly. “Aren't you done with your chores yet? I want to go play with you in the meadow!”
 
After a moment of silence, another boy near the same age as Keegan with cropped, auburn hair came out from behind the humble hut that Keegan had been pacing in front of. 
 
“No, Keegan, I am not done with my chores,” Torry answered with a grin on his face. “I am afraid that I shall never be done with my chores, for I shall have to do them again tomorrow.” Keegan slapped his knee as both boys chuckled. “Well, that is expected. But are you done with them for today?” Keegan asked. 
 
“Yes, my lord,” Torry replied with a twinkle in his eye. 
 
“Torry, I have told you not to call me that!” Keegan scolded. The two friends began to walk down the narrow street toward the meadow that lay just outside of the village.
 
“Get over it,” Torry answered. “You are a popular dragon slayer’s son. You are the son of our leader’s second-in-command, and if I have anything to say about your future, you will become an even more popular dragon slayer than your father,” he said and poked Keegan in the ribs.
 
Keegan punched Torry on the shoulder and shook his head at his friend's persistence in annoying him, but he was grateful for it. Keegan often looked at life negatively, and Torry was always there to remind him of the bright side of life.
 
Keegan’s father was Barden, a well-known dragon slayer. Barden and Keegan's uncle, Boyden, were the leaders of a small group of Wovlens living in the wilds. Their people had become so rejected by others that they could no longer buy, sell, or trade. So, Keegan’s father and uncle decided to risk starting their own settlement in the wilds where no king owned land. They chose to settle in the Dragon’s Plains near the Dragon’s Forest. This ancient forest and the plains connected to it demanded fear from outsiders because demonic beasts dwelt in these lands. Dragons. Few people or armies that ventured into these lands were ever seen or heard from again. No king wanted the land or the forest, so it was left to the dragons… and now to the Wovlens.
 
Making the plains their home was not without peril. The people had encountered one dragon since they had settled there, and, thankfully, Barden had killed it. Keegan shuddered as he remembered the dragon. The sight of the enormous creature had stabbed fear into his heart. The beast had been so large and powerful. Giant, roaring bonfires erupted from its nostrils and mouth. It had fangs that were as large as swords, talons that were sharp as knives, and a tail that could have destroyed a stone wall. It had been a gallant and beautiful creature. So beautiful and powerful that it had also filled Keegan with an awe that made him love the beast and regret its demise. He secretly decided that the creature had somehow bewitched him before it died. But he wished to keep that bit of information to himself, for fear that his people might think him a Valad Drakoan: a dragon’s son.
 
“Thinking about the dragon?” Torry's question snapped Keegan out of thought.
 
“Hey, now. You promised you wouldn't mention that again,” Keegan said.
 
Torry smiled. “Sorry. I couldn't help myself. I can just tell what you are thinking.” He winked at Keegan.
 
“You can always tell what I’m thinking,” Keegan grinned.
 
“It’s because of my lineage,” Torry said proudly. “I'm supposed to know what one is thinking, just like you are supposed to hate dragons. You will be a great dragon hunter someday, just like your grandfather.”
 
“Ho, ho! Why so sure?” Keegan asked. “Remember that dragons terrify me.”
 
“I am sure you will be a great dragon hunter, because I am demanding it of you,” Torry said. “Dragon hunting is exciting, and I like to be where the excitement is. And it is no secret, my friend, that you and I are inseparable. So, all my problems will be solved when you become a dragon slayer, and I will have a fulfilling life of excitement.”
 
Keegan elbowed Torry. “You are the embodiment of excitement already!”
 
“Oh, but I also want to follow in the footsteps of a great man. Mother says it’s only proper. You must become that great man, Keegan, just like your father and grandfather.” Torry sighed wistfully, “I would have given my life to be Gilbowen's squire.”
 
Keegan rolled his eyes. “My grandfather was a great man, and I am sure I would be much more fond of him if I would have had the chance to meet him. But his greatness did not last, and his reputation did not pass down to his children or grandchildren. Besides, I do not aspire to be like my grandfather,” Keegan said with a glance up at the sky.
 
Torry rolled his eyes with a huff. “Oh, yes, you want to be like Bowen the Great,” he mocked.
 
“And why not? Bowen has always been my favorite hero of legend!” Keegan said with emphasis. “Legend says Bowen killed five dragons in one night, battled a giant red dragon twice, tried to kill a dark sorcerer, then lead the people of the fallen mountain city to safety… all in a fortnight!” Keegan sighed, “Who does not want to be like Bowen the Great?”
 
Torry stopped Keegan in his tracks at the edge of the village. “The tales also say that the Wovlen people had been rich and powerful before the rise of the giant red dragon and that they had been a great nation. How silly does that sound?” Torry crossed his arms.
 
Keegan shrugged and looked down. “I know. It’s silly.”
 
“Really, Keegan, all of the legends are different, and most of them seem to make Bowen the Great larger than life. It is silly to aspire to be an imaginary person!” Torry said.
 
“But some of it might be true!” Keegan protested.
 
Torry sighed and shook his head, “My dear friend, how am I going to make a great dragon slayer of renown out of you if you are frolicking in a world of fantasy?”
 
Both boys were silent until Torry clapped Keegan on the arm. “Come on! We’re late!” he joked with a wink. Keegan looked toward the meadow to see that most of the other children were already gathered there. He grinned, and both boys bolted for the assembly of youngsters.
 
When they came to the group of children, a very tall boy with unruly brown hair greeted them. “Well, we were almost to believe that the two of you were not going to come play,” the tall boy teased with a large smile and a twinkle in his eye.
 
“Oh, Saul, we would never! Miss playing ball?” Torry hopped on one foot in a circle to express his excitement.
 
The tall boy laughed. “Okay. Pick a team. But make sure that you and Keegan don't get on the same team! The two of you together are unconquerable!”
 
Torry glanced at Keegan and winked with a grin. Just then, a young girl with long, brown braids trotted up to Keegan and pulled on his shirt. “Oh, Keegan, won't you come play with my team? Please say yes!” She looked up at Keegan and fluttered her eyes pleadingly. Keegan shrugged and nodded his head in answer.
 
“Yay! Keegan is going to join our team,” she sang as she skipped off to her group.
 
“I knew she would do that,” Keegan whispered to Torry with a roll of his eyes.
 
“Well, everyone knows how sweet Brainna is on you,” Torry snickered. “I will join Saul's team. Don't cry when I whip your tail!” he added as he hurried to his team.
 
The two groups separated, and the tall boy, Saul, stepped between them with a ball held in the crook of his arm. He waited until the two groups became quiet, then he spoke up. “All of you know the rules, and you know what I'll do if they’re broken. Let’s make this a fun game for all.” He set the ball down on the ground and waited as another boy from the opposing team came forward. They stood face to face with the ball between them, and they placed their hands behind their back. Saul counted to three. They both kicked at the ball until one of them sent it toward his team, then everyone began to kick and fight for the ball all across the field with loud shouts and screams of delight.
 
About an hour into the game, Keegan paused when he saw a dark form lingering in the shadow of the trees near the forest. He tripped on someone's boot and fell to the ground with a grunt. He bounced back up to his feet, but instead of going back to the game, he stopped and stared at the dark form.
 
It was a stranger dressed in a concealing black cloak, sitting on a horse near the border of the forest, appearing to watch the nearby farmers work in the fields. Something about this stranger made Keegan’s gut twist into knots. He froze where he stood and watched the stranger intently, unsure of what to do about the discomfort he felt.
 
The stranger’s horse seemed quite uncomfortable with being so near the woods. His ears were laid back, his tail swished from side to side, and he stomped his back feet nervously. The horse glanced at the dark trees behind him and paused with both ears erect. His dark, glistening eyes stared intently at something in the trees. He raised his tail slightly then snorted and laid his ears back as he raised his head. The horse jumped away from the trees with a shriek and charged toward the playing children, all to the stranger's complete surprise.
 
All of the children were quite aware of the stranger now and watched in stunned silence as he lost his seat on his horse and hit the ground like a sack of potatoes. Saul and Torry ran to help the groaning man as soon as the horse was clear. The rest of the children slowly followed them, leaving the ball behind. 
 
Keegan hesitated a moment then darted for the frightened horse that hurried by him with a snort and raised tail. “Whoa! Whoa!” Keegan called as he hurried after the horse. The horse slowed his pace and trotted in a circle, unsure of what he was doing or who was calling him.
 
“Whoa! Easy, boy!” Keegan said loudly but gently as he closed the distance between him and the frightened creature. The horse paused and turned to face Keegan with large, alert eyes. His sides heaved in and out, nostrils flaring and muscles quivering, ready to turn and run if Keegan made a wrong move. 
 
Keegan walked slowly and cautiously up to the black steed, whispering to him as he did. He caught hold of the leather reins when he was in range and walked the nervous animal in several circles as he spoke kind, soft words to calm him. When the horse had calmed down, Keegan lead him to the group that had gathered around the fallen rider. He arrived just in time to see Torry and Saul both help the dazed man sit up.
 
The man shook his head then looked around with wide eyes at the group of children surrounding him. Thin, stringy black hair fell around his pale, angular face. From his left temple to his right cheek, a deep, jagged scar, like lightening, was etched across his face. His right eye was dark gray, and his left eye had a cataract, due to the scar that ran across it.
 
Keegan swallowed hard when the man’s eyes landed on him with a glare. The scar across the man's face made Keegan’s gut twist, and the intensity of the man's gray stare made the hair on the back of Keegan's neck stand on end. Evil was all over this man.
 
“Are you all right, sir?” Saul asked breaking the silence.
 
The man’s eyes flashed, and he looked away from Keegan. Without acknowledging Saul, the man jumped to his feet and jerked the horse’s reins out of Keegan’s hand. He swung onto the black steed, turned, and began galloping toward the west, kicking and cursing the horse as he went.
 
“Nice sort of fellow, isn’t he?” Saul said sarcastically, though the atmosphere was far from merry.
 
All the children were feeling uncomfortable now and began to disperse toward the village, except Keegan who stood looking after the black rider with a thoughtful expression and a cold chill slowly creeping up his spine.
 
“What is it, Keegan?” Torry asked.
 
Saul came up to Torry's side and shaded his eyes as he, too, watched the distant rider disappear into the distance. 
 
“That man was… do you think that man was spying on our village?” Keegan looked at Torry with wide eyes. Torry was silent and looked down. He seemed to shudder, while Saul wore a thoughtful look on his face. “Well, I’m not sure what he was doing, but he sent a shiver down my back. Did you see his face?” Saul asked and looked down at Keegan. “He had that ugly scar going all the way across his face and a glare to match it.” Saul paused to study on his own words before shrugging. “He was bound to be up to no good.”
 
All three boys stood in silence for a moment until Torry sighed uneasily. “Well, anyway, he’s gone now, and it is near time for the evening meal,” he said hastily, trying to break the silence.
 
“You're right,” Keegan shrugged and turned around toward the village. He stopped short, though, when he noticed two riders coming from the east, and his heart began to overflow with joy as he recognized them.
 
“Is that your father and brother?” Torry asked slowly.
 
Keegan didn't answer. Instead, he bolted for the two riders, his body teaming with energy and his heart pounding. One of the riders quickened his horse's pace to a canter when he saw Keegan.
 
“Father! It’s you! You’re back!” Keegan cried and began to laugh as he ran through the field toward his father. Keegan’s father halted his horse, slid off its back, and caught Keegan in his arms, chuckling warmly as he embraced him.
 
The other rider, Keegan’s brother, came up alongside them and slid off his horse, grinning from ear to ear. “Hello, Keegan. I think you’ve grown another couple of thumbs,” he said with a twinkle in his blue eyes.
 
“Thank you, Braidden! I’ll be as tall as you or taller someday,” Keegan said with a very large smile as he looked at his brother. 
 
“Perhaps,” Braidden replied with a wink, running his fingers through his cropped, wavy black hair, “but not too soon.”
 
“I hope that your mother is not exhausted from all the cooking she must have been doing in order to make you grow so tall in such a short time,” Keegan’s father said with a chuckle.
 
All three walked toward the village while Keegan recounted to his father and brother all that had happened during the month that they had been gone. His joy at the moment covered every pain or unhappy thought of the past, and it whisked away the thought and fear of the encounter with the scarred man in black.
 

 
After the evening meal, there was plenty of talk. Keegan’s father happily reported that he and Braidden had slain a dragon and seen a man called Walneff Felnost. Keegan and Alia had never met this Walneff Felnost but had heard stories of him. He was credited with being an odd person and a wise man that many even called Master. Keegan’s mother had spoken of Walneff with great fondness but only a few times. He wasn’t usually an object of great discussion with anyone. Keegan didn’t know why, nor did he much care. He preferred to know more about his father's adventures.
 
All too soon, the recount of the dragon hunt was over, but Keegan’s father and brother began to present gifts to the family, much to everyone’s surprise and delight. Keegan’s mother received a beautiful comb to put in her silky, dark red hair, which she promptly did. Alia, Keegan’s little sister, received a new doll and necklace, which made her brown eyes twinkle in sheer delight. Keegan was last but not least. Braidden gave Keegan a dagger. It was simple but very nice. The hilt was covered in red leather with a gold “K” etched beautifully into the scabbard and handle.
 
“Thank you, Braidden,” Keegan said with a shy smile. 
 
“Don't act so modest. I know you'll brag to all the boys in the morning,” Braidden responded with a grin.
 
“Now, Keegan, I have a gift for you. I am sorry that I missed your birthday, but I think this should make up for it,” Keegan’s father said with a familiar twinkle in his bright blue eyes. “Now close your eyes.”
 
Keegan did as he was told with excitement bubbling inside him. He listened carefully but could not hear his father digging in the saddlebags for a gift. It sounded like he was reaching into his pocket.
 
Just then, Keegan heard his mother and sister both gasp. “Oh! It’s so pretty!” Alia exclaimed, followed by Mother hushing her.
 
“Give me your hand, Keegan,” his father ordered kindly.
 
Keegan stretched his hand forward, and he felt his father drop something cold, hard, and small into his hand.
 
“Now open your eyes,” his father instructed.
 
Keegan opened his eyes and gasped in awe when he saw his gift. In his hand was a beautiful silver ring. It had a bright, shining ruby embedded in the center, and two golden dragons on either side of the ruby seemed to be caressing it, making it the most stunning ring Keegan had ever seen.
 
“The dragon that your brother and I killed had that jewel,” Keegan’s father explained. “As we hunted the beast, we both noticed something very bright and beautiful on the side of its face. When we finally ended it, we found that it was this very jewel,” said his father, smiling.
 
The gem twinkled brightly, and beautiful colors danced around the room. Reds, blues, and greens flashed on the walls and ceiling, jumping, shaking, and twinkling every time Keegan moved. It was brilliant and dazzling.
 
“Walneff told me that it was a dragon stone,” Barden said. “It is a very rare jewel.”
 
Keegan’s mother smiled at her husband and looked around the room with a sigh. “Just like the sayings of old,” she said quietly then stood and looked at her daughter. “Well then, Alia, be a kind lass and help your mother clean the dishes,” she said as she picked up a few wooden bowls and started off to the washtub. Alia glanced once more at Keegan’s ring then followed her mother.
 
Keegan gazed carefully at his ring. It was beautiful, so full of glory and mystery, just like a dragon. It was the most wonderful gift he had ever received.
 
“It is too big for you to wear now so I also brought you this.” Keegan’s father laid a silver chain on the table in front of him.
 
Keegan smiled and placed the ring on the chain then slipped it over his neck. He ran around the table and wrapped his arms around his father’s neck. “Oh, thank you, Father,” he said. “It is the best gift ever!”
 
His father embraced him tightly. “I’m just glad that you like it, Son,” he whispered.
 
Keegan then turned to Braidden with a bashful face. “I like your gift also, Braidden. I shall be using it a lot,” he said, hoping that Braidden would not be offended that he liked Father's gift better.
 
Braidden waved his hand with a smile. “Don’t speak in such an apologetic way, Keegan. Father’s gift does outshine mine, and I know that you will use the knife plenty.” He ran his fingers through Keegan’s shaggy, brown hair and roughed it up.
 
“Hey!” Keegan wrapped his arm around his brother’s neck and pulled him to the floor where the two of them began to wrestle.
 
After a moment, Keegan’s mother came into the room with Alia at her side. “Come now, off to bed with the lot of you,” she said as she placed her hands on her hips. The boys got up off the earthen floor and ran to the other room while Alia quietly pranced after them. Keegan's father laughed and called out, “Good night, children. Sleep well!”
 
The words “Sleep well” filled the small house as all settled down for a peaceful night.
 



Chapter 2: Under Attack
Keegan brought an armload of firewood into the family dining area and dropped it onto the floor. He began placing the wood in a nice, orderly fashion by the fire with one hand while his other hand fingered his new ring that lay against his chest.
 
He smiled as he remembered the expressions of awe on the other boys’ faces when he had shown them his ring that morning. Some of them had given him some fine trinkets just so they could hold it or touch it. Saul had offered to polish it for him twice a week. Bart, Torry’s little brother, had given him a sling and a single bear’s tooth so he could hold it twice. However, Keegan had allowed Torry to hold his ring without any charge. Torry was Keegan’s best friend. He held a few embarrassing things over Keegan’s head, and he had helped Keegan get out of many a predicament. The least Keegan could do was let Torry hold his ring free of charge. 
 
As he thought, he soon began to feel like he was the morning meal boiling in the pot over the fire. He finished stacking the wood then hurried back outside into the cool morning air. When he was outside, Keegan noticed Braidden making his way toward the house with an armload of wood. He was not by himself, however. A young, lovely girl was walking with him.
 
It was Eloria, Braidden’s “sweetheart” as some of the others put it. She was Brainna’s eldest sister, as well as the prettiest of the five sisters in the Teldor house. She had long, silky black hair that had beautiful red waves when the sun touched them. Her eyes were a deep, glittering brown, and she was kind and joyful, not to mention graceful, in all that she did. Nearly every lad in the village Braidden’s age had his eye on Eloria, but it seemed that Braidden had captured Eloria’s attention, which made Keegan proud in a way. It gave him a foothold among many of the other boys and gave him plenty of bragging rights about his brother. However, the silly “love business” had never enthralled Keegan, and he rolled his eyes as he slowly sauntered toward his brother and Eloria, mischievous plots running through his head.
 
“Thank you for carrying the wood for me, Braidden,” Eloria said in her normal, sweet tone of voice. “It was very kind of you to help my sisters and me.”
 
“It is the least that I can do, Eloria. I am glad to help,” Braidden replied with a shy and kind smile on his face. “And I do hope that your father begins to feel well soon.”
 
“Thank you. I’m sure he will. His wound is already healing very quickly,” Eloria said, inclining her head slightly. “Thank you for your help.” She turned and skipped off toward her family hut with her dark, wavy locks bouncing freely behind her as she went.
 
Braidden’s gaze followed her for a moment, and then he turned and was startled to find Keegan standing right in front of him. “Oh. Hello, Keegan. I certainly don’t have to look down at you anymore. We are almost face to face now,” Braidden said with a wiry grin spreading across his face.
 
“I already gathered wood for the fire,” Keegan pointed at the wood in his brother’s arms, “so you might as well take the rest of that to Eloria and tell her that it was the ‘least you could do’,” Keegan teased. “Or perhaps you would just dump the load in my arms and then trot off to see how else you could help Raven Head and her sisters before another lad comes along and tries to sweep her off her feet. I doubt anyone could do such a thing, however. You already have her too high in your arms for another lad to reach, and she has got her feathers preened and set for you.” Keegan grinned as he watched Braidden’s cheeks flush bright red. “Say, you do look good in that color!” Keegan exclaimed with an ever-widening grin.
 
Braidden dropped his bundle of wood and lunged for Keegan. Keegan dodged him and darted to the side then faced Braidden with a grin, his blue eyes twinkling with mischief.
 
“You see too much and talk too much,” Braidden said, a grin growing on his face.
 
“And you always tell me that,” Keegan said, “but, really, I have never seen you turn such a shade of red. Do girls often have that effect on a lad?”
 
Braidden took a swing at Keegan, and Keegan dodged the hook skillfully and skipped to the side.
 
“Just you wait, little brother. Your turn will come,” Braidden said as he shifted his weight on his toes and tightened his arm muscles.
 
Keegan’s grin grew larger, and he shook his head with a chuckle. “You often tell me so. You have always made such predictions, and often they come to pass, but this one,” Keegan paused as he and Braidden stared at each other, “I don’t believe this one will come to pass. Girls are just giddy. They annoy me!”
 
“And they always will, just as it annoys you every time I down you when we wrestle,” Braidden said as he lunged forward with an outstretched arm.
 
Keegan wrapped his arms around his brother’s chest as Braidden wrapped his arm around Keegan’s neck. Keegan pushed against Braidden with all of his might but to little avail. Braidden’s grip tightened around Keegan, and he pulled up on Keegan's head, making the world around Keegan buzz frantically. Braidden then quickly pushed down on Keegan's shoulders and back and wrapped his ankle behind his calf, causing Keegan’s knees to buckle and bring him to the ground instantly. He pulled Braidden to the ground as he fell, and both boys rolled around in the dirty street.
 
They wrestled each other on the ground until Alia came to the door of the hut. “Keegan, Braidden, time to eat, you silly boys,” she called. “You had better not leave that wood there in the road. Someone might trip upon it,” she added, trying to sound very grown up.
 
Both boys unlocked each other instantly and scooped up some wood before they sprinted for the hut. They both tried to fit into the door at the same time, but Braidden’s bundle of wood pushed against Keegan’s shoulder, jamming him against the door post, and Keegan’s wood jabbed Braidden in the ribs, making him groan. Braidden twisted himself and let Keegan through the door first. They placed the wood near the fire, then each took his own place to eat.
 
Their father walked in at that moment and smiled to see his small family. He took notice of the large pile of wood near the fire.
 
“Are our boys extra hungry and want more cooked or do they just wish for a large fire?” he asked with that familiar twinkle in his eye.
 
“Keegan seems to have taken over most of my old chores. I’m not used to him doing it and completing it so quickly,” Braidden explained, ruffling Keegan’s hair.
 
“Well, someone had to do your chores while you were gone with Father, and if I didn’t bring the wood for the fire and do other chores, then I didn’t eat,” Keegan said as he eyed the porridge that his mother dipped into individual bowls.
 
“Very good. Then, Braidden, you can help me in the field today while Keegan does the chores. I will need your help,” his father said as he sat down. “And when you’re done with the chores, Keegan, you also will come and help.”
 
“Yes, Father,” replied both boys. 
 
“That is if the two of them don’t get stuck in the door again,” Alia giggled.
 
Their mother placed their bowls in front of them and sat down with a smile on her face.
 
“Oh, it is good to be home,” their father said with a contented smile as he took his wife’s hand and squeezed it. 
 
Keegan smiled, too, as he thought how good it was to have father and Braidden home.
 

 
Keegan wiped the sweat from his brow and looked around. He had finished his chores early and gone out to help his father and Braidden work the field. He was most pleased to see that it was half finished now. He was glad to work with his father, and he had fun throwing dirt clots at Braidden, but farming was back breaking work. He would rather go hunting with his father or tend to livestock with Braidden rather than farm.
 
Keegan looked at the sky then took note of his shadow on the ground and realized that it was nearly time for the evening meal. He saw that many of the farmers had already stopped working their fields and were on their way to the village. He watched as his father looked at the sky and then his shadow on the ground also before picking up a few tools.
 
“Braidden, Keegan. Let us stop for the day and go back to the village. Pick up the tools and bring them with you,” Keegan’s father ordered as he began walking toward the village. The boys quickly scooped up the remaining tools and followed him. He occasionally looked back at Keegan and Braidden to make sure that they were getting along as he walked ahead of them.
 
Keegan studied his father’s gait and tried to mimic it. His father had a long, strong stride, which Keegan liked very much. It seemed more manly and intimidating than his own stride. He walked on his toes more than his actual foot, and that did not make him feel very manly.
 
“Stop trying to mimic Father,” Braidden whispered at Keegan, “You walk like grandfather did, and there is no shame in that. It is never shameful being who you are and were meant to be. Grandfather used to tell me that plenty.” He and Keegan exchanged smiles and Braidden put his arm around Keegan’s shoulders with a slight squeeze. 
 
Keegan was happy that he had a brother like Braidden. Braidden never let Keegan be anyone but himself. He said it was never shameful in being who you are and were meant to be, and he made sure Keegan heard that every week. It was Braidden’s favorite quote of Grandfather's. It was one of Keegan's favorites, too.
 
As they neared the village, Keegan saw a man running toward them from the western fields. He waved his arms weakly, and his running pace was slow and dragging. His posture was slumped, and his right arm was drawn in close to his rib cage.
 
“Wait!” he cried faintly. He waved his arms again then staggered and fell to the ground. 
 
The sight startled Keegan and made his stomach do a flip and tie itself into knots. He froze. A terrible, unexplained feeling crept over him. Barden let out a warning yell that boomed through the still air to the other men. He then dropped his tools to the ground and sprinted off toward the fallen man. Keegan forced his legs to move as he and Braidden also dropped their tools and followed their father with other men trailing behind them. 
 
Keegan did not know what he would see when they reached the man, but he had a feeling that it was not going to be good. He really didn't want to follow and see, but he did not want to be thought a coward among the men.
 
When they reached the man, Barden dropped down to one knee and grasped him by the shoulders, turning the man face up. The man was one of the villagers--Saul’s father. His clothes were torn, and blood oozed from his head and below his rib cage. His face was deathly pale, and he struggled to breath.
 
“Jardon, my friend, what has happened?” Keegan’s father asked as he glanced briefly at the wounds.
 
Jardon opened his eyes slightly as he gasped. “Flee, flee for y-your lives,” he choked out. “Men, swords, h-horses. Fl-lee. They c-come to s-slay us all.” Jardon then let out his breath and gripped Barden’s shirt as if trying to hold on for dear life, then it was all over.
 
Keegan felt his stomach lurch as a man died before his very eyes. His body seemed to go numb, and he felt like he was covered in cold sweat. His eyes began to water slightly, and his stomach threatened to throw out his afternoon meal. He wondered as he stared into the dead man's eyes if that was what it was like to die: fighting, gasping, pleading with life to stay, only to go in pain.
 
He also wondered what had happened to Jardon? Was the same terrible death coming to visit everyone else? Keegan was afraid to admit that he felt a “yes” deep inside of him answer his question.
 
Braidden put a hand on Keegan’s shoulder, diverting Keegan's gaze from the dead man to his brother. He looked Braidden in the eyes to see the same fear and uncertainty that he was experiencing, but he also saw a strong light of hope that comforted him greatly. Braidden firmly wrapped his arm around Keegan's shoulders and drew him close in brotherly comfort. 
 
Their father laid Jardon on the ground reverently and ran his fingers over the man’s open, lifeless eyes, closing them and leaving the man with a peaceful expression on his still face.
 
“Barden, does this mean that we are under attack?” one of the men in the group asked.
 
“And if we are, how many are attacking us? A group of thugs or an army?” another man queried.
 
Just then, a distant horse whinny was heard, followed by another and then another. Keegan’s father stood and looked toward the west. Keegan followed his father's gaze and squinted as he strained his eyes to see into the setting sun. Dust began to rise as he watched. The thunder of horses’ hooves filled the air.
 
“Oh, dear Dayspring, help us,” Barden said with desperation in his voice. “Quick! To the village! We are under attack!” he yelled, and every one of the men and boys turned and bolted for the village. 
 
Keegan glanced back at the dead man’s body as he ran--a man that he had always known, now dead and left in the field without a proper burial. He felt Braidden grab the back of his shirt and shove him onward. “Faster, Keegan!” Braidden said, breathing heavily as he ran.
 
His father, who was at the head of the fleeing group, began to wave his arms and shout toward the village, “We are under attack! Gather the women and children and start for the mountains!” He shouted it again and again until the village bell began to toll out the warning, its dull clang echoing over the late afternoon landscape.
 
Keegan looked at the snow-capped mountains that loomed in the north. That is where other Wovlens lived. If the people could make it to the mountains, they could find protection there, but would the women and children be able to get out of the village before this unknown foe swept down on them? And what about the men? Would they have to stay to die like Jardon did? What about Keegan's family? His father and uncle had sworn to protect the people unto death. Would they die fighting? No. Keegan could not think about this now. He had to run, and he had to help in any way he could.
 
As he ran, his ring and chain came out from inside his shirt and began bouncing on his chest, the ruby flashing brilliant colors on the ground. He grasped his ring and shoved it back inside his shirt. Of the many things that he did not want to lose, his ring was one of them.
 
When the men finally got inside the village, it seemed as if complete chaos had erupted. Men, women, and children were screaming and running everywhere, calling out names, grabbing weapons and supplies, and crying. Keegan's father and Braidden both ran toward the hut for their swords while Keegan stopped and observed the madness around him. It all seemed to make his head swirl, and he wondered briefly what he was doing or what he was supposed to do.
 
He turned and watched as his mother and Torry’s mother organized a group of women and children and sent them toward the mountains with a few meager supplies. It was a good size group, but there were still many who were running rampant around the village. 
 
Keegan's mind was diverted from watching his mother when his father and Braidden came from behind the hut atop their horses with swords in hand. Braidden had his leather tabard on that Mother had made for him as a form of protection while hunting, but their father wore nothing to protect himself, save for his metal arm bracers, which had been loosely tied onto his arms in his haste.
 
As Keegan observed this, another rider on the opposite side of the village, dressed in fine armor, came galloping toward them. The bright armor caught Keegan's attention, making him look away from his father and Braidden, only to stand dumbly and watch the rider approach him. He knew that he should move, but he somehow could not make himself do it. His mind felt numb and confused, like the chaos that was happening around him. 
 
“Move, Keegan!” Braidden yelled. At Braidden's command, Keegan jumped out of the way of the oncoming horse and rider, just a second before they would have collided with him. The man halted his horse and looked back at Keegan to make sure that he was alright, and then he began to speak with Barden. 
 
Keegan recognized the man as his Uncle Boyden clad in battle armor. The sight of the battle armor disturbed Keegan. Was the upcoming battle going to be fierce enough to need armor? If that was the case, what was going to become of the village and the people in it? Were they all going to be slaughtered?
 
As Keegan's head rang with these questions, he saw Boyden nod his head at Barden, concluding their hasty conversation, and then he began to yell and hit his armor with his drawn sword. “To me! All with swords come to me!” he cried over the clatter. Many people—men and women—began to swarm to him with swords, sticks, pitchforks, and spears. Even Keegan’s mother was in the group.
 
Keegan looked at Braidden, who sat on his horse beside their father, and the two of them locked eyes for a moment. Though it was only for a moment, Keegan could read the fear in his brother’s eyes. He wondered briefly if they were going to survive this. 
 
He pulled out his dagger that Braidden had given him and studied it carefully until he felt a hand rest on his shoulder. He looked up to find his mother looking down at him with love and fear in her eyes but with determination on her face. “Keegan, I can not find Alia. I need you to find her and run for the mountains, do you understand?” His mother gripped his shoulder firmly but gently. 
 
Keegan nodded his head in understanding, and then his mother drew him close in a loving embrace and held him for a moment. “I love Alia, you, and Braidden very much.” She kissed his head then turned him loose and went back to the group of people clustered around Uncle Boyden. Keegan stared after his mother for a moment, and then, feeling a new sense of purpose, he sheathed his dagger and turned to find Alia. 
 
As he hurried down the street, a strange man dressed in black and riding a bay horse came out from between two huts and into Keegan’s path. He spotted Keegan and, with a glare, swung his sword right for Keegan’s head. Keegan gasped, ducked under the singing blade, and ran underneath the horse, causing it to jump. He then bolted for a nearby hut. He heard the horse hooves pounding close behind him as he forced every muscle in his body to run, even though he knew that he would not make it in time. Suddenly, he heard the man scream and his horse stop. Keegan halted and spun around to see his father pull his sword out of the man’s sinking body.
 
“Run, my son!” he said, and then he wheeled his steed around and charged the next black rider.
 
Flaming straw began to fall from the roof that Keegan was near, and smoke began to fill his nostrils, putting him on high alert. He dashed from the house to a barrel on the other side of the street and ducked behind it. The whole village was now swarming with men in black, and several rooftops were on fire.
 
Keegan was looking for a clear path to escape when his heart skipped a beat. Brainna came out of a hut that was on fire across the street, carrying her baby brother in her arms, coughing and crying. Keegan knew that she could not make it out of the village without help. He dashed from his hiding place and crossed the street to where Brainna was.
 
“Keegan!” she cried out in between gasps.
 
“Follow me!” he shouted, and then he grasped her hand and practically began to drag her out of the village. Once outside of the village, everything became very different. It seemed that all of the attackers were inside the village, leaving it wide open and clear in all directions except the west. They had not surrounded the village at all.
 
“Go quickly; I do not know how long it will stay clear,” Keegan said as he began to turn back toward the village.
 
“Keegan, will you not come also?” Brainna asked.
 
“I must go seek my sister and bring her out of that pit,” Keegan answered. “Now, go. ” With that, he shot off toward the village again.
 
Brainna watched him until he was gone out of site, then she hoisted her baby brother up higher in her arms and turned toward the mountains. She had only gone two steps when she looked back and saw Saul run out of the west end of the village with a sword in one hand and Alia in the other. He looked at the Dragon's Forest and the mountains. Then he and Alia began running toward the mountains and Brainna. 
 
“Saul, Alia, you made it out!” she exclaimed as soon as they were within speaking distance.
 
“Just barely,” Saul answered. “Keep moving! I saw footmen making their way to the village. If we stay, we are doomed.” He proceeded to go on, but Brainna stopped him. “Saul, we can’t go on! Keegan brought me and my brother out, then he went back to find Alia! She is with us. He won’t find her! He’ll be slain!” Brainna and Alia both began to sob.
 
“Please, Saul, he is my brother,” Alia cried. “We can't just leave him to die!”
 
Saul stood to his full height and looked toward the village. He sighed heavily while tears began to well up in his eyes. “Keegan’s fate is not in our hands. It never has been and never will be,” he said with a regretful tone but also with the sound of a grown man. Both girls wept bitterly, but they understood. There was no way that they could save Keegan. He was in a Greater Power’s hands.
 
Saul took Brainna’s brother into his strong arms and began to lead them toward the safety of the mountains as quickly as he could.
 

 
Keegan ducked under a horse, avoiding the kicking hooves, and sprinted for the barrel that he had been behind earlier, almost plowing right into Torry in his rush.
 
“Torry! Have you seen Alia?” Keegan asked. He then grasped his friend by the shirt and threw him out of the way of an oncoming horse. He ducked in between two houses with Torry and looked his friend in the face. 
 
“No, Keegan, I have not seen Alia! Have you seen my mother?” Torry asked with sweat and dirt covering his face and fear swirling in his eyes.
 
“Yes. But that was before the men in black were in the village!” Keegan replied.
 
Torry looked away from Keegan, then he pointed across the street with a gasp. “Keegan, I just saw Saul leading Alia out of the village,” he said. “We could catch up with them!”
 
At that moment, a black rider came in between the two huts with a torch in his hand. He halted with a glower on his face when he saw the two boys.
 
“Run, Torry, run!” Keegan yelled. Both boys shot out of their hiding place into the street. Now there were not just black riders but footmen also. Every which way the boys turned, there was an enemy cutting down someone they knew.
 
Keegan spotted a clearing through the slaughter from which his friend and he could escape. He grasped Torry by the shirt and lunged for it. Suddenly, a horse came between Torry and Keegan and tore them apart, throwing Keegan to the ground. Another horse galloped up, its hooves ready to pound onto Keegan's frame, but he rolled to the side out of harm’s way and jumped up. He spun in a quick circle and was horrified to find that Torry was nowhere in sight. He spotted Braidden, however, and was alarmed to see that Braidden was not on his horse but on the ground trying to lead Eloria out of the village. A black horseman came in between Braidden and Eloria's way of escape and sneered as he raised his sword to strike them, enjoying the looks of terror on his victims’ faces.
 
Braidden stood in between the enemy and Eloria protectively with a frightened but firm face, ready to die for the girl. Keegan's heart jumped into his throat. Something seemed to snap inside of him, and he charged the man and horse, yelling at the top of his lungs like a dragon, causing them all to look his way.
 
“No, Keegan!” Braidden yelled, but it was too late to stop now. Keegan slammed into the horse’s chest with all of his might, pulling its mane, clawing for the reins, and trying to grab the top of the animal’s neck. The horse, terrified by this assault, reared and charged forward, hoping to plow his attacker down.
 
Keegan held on for dear life and managed to scream, “Flee, Braidden!” as the horse charged forward. He let go when the horse ducked its head, and he fell underneath its hooves. The horse stepped on his right arm then jumped over him, kicking him in the back as it did so. Keegan rolled to a stop on the ground with the wind knocked out of him. He lay there for a moment while his back throbbed and his lungs screamed for air. He twisted his head around enough to see that Braidden and Eloria were gone. Gone out of the village he hoped. Braidden was bull headed, however, and he would probably come back to find Keegan. He had to get out of the village before Braidden came back.
 
Keegan sat up, and everything began to spin, making him feel like he was floating in the air. He shook his head, knowing that now was not the time to be dazed. He slowly, shakily stood up, feeling like his muscles had turned to pudding, and his vision slowly began to stop spinning. As his vision cleared, he spotted his father valiantly cutting down enemies from the back of his bay horse. Unexpectedly, a massive, bear-dog creature, leapt from the other side of his father's horse and careened into him, bringing him down. The creature did not bother with Keegan’s father but went on to the next villager and killed him with one snap of its powerful jaws. From there, it leapt onto an ox and shredded it.
 
However, Keegan was not worried about the creature. He was worried about his father. His father staggered onto his feet just as a man on foot, a black hood concealing his face, came up to him and swung a sword for Barden's neck. Barden ducked under the swing then charged his attacker. The man sidestepped Barden's charge and brought his sword down to the ground near Barden’s back. Barden spun around to face his attacker again with a firm face and bloody sword raised.
 
The man charged Barden, and their swords met with a clang. The evil man pushed down on Barden, trying to bring him low and make him lose his ground. Barden pushed the man off and charged him, catching the man in the shoulder. The man yelled and jumped aside. His hood fell from his face, revealing a terrible jagged scar. 
 
Keegan gasped, and his heart’s pace quickened as dread gripped him. It was the man who had been at the forest's edge the day before, spying on the village. Barden adjusted his grip on his sword and charged the man again, swinging his sword for the man's scarred face. With supernatural quickness, the man parried Barden’s blow, whisked a dagger out from inside of his cloak, and ran it through Barden’s abdomen.
 
Keegan’s mouth dropped open as he watched his father slump over the man's knife, drop his sword, and sink to the ground, blood soaking his shirt. A scream waited in the back of Keegan's throat, but it never emerged. He stood between reality and denial as his father's body broke before him. He didn't want to believe that his father was dying before his very eyes, yet it was happening, and he was helplessly watching it.
 
The man withdrew his dagger from Barden’s crumbling body then spat on him. He sheathed his knife, picked up Barden's sword, and walked away, holding his bleeding shoulder. He paused a moment and looked at Keegan with a cold stare. He glanced back at Barden's body then back at Keegan, and a smug expression slowly came over his face. He walked away, unperturbed and victorious.
 
Keegan was petrified. He felt numbness overtake his whole body, and a tear fell down his face as he stared at his father's form. Something snapped inside of him, waking him up. He screamed and began to run for his father’s crumpled body as the tears began to flow freely down his face. Suddenly, a man jumped out in front of Keegan and slammed him to the ground before he could react.
 
Keegan blinked. Through the tears, sunlight, and the daze from the sudden assault, he saw the man who had stopped him, coming toward him with sword ready to plunge into his smaller frame. However, to Keegan's surprise, the man stopped. Keegan wished that he would just get it over with, but he noticed that the man seemed to waiver. He wiped the tears out of his eyes to see the man more clearly.
 
The man stood there, sword at the ready but not moving. His face was soft and compassionate and full of pity looking at Keegan. He let his sword down slowly, never taking his eyes off Keegan. He had ashen hair and a small scar on his left temple. His face looked very similar to Keegan's uncle. His eyes were the same color blue as Keegan's father's, and he did not appear much older than Keegan's mother.
 
The man finally made a quick glance from side to side then looked back at Keegan. He opened his mouth as if he wanted to say something, but nothing came out. “Run, boy,” is all he finally said, then he turned his head as if he had never noticed Keegan and walked off. Keegan realized that he had been given another chance to live, and, even though he just wanted to go hold his father’s broken body, he knew that his father would want him to take this chance more than anything.
 
Keegan jumped to his feet. He looked longingly at his father for a moment, his arms aching to hold him, then he turned toward the mountains and began to run for them with every ounce of energy he had left. However, his run was cut short. Men with hounds on leashes came around a corner and blocked his way to the mountains. The hounds caught sight of him and began to bark, bay, and jump for him. The men sneered at Keegan and pulled the dogs closer to turn them loose.
 
Keegan turned on his heel and began to run as fast as he could, teeth clenched and warm tears streaming across his cheeks, toward the only way of escape: the Dragon’s Forest. He passed by his father and other dead members of the village, and, for a split second, he wondered if he were the only Wovlen alive and moving in the village. 
 
He soon heard the dogs’ barking growing closer, and he risked a glance over his shoulder. To his horror, there were more than just the dogs following him. The bear-dog creature and men on horses were also following him, like they were on a hunt. The creature was gaining ground faster than any of them and was nearly on his heals with teeth bared, grinning, pleased that he would be able to crush Keegan's body in his huge jaws. 
 
Keegan heard a snap behind him, and his heart stopped. He grasped his dagger and drew it from its sheath, and then he made a quick spin with his arm stretched out. He felt his dagger slice through flesh, saw enormous teeth, and heard a deafening howl. He felt hot blood splatter on his face, then he was running for the forest again with all of his might and with a bloody knife in hand. The dogs stopped baying and began to circle the wounded creature, but the horsemen were still pursuing Keegan.
 
Keegan finally reached the forest. He didn’t think about where he was going. His legs just kept pumping. He jumped over a log then disappeared into the dark forest. The horses all came to a sudden stop at the forest’s edge and began to squeal in fright. The men turned their horses around toward the village, but they halted quickly when the man with the scar on his face, sitting atop his horse, was in their path.
 
“What are you cowards doing?” he asked calmly. None of the men answered but sat silently atop their dancing, nervous horses.
 
“Speak,” he said sharply, his eyebrows knit, the scar across his face turning white.
 
“Forgive us, sire, but t-there are ancient d-demons of old in that forest. Dragons, in short, sire,” one man stuttered with a worried expression wrinkling his forehead.
 
“Yes, sire, the place is full of them. That little brat surely won’t live long in there,” another said boldly.
 
“The Wovlens are an adaptable and hardy people,” the scarred man said quietly. Several of the men exchanged expressions.
 
“Y-yes, sir, but a boy…in a deep forest…against dragons?” one of the men questioned slowly. “Even our horses refuse to enter into that forest. The only thing that would dare to go after the boy would be the wolf, and he's wounded.” The man gestured at the howling creature lying in the field that Keegan had sliced with his knife. 
 
While the horses pawed the ground nervously, the scarred man looked at the twisted oak trees that made the border of the forest. All was silent as the men sat in suspense, waiting for their leader’s command. The scarred man squinted his eyes in thought for a moment. The cataract in his right eye blended in with the pale skin tone on his face, making it seem as if he had no eye in that socket. “So be it,” he finally said with a wave of his hand. He turned his horse around to the burning village while the men let their horses draw closer to his. “Gather all of the Wovlens' swords. Leave the bodies. Burn the rest.” He smirked as he raised Keegan's father's sword from his lap and looked at the runes on its spotless blade. “But the Dragon Slayer’s sword shall be mine.”
 



Chapter 3: In the Forest 
All was silent in the dark forest. The air was thick and moist. No breeze offered to stir the leaves and not even the insects bothered to sing their nightly song. Tall, mighty trees loomed quietly in the darkness, appearing to be guardians of the silent forest, barely allowing the faces of the two moons to peer through their high branches.
 
A sudden crash echoed throughout the forest, breaking and disturbing the silence that had enveloped it. A small shadow picked itself up off of the forest floor and began to run aimlessly, just like it had been doing for hours, filling the forest with clumsy, loud footfalls and heavy breathing, leaving behind a trail of tears and blood.
 
Keegan had no idea where he was, what he was doing, or where he was going.
He could not stop the horrible images from running through his head over and over again: the evil man with the scar, the village burning, blood, people screaming and dying, his father slumping over the dagger in his belly, the evil, scarred man spitting on his father’s body. They all came to his eyes and ears as intensely as they had when it had really happened. The one image that lingered the most, though, was the scarred man spitting on his father. The more it lingered, the more pain Keegan was in. He felt like he was burning up on the inside with rage, hate, and grief. 
 
His father was more valiant and brave than all of the men put together that had attacked the village. His deeds were more wonderful than anything the scarred man had done in his lifetime. His father was braver and more valiant in the grave than the scarred man would ever be, even if he lived a hundred years on the earth. 
 
Keegan stumbled and fell into a pile of leaves. A stick cut the surface of his left arm, but he paid little heed to it. He stood quickly and continued to run through the trees. Why did his father have to die? Why was the cowardly, scarred man able to kill someone as great as Barden? Why couldn’t Father have saved himself from death? Why couldn’t he have saved the village? Why did so many people have to die? Why did the scarred man attack their village? WHY?
 
Tears and blood streamed down Keegan’s scratched cheeks. All the questions, the thoughts, the feelings, and the memories--it was just too much. Keegan stumbled again, his legs too tired to go on. He collapsed, and the upper portion of his body fell with a splash into a cool, bubbling stream. His lungs inhaled a bunch of water, forcing his heavy arms to push his fatigued body up to a stone that protruded out of the stream. He laid his head on the stone, spluttering and coughing, and allowed the rest of his body to fall back into the stream. 
 
The cool, refreshing water washed over his hot, sweaty body, calming him so that he finally noticed that he was thirsty, sore, and thoroughly exhausted. He sat up slowly and painfully, cupped his hands in the bubbling water, then drank of the life-giving substance with much relief. The water was sweet and seemed to calm his troubled mind and spirit.
 
When he had his fill, he began washing his aching arms. In the filtered moonlight, he could see that his shirtsleeves were torn to ribbons. His arms were cut and bruised from running through brush, tree branches, and whatever else was in his path. After washing his arms, he stood and walked into the middle of the stream to wash his legs. His leather pants were torn in many places, his legs were cut and terribly bruised, and his muscles screamed for rest. 
 
His legs began to shake and become weak as he rubbed them, so he sat down in the running stream and let the cool water wash over his legs. Soon, the blood was washed from them. They began to feel stronger, and the aching lessened. After sitting in the stream for a while longer, he noticed the sound of falling water nearby. He slowly stood and forced his heavy legs to wade upstream. 
 
Presently, he came upon a moonlit waterfall twenty stones high and eight stones across. He noticed a large darkness behind the cascade of water, and it took him a moment of intense staring to realize that a dark cave was behind it. He wondered what lay behind the waterfall, and the more he wondered, the more he felt that he should see for himself. 
 
He approached the waterfall, cautious of what strange and dangerous creatures might be lurking within the dark, open chasm behind it. He shivered as he remembered the bear-dog creature that had brought his father down from his horse. He secretly swore in his heart that, if he could survive in this strange forest, he would hunt down the creature and kill it. He would never forget it, and he hoped it would never go unpunished.
 
Keegan drew his dagger then proceeded toward the cave. He stopped briefly before the waterfall, took a deep breath, and then strode through the falling water and into the cave. One of the two moons came out from behind a cloud and reflected on the falling water, bringing light into the cave and giving Keegan a fair look into it.
 
He was standing in a pool of water at the center of the cave. To his right, there were some rough-cut boulders, and to his left was nothing but a high stone wall. It was strangely warm in the cave, and a sudden weariness came over Keegan. His eyes began to droop, and his body pleaded for rest. He waded out of the pool and stepped onto the dry gravel. He walked toward the boulders--dagger raised, dripping water, his hand clamped tightly about its handle.
 
He came to the boulders and stopped to look around the dark cave. After a moment, he felt it was safe enough for him to rest, and he slowly lowered his dagger and placed it back into the sheath. At that moment, the moon disappeared behind another cloud and plunged the cave into complete darkness.
 
A red light glimmered on the boulders and cave wall, causing Keegan to jump. He traced the light to his chest and grabbed the chain that was around his neck. He pulled the chain out of his shirt to see that the ruby in his ring glowed brightly, making the golden dragons also glow.
 
As he stared at his ring, Keegan felt a lump form in his throat. He dropped the chain, leaving the glowing ring out of his shirt, and walked closer to the boulders. He found a comfortable crook where he could sit in one of them. He then put his face in his hands and began to sob. His father was dead, gone forever, and their only village, the only home he had ever known, was destroyed. His best friend was missing. His brother, sister, and mother were far away from him. His friends and other relatives were fleeing to the White Mountains. He was lost in a forsaken, enchanted, and cursed forest, probably never to come back out alive. What he would give right now to hear a comforting song from his mother, to feel his brother’s strong embrace, to hear his sister giggle, or to hear his father say, “It’s all right.”
 
Keegan leaned back on the boulder and continued to sob, putting his hands down to his side to grip the gravel beneath him. The hot tears streamed freely down his face, blurring the dark world around him. The sobs seemed to come like an overwhelming army into his throat, and it was all he could do to let them escape. The warm tears streamed down his face, fell from his nose and cheeks, and mixed with the cold water that was still soaked in his pants, making his skin prickle. He noticed that the boulder he leaned against was strangely warm, but he paid little mind to that fact. His mind was too full of pain, grief, anger, questions, and memories.
 
Everything was lost. His family was broken, and the Wovlens would never live in peace. Why were they hunted? What was wrong with their wanting to live in peace? His friends and family had been good people with kind hearts. What did they do to deserve such a terrible punishment? Why was he allowed to live but not his father? Everyone dies sooner or later. Why couldn’t he have been killed with his father? Maybe it would have been better that way.
 
The image flashed by in his mind of the terrible creature knocking his father from his horse, then the evil, scarred man killing him. All the pain, all the death, all the grief--it was that man’s fault. He would pay for the pain he caused and that creature would, also. Keegan wished that someday he would be able to drive his own knife into their hearts. They would die long, torturous deaths by his hand. It was their fault he was in so much pain! Their fault that all of this happened. It was them! Was it not them? No, it was not their fault. It was his fault.
 
The sobs in Keegan’s throat subsided as he came to this realization. If he would have told his father about the strange man that had been spying on the village, his father might have been able to prevent the attack. None of this would have happened. It was his fault! His entire fault! He was the true reason that everyone had suffered. He was the reason for the grief, the pain, the death. He should be the one that should die, to have a dagger driven into his heart. His crying and sobs became heavier and more bitter as these thoughts burned his mind.
 
“Oh, Father! I am so sorry! It is my fault that you are gone now, that the village is destroyed, and that our people have suffered! I am accountable for the loss!” Keegan choked silently in between sobs. “I am accountable. It is my fault.” 
 
He curled his knees up to his body and silently rocked back and forth, holding himself, sobbing bitterly at his loss, while feeling the odd sting of hot tears landing on his cold wet pants. He tried to call out for his mother, brother, and sister, but all that came from his mouth were silent, empty words. Sobs silenced any sound in his throat, and tears flooded any plea for comfort.
 
A gentle, soft humming sound began, and a deep calm came over Keegan, quieting his troubled soul for a moment. He laid his face down on his knees as he continued to sob, listening to the comforting hum that reverberated through the cave. He felt the strange warmth and soothing vibration of the boulder against him until he fell into a sound and silent sleep.
 
 
 



Chapter 4: Meeting a Dragon
It was cold, dark, silent, and Keegan was all alone. He rubbed his arms to warm himself as he walked through the quiet darkness. He felt very sad about something, but he didn't know what or why.
 
“Must get home soon. It’s getting too cold to stay out,” he said to himself through chattering teeth.
 
A long, deep, menacing growl put Keegan on the alert and stopped him in his tracks.
 
“Stupid boy!” spoke a harsh voice behind him. 
 
He spun around to see a pale man with a hideous scar going across his face. He sat on a terrible beast that looked like a bear and a wolf put together. Keegan froze in terror, but something screamed inside of him with rage, and it made his heart ache terribly.
 
“I was sure you would have told someone about seeing me, but I guess you just weren't smart enough to do that, were you?” The man said with a sneer spreading across his ugly face. The creature began to growl and bared its teeth, tightening every muscle in its body.
 
“This is a nightmare,” Keegan whispered to himself. “I will wake up at home, in my bed, with the smell of mother's cooking in my nose.”
 
The creature snarled and jumped forward with a roar, its mouth open, enormous teeth drawing closer and closer to Keegan's face every second.
 
“All die at sometime! Why not now?” The man's voice echoed in Keegan's ears as all went black.
 

 
Keegan’s eyes fluttered open and slowly began to focus. He was surprised to hear the gentle sound of falling water and to find that he was lying on rough gravel in a warm cave, instead of his soft bed at home. 
 
“Where am I?” He asked himself. He thought very hard for a moment until all the dreadful happenings of the day before came roaring back into his mind. He wished that he had remained asleep. He groaned, rolled over to his side, and pushed himself upright, trying to crowd the horrible memories out of his mind with any other sight or sound around him. The splash of the waterfall behind him was a soothing sound, and the warm morning sunshine flooding into the cave through the cascade of water was warm on his back.
 
He stretched his tired and sore body then stopped abruptly when he realized that the boulder he had slept on during the night was not next to him. He looked around the cave and found it nowhere in sight. There were no boulders at all, in fact. There were only strangely formed rocks that had been cut out by time and water standing toward the back of the cave. 
 
“Well. That is very unusual,” he whispered to himself with an uneasy feeling growing deep inside of him. “Surely I did not imagine it.” He had heard of grief and weariness causing a person to go mad and to see strange things, but surely a pile of smooth rocks could not be imagined, especially when he had felt them against his body and slept next to them. However, if they were real, then where did they go?
 
Keegan shook his head in confusion. His gaze landed on fresh impressions on the gravel beside him, going toward the waterfall. He looked closer at the strange impressions, trying to blink the sleep out of his eyes as he did. He stared at them a good, long moment before he realized what they were. 
 
He gasped sharply as the hair on the back of his neck stood on end. “Dragon f-f-footprints,” he stuttered quietly. His mind began to spin, going through hundreds of options for survival, and telling himself what he should do accordingly. Suddenly, he heard a deep, rich laugh at the opening of the cave that sent warm shivers up and down his body, and a feeling of awe almost overwhelmed him.
 
He looked up at the waterfall and saw an enormous, beautiful, golden dragon standing part way in the cave and part way out, bathing in the cool, blue, falling water. His back was toward Keegan, his large tail swayed gracefully back and forth, and his giant leather wings were spread as far as the cave mouth would allow, letting the cool water run down them and into the pool. The enormous beast unexpectedly shook his whole body and showered cool water everywhere, drenching Keegan.
 
Keegan tried not to scream as the cold water showered him. He shook the water from his head, stood, rushed to one of the rock formations, and ducked behind it. His whole body was shaking from fear and the startling cold shower. He had never seen a dragon so large and so close up. What was going to happen to him? What was he going to do? More importantly, what was the beast going to do?
 
At the sound of Keegan running across the gravel, the dragon turned his huge head around and poked it through the waterfall and into the cave. A pair of large, glowing, golden eyes scanned the area carefully, and he breathed in deeply and quickly, taking in the strange scent. The beast cocked his head and made a humming sound in the back of his throat. He then turned his head back around and walked out of the cave and out of sight beyond the falling water.
 
Keegan didn’t move. This was probably a dragon trick, to make Keegan come out so the beast could torch him and have him for a meal. Well, if the beast did kill him, it was probably what he deserved, but was there a way he could escape alive? Just then, the dragon came back through the waterfall, dashing Keegan's hopes for escape. However, Keegan was surprised when he noticed a large buck in the beast's mouth.
 
The dragon lumbered over to the gravel where he and Keegan had slept the night before and dropped the buck. He looked at the rock where Keegan was then shook himself again, creating another great, cold shower. Keegan tried not to yell as the cold water splashed all over him and ran down the rocks he hid behind. He gripped the edge of the rock
he was behind,
turning his fingertips white with the strain.
 
“Terribly sorry,” the dragon said in a deep, warm voice. “That must have been shockingly cold.”
 
Keegan’s mouth dropped open. The beast had spoken to him! What now? The dragon raised an enormous claw, and, with one swipe, he slit open the dead buck, spilling out entrails all over the gravel. He then opened his mouth slightly, showing the tips of gleaming, enormous ivory teeth, and sent a jet of flames onto the deer. Keegan ducked farther behind the boulder in fear. As the flames made a hiss and the stench of burnt hair stung his nose, a new flow of warmth went throughout the cave.
 
“I hope that you like your meat well done,” the dragon said, his warm voice reverberating throughout the cave. Keegan raised his head and peeped at the dragon from behind the boulder. The terrible beast looked directly at him with its huge golden eyes. 
 
Keegan ducked behind the boulder again, trembling with fear, remembering all of the tales that his father used to tell him of dragons that would chew people into little bits or burn them alive.
 
“Please, don’t be afraid. I mean you no harm, youngling,” the dragon said slowly and warmly. 
 
Keegan's fear turned to shock almost instantly. There was something in this dragon’s voice that seemed to take the fear right out of Keegan and replace it with courage. Something in the voice said that this dragon was a wise, old friend. But what if it was a trick? Keegan could not remember his father ever telling him about a talking dragon, so how could he tell this dragon's intentions? There was only one way to find out.
 
Keegan swallowed hard, stood slowly, and came out from behind the boulder with trembling knees. The smell of the cooked venison came to Keegan's nose and made his shrunken stomach call out to it, despite his fear. The great dragon's face softened, and he seemed to smile at Keegan.
 
“Please, come and eat, youngling,” he said politely to Keegan.
 
“What are y-you g-going to eat?” Keegan stuttered, feeling very small as he looked up at the large dragon. 
 
“I will eat what remains after you have had your fill,” the dragon stated calmly.
 
“Does that include me?” Keegan asked as he swallowed hard.
 
The dragon raised his head higher as his expression hardened. “No, that does not include eating you,” he answered.
 
Keegan stared at the dragon for a moment, not sure if he really wanted to believe the word of a beast. His stomach was screaming for food, however, so he decided that, for now, he would just have to believe the dragon had good intentions toward him. He walked carefully over to the well-cooked venison, pulled out his dagger, and began to cut some of the warm cooked meat. The dragon began to move, frightening Keegan, and he jumped away from the meal with his dagger clamped tightly in his hand. He stared up at the beast with wide eyes like a scared mouse.
 
“I’m sorry,” the dragon apologized, “I was just lying down. I did not mean to startle you.” He gracefully rested his large, golden mass on the gravel across from Keegan, but he never removed his piercing eyes from the boy.
 
Keegan was very shaken, but he slowly stepped forward and knelt down to cut more meat. He kept his head down, letting his shaggy hair hide his face, but he watched the dragon out of the corner of his eye as he sliced at the venison. When he had cut as much meat as he thought he would need for the journey back to the village, he backed off to a corner near the mouth of the cave. He began to chew on some of the hot deer meat quietly, while the dragon watched him intently.
 
“This will be all I need,” Keegan motioned at the small mound of venison that he had cut, hoping to divert the dragon’s gaze. It was very disconcerting for the large beast to watch him so intently and with such a piercing stare. He felt as though the dragon could see right through him.
 
“Are you very hungry to cut so much meat?” the dragon asked, not moving a muscle otherwise. “Or do humans have larger bellies than they appear to have?”
 
Keegan swallowed a piece of meat before answering, “I am very hungry, however, I need food for my journey, unless….” He stopped and looked at the dragon with large frightened eyes, “Unless you’re going to keep me here forever as a slave.”
 
The dragon raised his head and snorted repulsively, “Keep you as a slave? Never! I could do more for myself in a moment than you could for me in a lifetime. Also, men are to have the dominion over the animals, not the animals over the men. Next, you came in here of your own free will; you can leave here of your own free will.” With that, the dragon leaned forward, and in one snap, snatched up what was left of the buck. In almost two bites, he had it swallowed. “How you humans do come up with such distorted ideas of dragons,” the dragon said, shaking his large, magnificent head.
 
Keegan was so startled that he gulped down a piece of meat without properly chewing it. Had he been insulting this dragon? This was indeed a gracious dragon if it had been quietly listening to insults from its uninvited, ignorant guest.
 
“Please forgive me. I have insulted you,” Keegan said with a shaky voice.
 
The dragon sighed. “You could not know that you were insulting me. You were raised to think this way of dragons,” the beast said with understanding. “Besides, humans have reason to hate us dragons. If one dragon turns against human kind, he is a great and terrible foe.” The dragon turned his mighty head toward the cave mouth and stared through the falling water for a time as if looking into the past at some ancient memory. 
 
Keegan resumed eating. Despite his circumstances, his mind wandered toward his mother’s warm, delicious meals. The well-seasoned meals prepared by the experienced cook would oftentimes just melt in his mouth and sometimes cause him to overfill his belly with its delicious contents. Keegan swallowed a piece of the bland venison that he was chewing and tried to push the thought of his mother’s cooking from his mind. He turned his mind to when he last saw his mother. She had held a sword and had a firm expression on her face, but he still remembered seeing the concern in her eyes and hearing her love in her voice as she had embraced him tightly.
 
“There was smoke to the north this morning,” the dragon remarked softly, looking at Keegan.
 
Keegan awoke from his thoughtful trance and found that his eyes were wet with tears. “Forgive me, I did not hear you,” he said as he discreetly wipe the tears from his eyes.
 
“When I went out to hunt, I saw smoke to the north.” The dragon nodded his head toward the direction he spoke of and watched Keegan closely, obviously looking for something in the boy’s face.
 
Keegan tried not to look at the beast, but the dragon’s intense stare made Keegan feel that the beast could look right through him and see his every thought. It made him very nervous.
 
“So? What of it?” Keegan asked with a shrug, hoping that the dragon would change the subject.
 
“So, what of it?” the dragon echoed, seeming somewhat amused by Keegan’s attempt to hide the truth.
 
Keegan looked up at the dragon and marveled how well it seemed to understand everything. “Well,” Keegan started and paused, unsure how to approach this issue with such a creature. The dragon stretched his head forward, obviously intent on getting the truth. Keegan looked down at his feet. He wasn’t interested in telling his story. It was already playing over and over again in his head. He didn’t need to replay it and tell it to a dragon. “The story is not important. The important thing is that I have to go back; I have to go see.” Keegan stood, but the dragon didn’t budge. 
 
“It is a long trek out of this forest, to the plains. Would you care to ride upon my back, and I'll fly you there?” the dragon asked. 
 
Keegan was taken aback at the dragon’s offer. He wondered if he should or even could do such a thing. Who had ever heard of someone riding a dragon? “I could not ask that of you,” he said. 
 
“You did not ask me,” the dragon stated, still not moving anything but his mouth and the tip of his tail calmly.
 
Keegan stared at the dragon for a moment, unsure how to continue with this. He leaned over to pick up his dagger from the gravel as he thought about his predicament. His ring fell out of his shirt as he did so. It hit the end of the silver chain, its red stone glistening and twinkling brightly. 
 
The dragon let out his breath with a threatening rattle, and the smell of smoke reached Keegan’s nose. Keegan caught the ring in his hand and jumped backward, expecting to be dragon toast at any moment.
 
“I know that stone! I know that stone in the ring which you have,” the dragon said in a surprised, mournful tone of voice. He stood as he spoke. Both of his sharp golden eyes locked onto Keegan.
 
Keegan closed his eyes, expecting the great beast to catch him up in its mighty talons and squeeze him to death. However, after a moment of silence, Keegan opened his eyes to see the dragon still staring at him. “Well, go on! Get it over with!” Keegan said loudly. He wished that the beast would just kill him, instead of staring at him.
 
“If I had wanted to kill you, I would have done it last night when you laid down between my foreleg and neck,” the dragon said loudly and sternly, with a growl behind his words.
 
Keegan was slightly shocked by the dragon's statement, as well as the huge boom of his voice. “Well then, why didn’t you kill me?” Keegan asked more quietly.
 
“Because you wept, and because I knew that you had a dragon stone. I just didn’t realize that it was the dragon Tolloan’s stone,” the great dragon said, somewhat emotionally, with great sadness in his big, golden eyes.
 
Keegan realized that his life had been spared again the night before, just as it had been in the village. He was so near to death, but pity took over each time. Why was his life being continually spared from death? And what meaning did the dragon stone have for the dragon? 
 
“What does a dragon stone mean? Why is it that you did not kill me because I had a dragon stone?” Keegan asked.
 
The dragon stared at Keegan, with sadness still lingering in his eyes. “A dragon stone symbolizes protection, honor, strength, and bravery. No one is to harm another that has a dragon stone until he has been tested. No one is to take away someone's dragon stone, even in death. Few dragons have a dragon stone. And fewer than that have taken the Oath of the Stone, which is something that you would not understand.” The dragon was deliberately slow on nearly every word, as if to help Keegan better understand what he was saying.
 
Keegan really didn’t understand any of it at all. His mind was so muddled that it was hard to understand anything at this time. The beast turned away from Keegan, took three steps toward the cave entrance, then stopped and sighed. “Will you ride me or not?” he looked back at Keegan. “I offer you my service.”
 
Keegan tried to think about the offer before he made a decision, but his mouth blurted out the answer before his mind had time to settle down and ponder. “Yes, I will ride you.” He nodded his head reluctantly, wondering if it was a wise choice to accept the dragon’s offer and how soon before he was going to regret this decision.
 
The dragon seemed to smile again, a bit of merriment coming into his large gold eyes. “Very well, we will start when you are ready,” he stated.
 
It dawned on Keegan then that neither he nor the dragon knew each other’s names.
 
“Do you have a name, Great One?” Keegan asked in a shaky voice, not exactly sure how to address a dragon.
 
The dragon turned his head toward Keegan and looked at him with softness in his golden eyes. “There is only One that is great. No one else is great,” he corrected. “However, yes, I do have a name. My name is Pharrgon.” The name stuck in Keegan's head and seemed to put a warm glowing feeling in his chest. He felt a hint of a smile touch his lips as the name echoed though his head, and the warmth in his chest seemed to grow with each thump of his heart.
 
A strange, warm light entered the dragon's golden eyes then, and he made a humming noise in the back of his throat and lowered his head. “And your name would be?” He cocked his head slightly as he asked Keegan the question. 
 
“Keegan, son of Barden, son of Bowen the Dragon…” Keegan stopped as he realized that old habit had taken over. How would the dragon react knowing that he, Keegan, was a dragon slayer’s son? The beast had already reacted strongly to the fact that he had a dragon stone. How could it be any different with this, except worse? Keegan was just feeling like they were becoming friends, and now he had probably just ruined it.
 
“Bowen the Dragon Slayer? I see, however, Bowen was more than a 'dragon slayer'. I met him once, and he gave me this.” The dragon seemed unperturbed by Keegan's ancestry, and he twisted his enormous head around to his right side. Keegan nearly sighed with relief that the dragon was not angry. He then slowly walked around to the right side of Pharrgon to see what his grandfather had given the dragon. He glanced at the Pharrgon's bright gold scales on his side and saw nothing. He then followed the dragon's line of sight to its right shoulder and spotted a patch of scales that looked different from the rest. He stepped nearer to Pharrgon to have a closer look. Then he gasped and cringed at what he saw.
 
A large, deep brand in the shape of a crown of thorns was in Pharrgon’s right fore-shoulder. It was an old brand but still very deep and painful looking. Where Pharrgon had been branded, there were no scales at all, only soft skin. The scales all around the branded area were deformed and oddly shaped. It was a perfectly vulnerable place to stab the dragon and slay him, if one could find it. It was not something terribly noticeable until one knew where it was, though. Keegan rubbed his own shoulder where his tattoo was--a mark that cursed him forever.
 
“Do you also have a brand?” Pharrgon questioned.
 
“Yes, I do, all my people…” Keegan stopped short. The scene of the villagers being slaughtered like pigs slithered back to his mind. His stomach lurched when he remembered the terrifying and horrid events of the day before. In fact, he wasn’t sure if he was going to be able to hold the meat that he had just eaten.
 
Pharrgon made a sort of humming noise in his throat that caused Keegan to look up at the dragon. He thought the hum sounded compassionate, and it helped to calm his feelings. It made the glowing feeling in his chest swell for some reason, and that brought comfort to him.
 
“Come and rinse off under the water. It is refreshing and quieting and even helps to settle hot stomachs and feelings,” Pharrgon said as he walked toward the waterfall. He stepped into the pool with a loud splash, and each time he moved in the water, it was like a giant whirlpool swirling around him. 
 
Keegan followed the dragon carefully into the pool. The water at first just came to his knees as it had when he had waded through it the night before, but, the further he went, the higher it got until finally it was up to his chest. Keegan looked down at his feet through the crystal clear water, surprised that the water was deeper than it had been last night. It didn’t look like it would be much deeper, so he took another step and slipped on a loose stone. He went under. The pool was suddenly very deep, but his body began to rise to the surface, and he knew how to swim well, so it was of little concern to him. Just then, a water reed caught hold of his leg and would not come loose. Keegan frantically began tugging at his leg and tried to swim upward but to no avail. He reached for his dagger to cut himself loose.
 
The water began to swirl all around him. He felt something grab the back of his shirt and begin to pull him out. A gigantic talon cut the reed loose from his leg, and he came catapulting out of the water, gasping as he came into the air.
 
Pharrgon had Keegan by the back of the shirt in his giant ivory teeth and walked toward the mouth of the cave and the waterfall. Keegan held his breath as they both went through the waterfall, but he almost screamed when the falling, icy water washed through his clothes, hair, and all over his skin.
 
Once past the waterfall, he just dangled from Pharrgon’s mouth with the dragon's hot breath blowing all around him, drying out his hair. He was filled with utter fascination, hanging from a real dragon's mouth but also with a slight bit of trepidation. It was a most uncomfortable predicament to be caught fast in a dragon’s teeth, even though Keegan was certain now that he and this creature were friends.
 
Pharrgon finally placed Keegan gently on the riverbank then shook the water from his scales. Keegan covered his face as water fell all over him. As soon as the dragon was done shaking, he shook himself and began to wring the water from his clothes.
 
“The water was not that deep last night,” Keegan noted aloud as he wrung the water from his clothes. He also noticed that his stomach was no longer upset and hot.
 
“The water was not deep because you took the shallow way around the pool,” Pharrgon said. “However, if you would have veered more toward the middle, you would have done the same thing as you just did now, except that I might not have pulled you out then.”
 
“I thank you for doing so. However, I was getting ready to pull my dagger out and cut the foul reed,” Keegan replied.
 
“No, you would have tried but would have been unsuccessful,” the dragon stated gravely. “Only adult dragons can tear away those reeds.”
 
Keegan wanted to ask why, but the urge to go and see what was left in the village overpowered his curiosity. “It can wait for another time,” he said to himself. He then paused and wondered what made him think that there would be another time? No, he didn’t have the time nor the patience to answer that question. “Let us go,” he said hastily. “Well, that is if you are ready, er, Pharrgon,” he added.  
 
“I am ready,” the dragon stated in his deep, warm voice. There was calmness in his voice but also the sound of a great and fearless warrior ready to charge into battle. Keegan wished that he felt as brave as the dragon sounded. He just prayed that there would be no battle, and he greatly hoped that he would find someone, other than the enemy, alive in his old home. But his gut and heart told him that he would face otherwise.
 
 
 



Chapter 5: Becoming a Dragon's Son
After the mighty creature lowered himself to the ground and stretched out his foreleg, climbing onto the dragon's back was easy. However, once on Pharrgon's back, Keegan wondered how he was going to hang on to the massive beast. His father said that dragons were faster than the mighty racehorses of kings. But horses had long manes for a rider to grasp in hand, and the rider squeezed his legs to remain on the horse. This dragon had no spines to grasp, and his neck was far too thick for Keegan's legs to squeeze. 
 
Keegan began to imagine that they would be flying high in the sky, a mighty gust of wind would come whip him off the dragon's back. Then he would fall, fall, fall all the way to the crushing ground below. At this thought, panic began to set in on Keegan. "How do I hang on? You have no spines! And your neck is much too large for me to hang on with my legs or arms!" Keegan cried. His body began to shake with the thought of falling, so he sank down and gripped Pharrgon's neck scales as tightly as he could with his hands.
 
Pharrgon looked back at Keegan with a sharp eye. "First, you must never panic. Panic has never helped anyone. Second, I do have spines, just like other dragons. Mine are lying down."
 
Keegan sat up when he felt the dragon tense under him. A shiver seemed to go down the dragon's spine. Then triangular plates of golden armor began to rise up on his neck. Keegan then saw that plaited armor lay flat even down to the dragon's tail, waiting to be summoned.
 
"Hold one of my spines," Pharrgon ordered. 
 
Keegan hesitated. The spines looked very sharp, and he was afraid he would cut his hand. He grasped one gently and cringed, then, with a relieved sigh, he grasped it tighter as he realized they were not sharp at all. The dragon smiled at Keegan, then turned his face away, lowered his head, and slowly began to stand. Keegan hunkered down close to the dragon, closed his eyes, and grasped the spine with all of his might. He feared that he might fall off as the dragon stood.
 
"What are you doing?" Pharrgon asked.
 
Keegan opened his eyes to see Pharrgon was staring at him. He looked down and was astonished to find that the dragon was standing, and the ground was about twelve feet below him.
 
"I barely felt you move," he exclaimed, looking at the dragon with wide eyes.
 
Pharrgon smiled. "I will not fly very fast," he said reassuringly and began walking toward a clearing in the trees, away from the cave. Keegan swayed gently from side to side as the dragon walked. It was a pleasant feeling. It felt as if the dragon hardly moved at all really, but the sound of his heavy footfalls and the swaying of his back made Keegan sure that the dragon was moving at a steady pace.
 
When Pharrgon came to the clearing in the trees, he looked up and around at the enormous treetops, then crouched back on his haunches, and looked straight heavenward. 
 
Keegan firmed up his hold on the dragon's spine and tightened the muscles in his legs, licking his lips anxiously. If the dragon was going to jump above these tall trees, as Keegan assumed he would, it was going to be a mighty leap. Keegan did not want to fall off before they were even airborne. He leaned forward, closer to the dragon, and squared his shoulders. He tightened every muscle in his body, just as the dragon did. 
 
The dragon sprung, his powerful muscles propelling him into the sky and far past the leafy trees with their waving arms that reached skyward. He unfurled his tremendous golden wings and stretched them out, catching the wind. He glided for a moment, twisting his head all around, taking in his surroundings, before flapping his heavy, leather wings three times. He rose high up into the bright sky then turned toward the north and began flying gracefully toward the White Mountains in the distance. Rather than loud, long flapping strokes that would take more energy, his wings made small, jerking motions that kept them in the air and kept them going at a steady pace.
 
The sun reflected on the dragon's scales, making him a golden glory in the sky, flying between the curtain of green below and the crystal blue sphere above. The sudden burst of wind from the jump had taken Keegan's breath away, but now he was feeling glorious sitting atop the dragon's back. 
 
The dragon's flying was quite smooth. Flying! It was a wonderful sensation: the feeling of the tight, glossy scales, and the stiff, strong, warm muscles of the dragon under him. The invisible wind whipped and howled past Keggan’s ears and ran long fingers through his hair, while he sat, like a king, between heaven and earth on a steed of gold. Riding a dragon was unreal and beyond thrilling.
 
Keegan leaned over to the side just a little and looked down past the dragon. He could see the river running through the forest and the waterfall. The morning sun glistened on the blue-gray water, and a small mountain only a few leagues away from the dragon's cave loomed deeper into the forest. He sat up and looked toward the north. He could see smoke. Smoke from his village, but it was far away. It then occurred to Keegan that he had run for many miles into the forest without stopping for rest the day before. It amazed him that his body had endured such stress and accomplished such an amazing feat, but he remembered what he was flying toward, and the thought began to grip him and pull him back into grim reality. 
 
He kept his eyes trained toward the village while hundreds of questions and emotions ran through his mind. Would anyone else be there at the village…alive? What had happened to his mother and Braidden? Had Alia made it to the mountains safely? What about Torry? Had he made it out of the village and into safety? And what about Father's body? Had they fed it to the dogs or had they left it in peace? What would be left of the village? What would he find? What would be left after those monsters had destroyed all that he had loved? How would he, a boy, react when faced with the dead people he had once loved and communed with?
 
A hot tear came to his right eye as he felt the anger and the hatred rising up within him, but he also felt utter despair, sadness, and guilt eating away at his heart. His chest ached as he tried to hold back the sobs that threatened to rip out of his chest. Pharrgon seemed to sense Keegan's woe and whipped his head around to look at the boy, which slowed his flying speed considerably. Keegan gripped the dragon's spine harder and shook his head. "Don't slow down! Keep going!" he yelled as he made his body tight and rigid against the rushing wind.
 
The dragon turned his head back to the north and began to fly faster. The trees below them became a near-blur due to their fast pace. The tears came more freely from Keegan's eyes now. They whipped across his cheeks, to his ears, and then flew behind him, their silvery drops catching hold of his hair for a moment before the wind took them away to unknown places. He couldn't bother with them. He had to keep his eyes trained ahead. He had to be prepared. Evil might still be lurking in the village, and he had to be ready to face the cold, silent faces of the dead or the cruel glowers of the evil men.
 
Keegan tried to push the thought of all the people that he would find dead out of his mind, but the image of his father stuck to his mind like a leach on flesh. He clung to the one hope that his uncle, brother, sister, and mother had escaped safely and that he would see them all again someday. He could not possibly bare the loss of all his family. If he lost them all, what would be left for him to live for? 
 
The warm feeling that Keegan had felt at the dragon's cave began to glow inside of him again, giving him strength, comfort, and consolation. It pushed most of the guilt, blame, and horrid thoughts that burned and ate at him, out of his mind. The warmth made him feel better for a moment. He closed his eyes and imagined the warm embrace of his mother that had always comforted him in hard times. He longed for that embrace, especially since he knew that his father would never again embrace him like that.
 
He opened his eyes just in time to see a mass of burnt land come into view. His heart plummeted back into despair as he realized what it was. Fire still smoldered in places where strong houses had once been--houses that were now burnt to the ground. The wall that the people had been working on so diligently for many months was now destroyed. The stones scattered. The fields and crops were burnt to ash. A few cows wandered the field around the dead, stiff bodies of other animals and slain humans, while a herd of goats grazed together, further out in the plain.
 
As Pharrgon neared the edge of the forest, he dropped to tree level. He stretched his wings out and turned them up, which brought him to a halt in the air. His wings made a heavy whooshing sound like hard wind as he flapped them to keep airborne. He hovered in one spot and twisted his head left then right, his large golden eyes scanning the plain before him. He searched for any sign of danger that could still be lurking around the desecrated village before passing beyond the safety of the trees. 
 
The stray cattle grouped together and began to gallop away from the village as they became aware of the dragon. The herd of goats stampeded toward the mountains when the cattle began to run toward the east. All was still otherwise, and no other living thing seemed to be lingering in the village.
 
With a mighty stroke of his wings, Pharrgon swept higher up into the sky and began to circle the burnt ruins below gracefully with outstretched wings. His head continued to twist and turn, watching the land beyond and below him with sharp eyes.
 
"There does not appear to be any living thing for many miles," the dragon said gravely. He tightened his circles and began to spiral down toward the ground, like a vulture flying in to inspect a dead animal. When his tail almost touched the ground, he pulled himself up and slowly lowered his back feet to the ground, creating a gentle landing for Keegan.
 
Even though everything was black from fire and there were no buildings, Keegan could see that they had landed in the village square. Pharrgon twisted his head to and fro, sniffing and snorting as he lowered his front feet to the ground. He stood there for what seemed like ages to Keegan before he finally lay down and let Keegan slide off his back and climb down his leg. His cautious gold eyes continued to shift and probe the area around them. His nostrils flared. A light glowed deep inside them, while smoke crawled out and turned into small gray and white clouds before wrapping themselves around his golden horns and disappearing completely.
 
"There is much death here, and I detect a smell that I have not smelt for many years,” noted Pharrgon as his wide eyes continued to scan the area. Keegan looked at the dragon and noticed that all of his spines were up and stiff. His tail twitched like an upset cat, and the tip of his tail scissored open and shut once, iron sharpening iron. 
 
A shiver ran from Keegan's spine all the way to his toes. He turned away from the agitated dragon to behold the horrid sight of the desecrated village, the place that had once been his home. Not knowing what to do, he slowly began to walk down what was left of the main road running through the village. Tears came to his eyes and a lump filled his throat as he passed countless dead bodies of the villagers. He saw where his house used to stand, and he paused momentarily to pick something up from its ashes. He dusted warm ash off of a rag doll then traced his fingers over what was left of the tattered and burned doll.
 
“This was Alia's. She made it herself,” he stated quietly. A hint of a smile touched his face as he remembered how proud Alia had been after she had finished making the little doll. She had put the utmost love and care into making it, only for it to be burned until barely recognizable. He stood and slowly let the burned rag drop from his hands back into the ashes. Then he turned and continued to walk on. He halted momentarily to scan the area around him when his eyes paused on a body that seemed familiar. His heart pounded against his chest as he came to realize whose body he was looking upon. Before he could react, the tears began to overflow from his eyes.
 
"No!” Keegan cried and ran to the side of a young boy as sobs began to tear at his chest. “Torry, my friend,” he said silently as he looked at his dead friend. He laid his hand on Torry's stiff, cold chest. How could this happen? Why did this happen? Why Torry? Why did he have to die? Torry was a good boy and never hurt anyone.
 
Keegan wiped the tears from his eyes and stroked a strand of dried, bloody hair out of Torry's cold, pale face. The expression on Torry's face was so peaceful. It looked calm and relieved--relieved from life's troubles. Torry was in peace now. Keegan somehow found comfort in this knowledge. He sighed and held back the battalion of sobs that threatened to break out of his throat. He then leaned over and kissed his friend on the forehead. "Rest in peace, my friend. Rest in peace,” he said quietly as a few more tears fell onto his friend's cold and tranquil face. 
 
Keegan stood slowly and moved away from Torry's side. He turned his gaze to where he remembered his father lying. He must see his father's body. He must tell his father goodbye and that he was sorry--sorry for causing this disaster. Even though his father would never know how truly sorry he was, he must tell him. He began to walk, and as he walked he wondered if he could look upon his father's still form. Could he do it? Could he touch his father and feel his lifeless skin? Or would he turn around and run away? He had to be brave. He had to face it. He had to. It would make his father proud.
 
His father's body came into sight as he walked. His stomach began to churn, and his limbs began to grow numb and feel like jelly, but he forced himself forward and continued to tell himself to be brave. As Keegan approached his father, he saw another body lying atop his father's. At first he did not recognize it with the blackness of burns and the blood of wounds covering it, but when he did, his heart stopped. Every brave hope and thought fled as he realized it was a person he had loved so much. A person that he had hoped with every fiber of his being would be alive; it was his mother.
 
He came to a sudden halt and stared in shock at the sight. His legs stiffened and locked. His breathing stopped. He felt his insides go numb and cold. He did not want to believe what his eyes were telling him. It could not be true, not after he had hoped so hard. He was certain that his mother was going to make it out alive. But there she was, before Keegan's very eyes. Her limp, tattered body was lying across his father's; she had died with her love.
 
Keegan began to scream as he ran to the two crumpled bodies. He slid on his knees in front of his mother, rolled her body onto his lap and hugged her close. He rocked her back and forth, groaning. He cried so hard, he could not even sob; he could barely breathe.
 
Not his mother! How could he bare this? Was he never to be held again? Never to be loved by his parents again? Never to hear his mother's comforting words or the pride in his father's voice? Never to feel the warm embrace of his mother or the strong arms of his father wrap around him again? Never again? How could this be? Why? How could he ever go on? 
 
Pharrgon walked up behind Keegan with his head drooping low. He stretched out his mighty wings and laid them on the ground. Then he raised his majestic, solemn head high into the air and let out a long, mournful cry. His cry was heard for miles around. The fleeing Wovlens heard it. The marching army of men in black heard it. Far away farmers heard it. All who heard it, even though they did not completely understand, knew that something terrible had happened. Those who heard it began to mourn, either outwardly or inwardly, just as the young boy and dragon did.
 
Keegan cried until he had no more tears to cry. He cried until he knew that the cold body he held in his arms was completely lifeless and would never again hold him. He rocked his mother's body, holding it as tightly as he could, still unable to let her go. He began to sing the song of death that all Wovlens had sung when someone died, except now he sang it for his own mother and father. Pharrgon stood quietly, while Keegan choked out the song. He would hum along to help Keegan when he had gotten too choked up to sing anymore.
 
"I will help you bury them all Keegan," Pharrgon said silently, in a mournful tone. “Where do you wish them to be laid?” he asked after a slight pause.
 
Keegan raised his head, blinked the tears from his eyes, and looked toward the meadow near the Dragon's Forest. It was all ash now, but he remembered his mother going out to pick herbs and wildflowers there. He remembered that she once had said that when her time came, she would wish to be laid in the meadow where the wildflowers grew the most, facing the east. Then she would always see the rising sun and smell the flowers in the spring.
 
"I will show you where to bury my mother and father first. Then we shall bury the rest.” Keegan gently placed his mother’s head on the ground then stood. He stared at his mother's lifeless face for a long moment then at his father's. He vowed that he would not rest until he had avenged their deaths, until their murderers’ blood stained the ground. 
 
He then turned and marched solemnly to the spot in the meadow where his mother and father would rest together, forever, happily, in everlasting peace, where the wildflowers would always grow. 
 
Go ye to rest in land evergreen
 
Where love abides and peace is king,
 
Go there and wait patiently for me,
 
For I will come unto thee.
 
The world was harsh and cruel to thee;
 
(Go now and rest eternally)
 
Go, rest from life's hardships and plight,
 
For I will come when time is right,
 
I will come and hold thee in mine arms,
 
And enjoy rest in paradise charms.
 
The world was harsh and cruel to thee;
 
(Go now and rest eternally)
 
Go to sleep, oh, dearest ones,
 
Rest you in Dayspring's gentle arms,
 
Go ye to rest in land evergreen,
 
Where love abides and peace is king.
 
Go now and rest eternally.
 
This was the song that Keegan had learned to sing at the passing of every Wovlen life. Now he sang it, facing the west and one hundred some graves, alone. He had tried to keep count of the dead, but he gave up when he lost his morning meal. 
 
There had been no sign of Braidden or Alia among the dead, so Keegan dared to hope that they had made it to the mountains. He could not find Boyden, his uncle, among the dead either. Perhaps he had also escaped. He dearly hoped that some of his family was alive, but he wondered if they could ever be reunited.
 
While Keegan thought about these things, he looked up to the sky as Pharrgon glided in to land. He should have been awestruck at the sight of the beautiful golden dragon gracefully landing on the blackened plain, but Keegan felt nothing. He felt as bare and empty as the burnt, flat land around him that had once been his home. He felt cold, numb, and lifeless, just like all of the bodies that he had buried. Lifeless: no pain, no thrill, no hate. Just nothing.
 
Pharrgon lumbered up to the two head graves that Keegan stood before. He opened his mouth, and two large stones, as tall as a man, dropped to the ground. They were like a mass of huge crystals that had all been welded together. Some of their crystal spikes were red while others were pure white and twinkled in the fading sunlight.
 
"I brought these stones to mark your mother and father's resting places,” Pharrgon said quietly. He stared at the stones for a moment then looked at Keegan's face. “I could find no more than these,” he added, looking for a sign of approval or disapproval in Keegan's countenance. 
 
"Thank you, Pharrgon,” Keegan said quietly, not moving a single muscle otherwise. “They look fit for a king and queen.”
 
The dragon bowed his head slightly then pulled a mass of dirt away from the head of the graves. He placed the large stones in the holes and filled them in again, packing the dirt in tightly around them. “Now no one will be able to move these stones for many years to come,” he said when he had finished. He backed away in reverence then turned and began to walk away.
 
The crystals of the large stones twinkled brilliantly with different colors in the fading light of day. It was as if a thousand diamonds were encrusted in the large crystals, and they shined brighter than the stars in the sky. 
 
“They are fit for a king and queen,” Keegan whispered, as he continued to stare at the glittering stones. He stood for a long while at the foot of his parents’ graves, while Pharrgon wandered about and sniffed the ground curiously. 
 
The dragon finally stopped at a certain place and snorted in disgust. Sparks and flame shot out of his nose as he snorted. “A Dorr Wolf has been here, as I feared. Their race is not extinct,” he said, with a note of disappointment on the latter part. When Keegan heard Pharrgon make the statement, he raised his head. He saw where Pharrgon stood and became very interested and walked over to the dragon's side.
 
"Some of its blood was spilled right here,” Pharrgon said, and he dug his enormous talon into the spot. Keegan looked around. Even though everything around him was burnt, he knew that this was the place where he had cut that horrible creature with his dagger.
 
"Your scent is also here,” the dragon looked at Keegan with inquiring golden eyes.
 
"A strange creature almost had me in its jaws,” Keegan explained as he pulled out his dagger. “I cut it somewhere. The beast knocked my father off of his horse, which led to my father's doom.” Keegan began to feel hate welling up inside of him as he remembered that moment in the past. He was glad that he felt some feeling at last. He liked the feeling of hate. It made him feel strong, and it took his mind off of the things that made him feel numb.
 
"What did the creature look like?” Pharrgon asked.
 
Keegan thought back to when he saw the beast knock his father off his horse. His mind then jumped to when he was running for the forest and made the quick blow that kept the beast from clamping its jaws around him. He could not easily forget such a creature. The memories would always haunt him.
 
"The beast was the size of a horse, had hunched shoulders, and a mid-sized tail. It had brown bristled hair with three black stripes on its shoulders, and I think it had three black stripes on its nose as well. The hair on the shoulders was longer than on the rest of its body. I remember that the eyes were red, and its breath smelled like hell."
 
The dragon hissed, and Keegan jumped back from hot saliva that fell from the dragon's mouth. “It is a young Dorr Wolf. Three stripes on its hump and nose means that it is only three years old.” The dragon hissed again, and he made a series of rattles and clicks in the back of his throat, before calming down. “Legend says that Dorr wolves come from the underworld. They are as good a tracker and hunter as a dragon, and they are one of the few creatures whose teeth can pierce through a mature dragon’s scales."
 
Both Keegan and the dragon were silent for a moment as they reflected on this. Finally, Keegan looked toward his parents’ graves and then around at all of the others that stretched out before him. His eyes rested on a fresh mound of dirt that Torry lay under, and a lump formed in his throat as he thought about the painful death his best friend must have suffered, but he had no more tears to let out. He wasn't even sure if he could scream now. He had let all of that out as well. 
 
"The Dorr Wolf is still alive, isn't it?” Keegan asked silently.
 
"Yes. It still draws living breath,” Pharrgon answered slowly.
 
Keegan sighed and turned around to the north. He stared at the great White Mountains that loomed before him with their glistening peeks pressing against the blue sky. Pharrgon turned his massive body around and looked at the large, snow-capped mountains as well. "You are most welcome to stay with me, if you would so wish.” 
 
The words from the dragon's deep, rich voice seemed to linger in the air. They took Keegan by surprise, and he turned to look at the dragon with wide eyes. "Why would a dragon want a dragon slayer's son to live with him?” Keegan asked. “Why would you have a simple human live with you? A human whose father killed one of your friends and took this stone?” Keegan pulled his ring out from inside his shirt, took it off from around his neck, and held it up for the dragon to see well. 
 
Pharrgon did not look at the ring, but his eyes, filled with a strange sort of pride and love, stayed on Keegan. "I care not that you were the son of a dragon slayer. I care not that you are human. I care not that your father took the lives of many dragons.” Pharrgon's face softened, and his eyes began to sparkle. They seemed to fill with a sort of golden glow. “However, I do care about you. I do care that you have a dragon stone, for that has meaning for you in the future. I do wish to be your guardian.” Pharrgon brought his head down to eye level with Keegan. “But the choice is yours. You must decide whether to stay with me or to follow your own kind.” 
 
Keegan stared at the dragon for a long moment. The warm glow that he saw in the dragon's eyes seemed to fill his chest and swirl and jump inside of him. It seemed to fill him with strength and warmth. At the same time, he thought he could feel the dragon's heartbeat, hear the dragon's every breath, feel the cooling fire in his lungs, and feel every muscle that the dragon flexed. He felt that he had jumped inside the dragon's body. He thought that now he completely understood the dragon. He understood the love and loyalty that the dragon felt toward him and the compassion and desire to protect him. How he understood and felt all these things, Keegan didn't know, but it was wonderful. He felt loved and protected again. He felt like he was in a family again. He could never let that go.
 
A humming sound, much like the one that had lulled Keegan to sleep the night before, began to reverberate from the dragon's throat. It was a soft, quiet sound that filled Keegan's muddled mind with peace, and yet it also vibrated an excitement that Keegan could not explain.
 
"Will you go to be with your people?” Pharrgon asked quietly. “Or come to live with me?”
 
Keegan continued to stare at the dragon in awe for a moment longer. He was barely able to pull his eyes away from the dragon's to look back at the White Mountains.
 
There, in those colossal mountains, were his people. People he knew and did not know. Alia would be in those mountains somewhere, he hoped, as would some of his other friends and family. But, if he went there, he would surely be an outcast among his people for having a dragon as a guardian and mentor. His people had been born with a fear, hate, and a lust for dragon blood, though he never understood why. He would be called a Valad Drakoan among his people. He would be shunned. Pharrgon would be unsafe among the Wovlens. They would kill them both.
 
Keegan could not leave the dragon. He felt tied to him with invisible bonds that he never wanted cut. He felt strong and safe with the dragon. He felt that Pharrgon was like a father to him now. He could not leave that nor jeopardize it; therefore, he could not go to the Wovlens ever again. 
 
"There is no wise thing in going back to the Wovlens,” Keegan answered as he turned toward the graveyard and gazed at his parents’ head stones. “It is best if I am dead to them.” He turned to Pharrgon and looked up at the great, golden dragon. “I will be a Valad Drakoan: a Dragon's Son. I will be your son: the Dragon's Son.”
 
 
 



Chapter 6: Now a Young Man
13 Years Later
 
An elderly man stood from spreading hay in the village barn and straightened his back with a grimace. He wiped his sweaty brow then stiffly walked outside into the open air. He breathed in deeply, stretched his back, and then walked to the water well. He pulled out a bucket of water, grabbed the dipper, and took a long drink of the cool water. When he was done, he wiped his mouth and prepared to dump the remaining water from the bucket into the well when he noticed a rider coming toward the village atop a most magnificent horse. The elderly man stood straight and watched with curiosity as the horse and rider approached. 
 
The horse seemed to be made of gold and jewels. It had the most superb golden coat, shiny and sleek, and a white mane and tail. As the horse moved, its coat glimmered and sparkled in the sun. The horse was truly brilliant. The old man was surprised to see that the magnificent horse wore no wonderful saddle but only a plain, faded blanket. 
 
The rider was a young man of fair countenance. His hair was dark brown and hung a little below his shoulders, which were square and muscular. His posture was straight and calm, and his eyes glanced at objects around him, clearly taking in his surroundings, giving him a sort of cautious but confident air. He wore a threadbare brown shirt, tattered black vest, leather pants, and scuffed boots. A sword in a weather beaten scabbard haunted his left side, and his left hand rested on it gently.
 
This engrossed the elderly man very much. He was most pleased when the young rider angled his horse toward the well, and he was certain that his curiosity would soon be sated. The young rider smiled at the elderly man as he came up to the well. “Good day, sir,” he greeted the elderly man as he slid off of his horse and patted it on the neck. “May I and my horse drink from this well?” he asked with a slight bow. 
 
“Yes, please drink till you are satisfied,” the elderly man said with a return bow. The young man grabbed the bucket and dumped the remaining water into the watering trough. His horse licked its lips and began to drink of the water gratefully. The young man stroked his horse’s neck for a moment then let the bucket fall back into the well. As soon as the bucket filled with water, he began to reel it back in.
 
“This is a truly wonderful animal that you have here,” the elderly man said as he gently patted the horse’s neck. 
 
The young man pulled the bucket up onto the side of the well and reached for the dipper. “Yes, he is a wonderful companion,” he answered as he put the dipper of water to his lips. When he finished drinking, the young man poured more water into the trough for his horse and patted it on the neck again. “His name is Ardor,” he remarked with pride behind his voice. 
 
Hearing his name, the horse raised his head from the water trough and nibbled at his rider’s shirt. The young man chuckled and patted Ardor again. “He is the best traveling companion that I could have,” the young man stated. “I watched as his mother gave birth to him, and I wiped the blood from his nose. I watched him grow. He and I have been through a lot together.” He stroked his horse across the forehead lovingly and fluffed the long white bangs that hung over the horse's merry brown eyes.
 
“It seems that he has served you well,” the elderly man said. “I have never seen a horse like him,” he added as he began to walk around the horse looking it over with a keen, well-trained eye. “He is a strong, well-built fellow. Better than King Orwin’s horses. I should know; I worked in the King’s stables for a time. I was the chief horse master,” the elderly man said with a smile, memories flooding his eyes. “He is an unusual color for a horse. Whose stables was he foaled in? Who was his sire and dam?” the elderly man asked, looking up at the young man.
 
The young man looked his elder in the eye with a smile shining in his own eyes. “He was born in the wild to an unknown mare and stallion,” he answered.
 
The elderly man’s expression turned to shock. “This magnificent animal--in the wild?” he asked. The younger man nodded and laughed then seemed to dismiss the subject. He patted his horse again and poured the remaining water from the bucket into the well. Suddenly, a cow bawled, and there was loud clatter in the nearby barn followed by a brown cow bolting out of the barn doors. A young milkmaid charged out after the cow but stopped once out of the barn door and flopped onto the ground rubbing her ankle painfully.
 
“Curse you, you old cow,” the young lady yelled after the running cow. She shook her fist then stood up and slowly started to limp the way that the creature had taken.
 
“I will fetch it for you!” the young man said as he flipped up onto his horse and began galloping after the bucking cow. It did not take him long to come up alongside the cow where he reached down and grasped the animal’s rope. His horse turned and cut the cow off from its course, directing it back toward the little village. When the cow had settled down, the young man and his horse began to lead the beast back to the village peacefully.
 
The young woman patiently stood and stared as the young man brought the cow up to her. The elderly man came up to her side with an amazed and excited expression. “I must say, that was amazing horsemanship, sire!” the elderly man said enthusiastically.
 
“Thank you. My father taught me expert horsemanship. I was only doing what needed done,” the young man said and smiled at the young lady. She had beautiful emerald eyes, fair skin, and golden hair, which was partially hidden under a head covering. She wore a simple white chemise with a brown surcoat that laced up the sides and a long brown leather belt--the typical attire of a farm maid.
 
“Would you like me to tie the cow in the barn for you?” the young man asked politely.
 
The lass reached up and took the rope from him with a smile. “No, thank you, sir. I shall do it myself,” she answered. As she took the rope from the young man, a strange silver ring with a red stone on his finger caught her attention, and she let her eyes linger on it for a moment before turning and leading the cow back toward the barn.
 
“Very well…” the young man said. He watched as the girl led the cow away, then he turned back to the elderly man. “I thank you for your kind hospitality,” he said with a nod of his head.
 
“It was my pleasure and the village’s pleasure. You may come back any time you please,” replied the elderly man.
 
“Thank you. I will keep that in mind,” said the young man. “May I know your name kind, sir?” he asked. 
 
“Certainly! I am Geoff, at your service,” said the elderly man, bowing. 
 
“No, please! It is I who am at your service, Master Geoff!” the young man laughed. “I will remember your kindness.” The young man inclined his head then turned and began to ride down the road, southbound.
 
Geoff watched as horse and rider leisurely began to walk away, then he started and slapped his hand to his forehead. “Wait! May I have the pleasure of knowing your name before you leave?” Geoff called out.
 
The young man turned his horse around and smiled. “I am Keegan,” he answered then turned again and trotted away without another word.
 

 
The black mist surrounded everything like a veil. Moans and groans of unseen people could be heard deep in the darkness. A foul stench swirled in the air. The Dorr Wolf looked at Keegan and bared its ivory teeth to snarl at him. The man with the scar across his face sat atop the foul creature with an accusing glare directed at Keegan.
 
“I have you now,” he said in a hissing voice. “You can’t escape me.”
 
Keegan stood helpless. He could not move. He did not understand why, and he could see nothing that bound him, but no matter how hard he tried, he could not move. The scarred man then reached down to the ground from the wolf's back and grasped a chain. Keegan gritted his teeth, and sweat began to form on his brow. He knew what was going to happen next. The scarred man jerked a body out of a hole. It was Keegan’s father.
 
“It’s your fault, you know,” said the scarred man. “If you would have been intelligent, you would have told your father and uncle about me!” The man sneered again. “However, fortunately for me and Demitreah, you didn’t tell them.” He began to cackle like a mockingbird teasing a cat and then let the body fall back into the hole.
 
Keegan felt hot anger and desperation wash through his muscles. He struggled fiercely to free himself from his invisible bonds. The Dorr Wolf crouched back on its haunches and tightened every muscle in its legs. It leaped into the air and then….
 

 
Keegan bolted up right with a gasp and grasped his sword handle. Ardor jerked his head up from its resting place and looked at Keegan with ears forward. Keegan looked around as the sweat rolled off his face. 
 
No Dorr Wolf, no scarred man, no sign of his father’s body, and no black mist. Only the tall trees lingered around him, releasing the sweet smell of spring, and the slight light of dawn crept across the sky. He wiped the sweat from his face with a heavy sigh. 
 
Thirteen years had passed since the massacre, and he still had nightmares like this. The only freedom he had from the nightmares was when he was with Pharrgon. This particular nightmare repeated itself over and over again. However, it had one thing different in it this time: the name Demitreah. Who was Demitreah? The name sent a shiver down Keegan’s back unexpectedly. He did not like the sound of it. It roused something inside of him--some ancient desire that made him want to tear something apart and at the same time hide in fear. It was very confusing.
 
He stood and walked over to the log that Ardor was tied to. He patted Ardor then reached over and picked up the water skin. He drank some water from the skin and placed it back on the ground. He grabbed his vest and slipped it on. He then picked up Ardor’s blanket and placed it on the horse’s back.
 
Ardor yawned then pawed at the ground, showing that he disagreed with the idea of travel at this time in the morning.
 
“I’m sorry, Ardor. I don’t want to sit around and wait till after dawn for you to wake up and be ready to go. I don’t want to take a chance of falling asleep and having that dream again,” Keegan said impatiently.
 
The horse shook his head and mane, still protesting. Keegan just ignored him and walked over to the other side to gather things up and pack them into saddlebags. Ardor snorted and twisted his head around, grabbed hold of the blanket, and pulled it off of his back, dropping it onto the ground.
 
“Ardor!” Keegan hissed “You ill-mannered horse!” He picked up the blanket and got ready to place it back on Ardor, but the horse untied his rope with his teeth and trotted away from Keegan with a sniggering whinny. 
 
Keegan marched after him with anger growing in his chest, but every time he got close to Ardor, the horse would trot away. Finally, Keegan started chasing Ardor but never caught up with him. Ardor continued cantering around the camp area until Keegan finally collapsed on the ground, panting heavily.
 
“You opinionated, obstinate fool of a horse,” Keegan said between gasps. “You’re not getting any sleep this way. You’re just keeping me busy until after dawn. You could have slept as you walked! Stubborn horse.” Keegan closed his eyes and panted.
 
After a moment, he heard the horse come up beside him, and Ardor nudged Keegan’s shoulder with his nose. He had to do it twice before Keegan would open his eyes and look at him. Keegan stroked his horse’s nose affectionately, “I’m sorry that I got angry at you. I should have just sat down and collected myself.” He said gently, “The dream disturbed me greatly.” He stood and stretched before patting Ardor's neck. “Are you ready to go now?” he asked. Ardor grabbed the blanket out of Keegan’s hand and held it up.
 
“I will take that as a yes.” Keegan smiled as he took the blanket. He placed it on Ardor’s back then fetched the water and saddlebags and also placed them on Ardor’s back. He buckled his sword onto his side and made sure the campfire was out. He folded up the blanket that he had slept on and put it in one of Ardor’s bags. He then swung up onto the horse’s back and looked around to be sure that everything was in place and that he had all of his belongings. 
 
Keegan sighed peacefully, looking at the brightening Eastern sky. “Let’s go,” he whispered.
 
Ardor turned west and set off in a lively trot toward the road that they had come off of the night before. It was a beautiful morning, and the songbirds promised it to be a lovely day. Perfect for a long ride.
 
 
 



Chapter 7: The Princess
A
caravan of knights, horses, wagons, and two rich carriages plodded down a quiet country road that ran through the Forest of Arnad. The sky was overcast and occasionally grumbled with thunder. The leaves on the trees hardly moved.
 
Three ladies and a young girl were in the foremost carriage. Two of the ladies wore simple colored dresses, while the young girl and another young lady, sisters, wore matching greenish gold dresses of fine, crumpled silk. Golden circlets adorned their heads. The youngest girl looked eagerly at her surroundings from one of the carriage windows. Her big, blue eyes were wide and eager with anticipation. “When do you think we will be there?” she asked in an excited voice as she turned to face the other women.
 
“Sometime around nightfall, me little lady,” one of the simple clad women with raven black hair answered with a kind smile.
 
“Yes, that is if nothing goes wrong,” an older woman with gray hair added as she wrung her pale hands in a worried fashion.
 
“Don’t think about it, Annaka. We will arrive in good time,” the other richly clad young lady said with a smile. She stroked back a strand of her little sister’s auburn hair and tucked it under the gold circlet. She herself had gold hair that was entwined with her golden circlet, and emerald eyes that sparkled like the stars as she smiled at her sister. 
 
“Oh! I am so excited, Erewhon! I can hardly wait!” Annaka gave her elder sister’s arm a squeeze before returning to look out the window. They all sat silently in the carriage until one of the wheels bumped over a rock. The elder lady squirmed as a result, expressing the tiresome discomfort that they all felt. 
 
A horse whinnied loudly and the single word “Halt!” echoed through the trees followed by the carriage coming to a quick stop.
 
“Why have we stopped? Are we there yet?” Annaka leaned out the window as far as she could and tried very hard to see around the knights.
 
“Annaka, please sit,” Erewhon said firmly as she gave a quick tug on the skirt of her little sister. “If something is wrong, the guard does not need your head in the way.” 
 
The young girl nodded to her elder sister and reluctantly sat down, staring through the window curiously, longing to be in on the excitement outside. All was silent for a moment except for the occasional stomp of an impatient horse’s hoof. The smell of horses and promised rain grew heavy in the air as the ladies waited, but no one made a sound. Everyone strained to hear what was taking place outside. 
 
At first, the stern voices of debating men were all that could be heard and then the air was pierced with a painful cry. A rustle seemed to go through the men outside the carriage like an unexpected breeze whipping the summer’s barley, and a few swords were drawn as everyone became alert for danger.
 
“Surround the ladies’ carriage!” a strong voice ordered. Horse hooves and chain mail were all that could be heard bustling around the carriage as the knights surrounded it. 
 
“Oh, I just knew something was going to go wrong!” the elder woman said woefully.
 
“Annaka, come, sit closer to me,” Erewhon said as she held her arms open, inviting the young girl to come into her protection.
 
Annaka obeyed, snuggling into the warm embrace of her sister. “Do you think that we are going to be ambushed?” she shuddered as she asked the question that they all were pondering.
 
“I hope not, my lady,” the woman with raven hair replied quietly. She reached out and grabbed Annaka's hand and gently rubbed it. “Don't you worry now, sweet one. Just stay very quiet.”
 
Erewhon gave her sister a reassuring squeeze. “Yes. Everything will be fine. Stay close to me, or Thailla, and everything will be just fine.” Erewhon nodded to the dark haired woman, Thailla, then kissed Annaka on top of the head and held her close.
 
The knights were finally settled all around the carriage and had their swords drawn. Some of the horses chomped at their bits restlessly and pawed the ground, while a wave of whispers seemed to go through the knights.
 
“Oh, I do hope that this passes quickly!” the elder woman said in an anxious tone.
 
Annaka's hands began to quake. “I am frightened, Erewhon,” she said quietly with a choked voice.
 
Erewhon wrapped her arms tighter around Annaka and gently kissed her. “Be brave little one. Perhaps this is not an ambush,” she whispered, though her senses told her otherwise. “Just pray, darling, that everything will turn out well.”
 
All became silent except for an occasional swish of a horse’s tail or the pawing hoof of one of the restless animals. Even the grumbling sky above seemed to become quiet. No one spoke. They listened and watched. Erewhon barely dared to breath. Every breath she took seemed to be as loud as an urn breaking in a dead silent tomb.
 
The air felt stiff and was coated heavily with the smell of sweating horses and men. The smell of moisture was also growing thick and only made the other smells worse. It seemed that ages passed by in silence, and just when Erewhon began to think that nothing was going to happen, the forest exploded with the cries of mad men, shaking everyone to the bone like an earthquake.
 
Arrows pelted the brave knights from unseen archers in every direction, and horses began to scream in pain and terror. “Hold the line! Protect their majesties!” the captain shouted with a strong, commanding voice over the chaos. Men dressed in black and covered in leaves came up screaming from concealed holes in the ground, and they charged the knights like a pack of ravenous wolves. The men clothed in black clashed with the mounted knights who bravely drove them back away from the carriage. The knights cut down the men in black with maces and swords, using their horses as a barrier to separate the ladies’ carriage from the enemy.
 
The women huddled down together in the center of the carriage. Erewhon and Thailla hovered over Annaka, while the older woman cowered nearby with groans and moans of fear. The carriage jerked abruptly, and the horses screamed in terror as a mighty roar of some enormous animal bellowed above the chaos of battle. 
 
“What is it?” Men began to scream. More tremendous roars ripped through the air. “It's from the underworld! Save your souls! Run!” Suddenly, the line of knights outside seemed to disappear.
 
The carriage charged forward, and the elder woman sat up with a start. “Oh! The carriage has been captured!” she cried.
 
Erewhon stood to her feet, unsure of what to do. Everything had happened so quickly. The carriage went over a rock and tossed all of the women to one side, nearly flinging Erewhon out through the window. She saw, for a split second, that one of the evil men was riding a carriage horse, which he kicked and shouted at mercilessly, driving the poor beasts forward with fury.
 
“My lady!” Thailla grasped Erewhon by the wrists and pulled her back into the carriage. “Are you all right?” she asked.
 
The mad driver cut a turn too quickly, causing the opposite side of the carriage to rake across a tree, nearly making it tip the other way again. All of the ladies were piled onto each other on the right side of the carriage, while the door opposite of them swung wide open. It banged against the side of the carriage until it snagged on a tree and was ripped off in a spray of splinters. The whole carriage jolted when the door came off, propelling the women toward the open doorway.
 
Thailla cried out and braced herself against the open door to avoid anyone falling out. Annaka curled into a ball right at Thailla's feet and gripped the floorboards with her small fingers. The elder woman crawled to the right side of the carriage and grasped a window opening tightly with a terrified wail, while Erewhon dug her right hand’s fingers into a crack on one of the wooden seats and groped for Annaka's hand with her free one.
 
“I can't reach! Annaka! Give me your hand!” she called over the noise of the clattering carriage.
 
Annaka froze and stared at her sister's hand a moment before she gained the courage to move. She slowly reached out for Erewhon's hand, and just before their finger tips met, the wheels of the carriage bumped over another rock. Annaka and Thailla vanished out of the carriage door and out of sight with barely a sound. Erewhon screamed in horror. She crawled on her hands and knees to the edge of the door and poked her head out just enough to see that Annaka and Thailla were staggering to their feet at the edge of the road, and no one, friend or foe, followed after the carriage.
 
“You’re driving like a mad man, you idiot! You’re losing all your passengers!” the old woman screamed out of the window that she clung to.
 
An idea dawned on Erewhon. “They are okay. We can get out the same way,” she said. She stood to her feet uneasily and turned to summon the older woman only to find a knife pointed at her and a fiendish look on the elder woman's face.
 
Erewhon was puzzled for a moment until it all became clear to her. “You’re a traitor!” she gasped. “A spy! How could you?”
 
“I am. And because it pays well! But it only pays if we capture you!” the older woman said in a malicious tone. “We never knew that Annaka existed, so her majesty will be very interested in that tidbit of knowledge. Now, step away from that door!” she said raising her dagger higher. 
 
“Who is going to tell ‘her majesty’ about Annaka? And is Thailla mixed up in this?” Erewhon asked, her brows knit, fists balled and not moving otherwise. The older woman stumbled forward as the carriage jumped again. “Thailla is not with us; she was fooled just like the rest of you! And no one else knows about Annaka except me. I will be rewarded well for this valuable information!” the evil woman cackled.
 
“Not if I can help it! No one threatens my sister!” Erewhon screamed and lunged for the dagger. The front wheels of the carriage hit a fallen tree in the road, and the horse harnesses snapped, leaving the carriage to tumble down the hill by itself. The two women, caught in a frantic struggle, were both thrown to one side of the carriage then the other. The speeding carriage tottered on two wheels momentarily, and Erewhon tumbled out of the open door backwards, barely missing the back wheels as she fell. She hit the ground with a thud and rolled for several feet then lay still. The carriage crashed into a tree, and its front shattered with a bang into a thousand pieces. Then, silence.
 

 
Keegan and Ardor cantered along the forest road quietly. Keegan was glad for the solitude and quiet. It gave him time to think, or not think, whichever he preferred. He closed his eyes and breathed in deeply. The sky was gray and threatened rain, and the wonderful smell of moisture was thick in the air. Suddenly, Ardor raised his head high, halted, and snorted, breaking Keegan away from his thoughts and causing him to open his eyes.
 
“What’s the matter, Ardor?” he asked, patting the horse’s neck as he cocked his head to listen. He heard a recklessly driven wagon and horse hooves pounding the road ahead of him with a furious voice booming over all the noise, “You flea bitten hay bags! Move, I say!”
 
This promptly put Keegan on the alert. His gut began to twist, and his hands began to ache. Something was terribly wrong. He leaned forward and hissed to Ardor. Ardor snorted then shot off in a dead run toward the noise, tail held high and hooves kicking up moist turf as he sped along. Soon, the sound became very close, and there was a woman’s scream followed by a loud thud that echoed through the trees.
 
“Whoa, whoa, you dim-witted horses!” a man shouted.
 
Keegan and Ardor rounded a bend and saw the source of the noise. They halted and surveyed what was happening. A man in black was on the back of a harnessed horse and was holding its teammate in his right hand. He watched as a beat-up and out of control carriage rolled downhill at high speed. The right side of the carriage bumped over a small log, and a green figure tumbled from the left side just seconds before it went careening into a tree. The figure, a young woman, rolled several feet then lay still. 
 
Keegan was afraid for a moment that the woman wouldn’t move again, and he glared at the reckless man who had caused such a terrible tragedy to happen, fingering his sword hilt as the anger boiled in him. A movement from the woman caught his eye, however, and he watched as she sat up and shook her head. She stood, limped to the wreckage, pulled back a few boards, and looked on the inside. She heaved, like she was going to be sick at the sight she saw, then she backed away from it.
 
Keegan thought he recognized her at first, but then all familiarity was washed away as he was struck by her appearance. She had a glow about her that made her seem like a creature of fantasy. Her golden hair had a silver shine, like the twinkling of a diamond set in gold, and her slender form, garbed in a green dress, seemed to be a part of the forest. The trees and plants about her welcomed her into their realm.
 
A warm glow filled Keegan’s chest as he stared at her. He felt it was a dream, that he was looking upon a fair lady from the ancient days, a lady of a forgotten people. He wondered if he was staring at a queen pulled from ancient memories and formed by tales of old.
 
The man in black growled and kicked the horse he rode, trotting down the hill after the woman, dragging the other horse behind him. The woman saw her enemy coming toward her. She turned on her heel and began to flee through the trees. She ran surprisingly well for someone who had just had a bad spill. She ran like a fleeting doe, Keegan thought.
 
“Dayspring, have mercy! Save me!” she cried as she ran. 
 
Keegan’s mind began to reel and spin. He squeezed his eyes shut as the words echoed in his mind and a vision of the past began to flash by his mind: horsemen coming toward the village - Jardon gasping for breath - his father, Barden, asking Dayspring for help.
 
Keegan opened his eyes in rage. The world around him was dark and red with anger of the past. Flashbacks and visions had always controlled him but not this time. He could not let them have him today. He had to help this woman, and he knew that this man pursuing her was on the side of evil.
 
Ardor felt the surge of energy flow through Keegan, and he reared with a loud, excited whinny then charged down the hill toward the man in black. Out of the corner of his eye, Keegan saw four other men in black galloping down a slope ahead of the woman. They were going to head her off. He urged Ardor to speed his pace. He had to get to her before they did.
 
Ardor pinned his ears back and bared his teeth as he galloped up alongside the team and the man in black that drove them on. Keegan let out a battle cry and pulled out his sword. In one swing, he decapitated the man. A fountain of blood sprayed into the air, and the team let out terrified shrieks. They swerved away from Ardor as the dead body fell to the ground. Keegan urged Ardor to follow the fleeing woman. She ran swiftly. Her long, golden locks of hair flowed and bounced behind her like the mane of a horse as she ran. The four other horsemen blocked her way of escape. She stopped and turned to flee another. The men were right behind her. 
 
Keegan wheeled Ardor around and bolted toward her. He was not going to make it to her before the men. He veered away from the young woman and disappeared into the forest.
 

 
Erewhon ran through thick, thorny brush that jabbed and clawed at her. She dropped to the ground beside a tree and tried to avoid being punctured. She realized her that dress blended well with the bushes and served as a camouflage, so she lay very still next to the tree, trying to quiet her gasping. Her heart pounded like the hooves of a horse, and she was aware of every sound and movement in the forest. Her hands shook, and she breathed as quietly and slowly as she possibly could, though every breath she took seemed like it was loud enough for a marching army to hear.
 
Three of the evil men that had chased her galloped into the thick brush then halted and scanned the area. Erewhon pulled in a quick breath and held it before letting it out slowly as she watched every move the men made from her hiding place. She wondered briefly where the other two men had gone. She was certain that there had been at least five of them chasing her.
 
“Where did she go?” one of the men asked.
 
“She is hiding in the brush,” one of the others answered as he got down from his horse. “Cut it all down until we find her or flush her out. Listen for her gasping.”
 
The other two got down from their horses and began hacking away at the bushes with their swords. One of them slowly drew closer and closer to Erewhon’s hiding place.
 
“This brush has thorns! Are you sure she is here?” he asked as he steadily came closer to her.
 
Erewhon slowly began to creep around the tree away from him, keeping an eye out for any path of escape, and trying to avoid making any sound at all.
 
“Oh, she is here. Trust me,” the other said. “Now shut up and watch for her!” he commanded, continuing to hack at the bushes.
 
The three men were spaced far apart now, and the one continued to draw closer to her. This was her only chance. She jumped up and began to run again, the thorns tearing through her dress and clawing at her skin.
 
“There she is!” one of the men shouted. 
 
Two of the men started after her on foot while the other jumped on his horse and began to gallop after her. He passed the two men on foot and nearly had her in his arms when a large golden blur burst through the brush and slammed into him, causing his horse to squeal and fall. 
 
A magnificent golden horse reared up with an angry snort, stomping the man in black that had fallen with his horse. The man screamed in horror and pain, capturing the attention of his two comrades. One of them turned to help him, but the other caught him by the arm. “Wait. We have to catch this girl,” he said with a firm face and a nod over his shoulder.
 
Erewhon screamed, drawing the attention of the two men. The fourth man had appeared and had Erewhon locked in his arms atop his horse. She struggled with him vigorously, clawing, kicking, and wriggling as hard as she could.
 
“One of you blame fools get over here and help me, and the other help him if you must!” the fourth yelled as he struggled with her.
 
At that moment, the man whom was being stomped became quiet. The golden horse turned and trotted away, chasing the other three horses.
 
“That nag is taking our horses!” one of the men yelled. He ran after the horses until a young man jumped out in front of him. Before anyone could react, the young man raised his sword and struck his opponent fatally across the chest. He then charged the man in black, who raised his sword, ready for the attack. The young man prepared for an upper strike. The man in black lifted his sword to parry but was cut off at the knee. Howling in pain, he fell to the ground. The young man finished him off at the neck and turned toward the man atop the horse with Erewhon.
 
“Let her go,” he hissed.
 
Instead, the evil man took a better hold of Erewhon and turned his horse to gallop away.
 
“Ardor! Stop him!” the young man's voice echoed through the trees.
 
The golden horse jumped in front of the fleeing man and lunged at the other horse with a shriek. The captor’s horse jumped out from under him and Erewhon. They tumbled to the ground together. The man bounced back up to his feet, drew his sword, and grabbed Erewhon by the hair. He yanked her to her feet, setting her scalp to screaming. He wrapped his arm around her shoulders and put his cold blade up to her neck, facing the strange young man. “Come another step only if you want the girl dead,” he spat through his teeth.
 
The young man paused with his bloody blade still raised. Long, brown hair flowed around his fiery eyes. Erewhon thought that she recognized him for a moment, but the fear that crept along her spine and the pain in her head washed away all memories.
 
“Drop your sword and back away from it,” the man in black said as he jerked his arm tighter around Erewhon’s shoulders making her cringe. The young man hesitated. He looked at Erewhon and stared at her for a long moment. He had intense, blue eyes, and she could tell that he was weighing all his options. He did not want to give in to the man in black, but he did not want to endanger her. 
 
Erewhon cringed again as the man in black pressed his sharp blade up closer to her bare skin, threatening to cut her throat. The young man hesitated no longer. He closed his eyes, dropped his sword, and placed his hands behind his back then took two steps backward.
 
The man in black sneered and let his sword down from Erewhon’s neck but maintained a firm grip on her shoulders. “What is your name?” he asked the stranger in a snide tone.
 
“Nothing of consequence to you,” the young man retorted.
 
Just then, the man in black loosened his grip on Erewhon’s shoulders, giving her the chance she needed to free herself. She elbowed the man in the ribs then pulled away from his weakened grip. She took his arm and twisted it behind him then used his own weight and force against him to flip him onto his back.
 
The man promptly jumped back up to his feet and reached out for Erewhon with a snarl. There was a sudden thud behind him. His eyes turned gray, and his breath left him as blood spurted from his mouth. He fell at Erewhon’s feet, a knife protruding from his back. He groaned and clawed at the ground weakly for a moment then became still as Erewhon watched the life leave him.
 
Erewhon looked up in shock to see the young man still in the position of throwing a knife. He relaxed, picked up his sword, wiped it on the ground, and sheathed it. Then he walked over and pulled the dagger out of the man’s body. She closed her eyes and turned her head away. Her stomach began to churn, and her body started to sweat and feel weak as her head became light. She had never seen a human being die, much less with a knife in his back.
 
The young man bent down and cleaned his knife on the ground then stood and whistled a wonderful, charming whistle into the trees. A whinny answered the whistle, and the beautiful, golden horse came through the trees toward them. The horse trotted up to the young man and put its soft nose in his hand. “Thank you, Ardor. Well done,” his owner whispered. The horse bobbed his head up and down and curled his neck in a proud way.
 
Erewhon was too stunned to say anything. She was in awe of the horse and his owner, she was surprised they had come to her rescue, and she was shocked that she now recognized them. She had seen them before.
 
The young man turned to her and bowed slightly. “May I know your name, my lady?” he asked politely.
 
Erewhon opened her mouth, but nothing came out. Everything had happened so fast. She didn’t know what to say. She could barely even remember her own name right now, and she felt like she was going to be sick. A hot tear came to her right eye, and she closed her mouth as harsh embarrassment washed over her, upsetting her stomach all the more. 
 
The young man sighed then brought his horse up beside her. “Allow me to help you onto Ardor, and I will take you to a stream to wash your face,” he said kindly. He gently took her by the arm and brought her closer to his horse.
 
She grasped Ardor's mane, raised her foot, and placed it in the waiting man’s hand. Then she swung up onto the horse’s back. She looked down at the young man, and their eyes met. 
 
His eyes were a shining blue that were gentle yet intense, deep, and strong. There was pain behind them, along with guilt and confusion, but, most of all, they were filled with the harsh look of revenge. In spite of that, kindness and compassion swirled in them. There was another look to them as well--a strange look. Something lay deep in them: a deep, glorious secret.
 
The young man turned his head away from her gaze and stroked the horse’s neck. He looked back up at her but endeavored to make no eye contact. “Are you ready?” he asked. She nodded her head slightly, tightening her grip on the white mane while continuing to stare at the fair young man.
 
He led his horse through the trees, quietly talking to him and patting him. Occasionally, he would look back at her for a brief moment. After a short time, they came to a stream where they stopped. Erewhon washed her face in the cool, refreshing water and cleaned the cuts and scrapes on her arms. She tried to clean some of the blood from her dress, but the stains would not remove, so she walked to a tree on the bank and sat between its roots, holding her knees, waiting for the young man to finish washing his face.
 
She could not believe that her elder lady-in-waiting had been a traitor. The old woman had been so kind and gentle when they had first met only a short time ago. Erewhon had hoped that they would become good friends. But that would never happen. At least now the woman wouldn’t be endangering anyone’s lives anymore, especially Annaka’s life.
 
Erewhon shifted uncomfortably as she remembered the sight she saw when she had looked into the wreckage of the carriage. Then she groaned as her mind flicked back to the image of the knife sticking out of the back of the evil man. Her head felt light at the memory, and her stomach started to churn again. Her rescuer came up beside her. She stood and tried to push the gruesome memories out of her mind, hoping to regain some composure.
 
“You are not the first person to have seen death,” the young man said abruptly. 
 
Erewhon turned and faced him, feeling offended. “Excuse me?” she asked insolently.
 
“Forgive me,” the young man said, raising his hands. “I only meant to comfort you. You looked slightly sick.”
 
Erewhon rolled her eyes and relaxed slightly. “Well. Thank you for the attempted comfort,” she said as politely as she could manage. She was feeling hot, sick, and short on patience and civility right now. Her temper had little room to be taxed by a young man’s ignorance. 
 
“The road is that way,” he said pointing in the direction of which he spoke.
 
He offered her a leg up on the horse, but she shook her head and stepped away. “I will walk from here, thank you,” she said and began walking in the direction that he had pointed out. He shrugged and followed her silently as she walked toward the road.
 
When they found the road, he gestured to the right. They walked in that direction silently until Erewhon could no longer endure the silence. 
 
“You have not told me your name,” she noted. “May I know what it is?”
 
“My name is Keegan,” he answered with a polite nod of his head.
 
“Keegan? No other titles?” she asked.
 
“Just Keegan,” he replied with a shake of his head.
 
Erewhon cleared her throat quietly and pushed back a strand of her hair that had fallen from the circlet on her head. “I am Erewhon. Princess Erewhon,” she corrected herself. “My uncle, King Orwin of Halfidail, will reward you well for rescuing me.” If nothing else would please the young man, this news would, she thought.
 
Keegan snorted. “I don’t care for a reward,” he replied, glancing at her before turning his eyes back to the road.
 
Erewhon looked at him in shock. “Pardon me?” she asked. “You do not want a reward?”
 
“I did not rescue you for a reward,” Keegan explained. “Saving you from the danger at hand and seeing you in good health is reward enough. Even if you were a serf, a seamstress, or a milkmaid, I would have rescued you.”
 
He suddenly stepped in front of her, halting her walking. He looked her over with an intense stare. He studied her golden hair and her green eyes, though he tried not to make much eye contact with her.
 
“I do know you! You are the milkmaid that lost the brown cow in the village, and I fetched it back for you,” he said with a sparkle entering into his blue eyes. “That was three months ago. Much has changed for you in that time,” he concluded with an ornery smile spreading across his face.
 
Erewhon stared at him a moment, wishing that he had not recognized her. Then, with a huff, she walked past him feeling awkward and foolish.
 
“Do you like being royalty?” Keegan asked hurrying up beside her.
 
“Not particularly,” she answered forwardly as she kept her eyes trained on the road ahead of her.
 
“May I ask why not?” Keegan asked. 
 
Erewhon let out a heavy sigh. She did not want to answer his questions. If only he had not recognized her, everything would be fine. She would not have had to answer all of his questions then. But now it would be impolite. Wouldn’t it? Or did her status as royalty place her above his questions? Strangely, as she thought about it, she found herself wanting to answer his questions. She wanted to unburden her heart to him.
 
She sighed again. “I prefer the simple life of a peasant, unnoticed and left alone. Being royalty causes many eyes to stare at me, and it creates many dangers. You just rescued me from one. It is not just a threat to my safety and solitude but to my sister’s, as well.” Erewhon slowed her pace slightly, staring at the ground before her. “If it were just me as Princess, then I would not be so worried, but my little sister’s involvement makes it difficult for me to rest at night. I fear for her safety,” she finished slowly, her mind wandering to Annaka.
 
Keegan paused a moment and seemed to become more somber as he reflected on her words. “Who is hunting you?” he asked with concern. “And why were you a milkmaid only three months ago when I first met you? How are you a princess now?” 
 
Erewhon looked up at the trees as she thought. “My father told me when I was a little girl that royal blood ran through my veins, but when he disappeared years ago, I pushed his words aside as nonsense and continued about my peaceful life as a peasant. Only when my uncle found me did I learn that my father had told me the truth. Uncle has no heir of his own, so he has adopted his nieces, my sister and I, as his daughters, especially since it is presumed that my father is dead.” The memories of her father were overwhelming, so she turned her mind back to Keegan’s first question. “I do not know who is hunting me,” she finished. She glanced at Keegan and saw a firm, determined expression on his face. “However! I think that my uncle knows who is hunting me, so I will soon learn as well,” she added with a definite shake of her head. She did not want this young man to take any strange ideas into his head about being a hero or a detective for her sake.
 
Presently, they came up to a tri-forked road. Erewhon stopped and looked at the ground but saw no signs that a wagon or anything had trodden on either of the roads.
 
“Have we come the right way?” she asked.
 
“I’m not sure. I’ve only been guessing,” Keegan answered with a shrug. He paused suddenly and tensed, becoming uncomfortable as he cautiously looked up at the sky.
 
“Are you all right?” Erewhon asked, noting the change in his demeanor.
 
Keegan nodded and looked down at the ground, saying nothing. Erewhon looked at the ground again and retraced her steps to make sure that she had not missed even the slightest indication of her escort or a recklessly driven wagon having been down this road.
 
Ardor abruptly snorted and raised his head as a large shadow passed over them with the sound of rushing wind. There was a sudden clap of thunder, startling Erewhon, and then there was silence. Keegan looked up at the sky then turned back around and looked at the forked road. He sighed then swung up atop of Ardor. “I believe your escort is down the road on your right, my lady,” he said. He gave her a gentle shove in the back, directing her toward the forked roads.
 
Erewhon rolled her eyes and turned to look up at him. “Where are you going?” she demanded. He couldn’t just leave. She needed his protection, and she wanted to make sure that he was rewarded for his efforts. She also wanted to get to know him better. Surely he had more questions for her. Surely he wasn’t foolish enough to leave her, a vulnerable lady of the court, alone on an unfamiliar road!
 
Keegan and Ardor started trotting away with little notice of her, ignoring her previous question.
 
“You just can’t leave me here!” she cried out feeling the heat of anger rise into her cheeks.
 
“I can, I must, and I am!” Keegan hollered over his shoulder. “Fair well, my lady!” 
 
Erewhon clenched her teeth and growled. She was just starting to enjoy his company, and now he was turning away and rudely leaving her alone. She took two steps after him with fists curled. “You’re despicable!” she screamed, making her throat hurt and her voice echo in the trees. Keegan waved over his shoulder and began galloping away as rain began to come down from the sky in a light drizzle.
 
Erewhon looked up at the treetops and huffed, “Great! And now it is going to rain!” She grabbed her tattered skirts and clenched them angrily in her fists. She continued to stare at the sky and let the light, cool rain fall on her face until she heard the sound of horses. She turned with wide eyes and saw, coming up on the right road, her escort. Annaka and Thailla rode horses at the head of the column next to the captain, and several knights surrounded them protectively. She sighed in relief and ran toward them with a relieved smile breaking across her face.
 
“Erewhon! Erewhon, it is you! You’re all right!” Annaka cried.
 
“Quickly! Bring another horse for her majesty!” The booming echo of words was a welcome sound to Erewhon’s ears as she ran toward her escort. 
 
When she had embraced Annaka, received a horse to ride, and had a blanket wrapped around her shoulders, she told the captain everything that had happened in as much detail as she could. The captain rubbed his stubbled chin in thought. “The words of the elder lady in waiting are most curious. And I have never heard of this man called Keegan. From what you have told me, he is no mere peasant.” The captain continued to rub his chin. “Ah, a puzzle that will be solved later. For now, you are safe. I will dispatch a few men to bury the dead traitors when we have come to the place you have described, my lady.” 
 
“Very good,” Erewhon nodded. Her mind involuntarily thought back to when she had looked into Keegan’s eyes for that short moment as he helped her onto his horse. There had been something strange in them, but she just could not place it. It was something that made put warmth through her whole body. His mannerisms were quite different from anyone she had ever met; he stood tall and proud, like a prince or king, but he moved like a hunted criminal, always watchful and ready to spring into action. His eyes were deep and intense, like a noble warrior, but they held guilt and were filled with the hateful look of revenge. 
 
Everything about him seemed contradicting. This intrigued and frightened Erewhon, because, strangely, she was drawn to him. She wanted to know him better, but that was like a person having a deadly attraction to poisonous snakes. It would lead to no good.
 
She dismissed her line of thought and tried to concentrate on what lie ahead. She had to keep her sister safe and be ready to give Uncle a full report when she arrived at the capitol, Elinralis. She hadn’t time to think of this young man now.
 
 
 



Chapter 8: Strange Things
Light and warmth surrounded Keegan. He stared down at the soft green grass under his bare feet and was amazed at how lush and thick it was. Something gently brushed the top of his head, causing him to look up and see a white bark branch of a tree with beautiful, soft pink blossoms falling from their resting places, softly entangling themselves in his hair.
 
He paused when laughter reached his ears. Distant music accompanied the laughter, and it began to flow and float through the air like water. He softly walked through the forest of white trees and falling pink petals, following the sounds until he came to a clearing in the trees where he stopped. 
 
Two girls, dressed in white and gold dresses, were gleefully chasing each other about the trees. Their footsteps were light, and their laughter was like that of angels. Watching them play and hearing their laughter ring through the trees lightened Keegan’s heart. A beaming smile spread across his face--something that had rarely crossed his face since the massacre.
 
One of the girls stopped running and stared at Keegan, while the other ran on into the trees, oblivious to the visitor and her companion. Keegan studied the staring girl for a moment before he realized that she was the Princess he had saved only the day before. 
 
Gold seemed to be weaved into her flowing hair, and her dress was radiant, soft and flowing. Her demeanor was that of superiority and grace. Her eyes were piercing and watchful but gentle and inviting. Her face was glowing and soft, yet set firm, giving the assumption that she was unmoved by what she saw, even though a hint of inquisitiveness lingered on her face. Again, Keegan felt that he was looking upon some ancient being from the past. Perhaps it was only his mind building her up, painting a fictional picture for him to admire, but he could not deny that she was truly beautiful. 
 
Their eyes met; her striking emerald ones fixating on his. Something began to stir deep inside of him, a mixture of emotions that he had never felt before. He wanted to hold her gaze forever. He wanted her to draw closer and look deeper into his eyes, never to look away, but the fear that she may see into his mind and heart, the fear that she may see the things that he never wanted anyone to see, caused him to look away from her. Even though he had removed his gaze from hers, something yearned in him to look back. Was it the feeling that her eyes, still looking on him, could pierce through him and see into his heart? Or was it this strange stirring feeling inside of him that waxed and waned and confused his mind? 
 
He was distracted from his inward struggles by a movement from the Princess. He looked up, and a new wave of confusion washed over him. Her lips were moving in speech, but no sound came from them. The same shocked expression also came over her face as she seemed to realize this oddity as well. They stared at each other for a moment until she tried to walk to him. She took a few steps forward, then smacked into an invisible barrier. She stepped back, dazed, looking slightly humiliated and even more confused. She put up her hand and pushed against an invisible barrier with wonder on her face. Keegan slowly walked forward with his hand out, only stopping when his hand pressed up against a smooth, unseen barrier. He pushed against it, but nothing happened. In fact, it was so firm that he felt if he had pushed against an ancient tree near Pharrgon’s cave. There would have been more movement from the tree.
 
Leaving his hand against the strange, invisible surface, he and the Princess only stared at each other, exchanging odd and confused glances. Keegan looked at his hand and, for some reason, felt shocked to see that her hand was pressing against his, only separated by the barrier. The sight of her hand so close to his moved him in some way.
 
Suddenly, her hand disappeared, and he looked up to see her place her hands behind her back as she took a step away, her face red and downcast. Then there was a new sound that broke through the sound of the music that had been playing all this time. A gentle but inaudible voice called out. Even though it was gentle, it shook the forest, sending vibrations through Keegan. As the voice shook the forest, the Princess began to rapidly disappear before Keegan’s very eyes.
 
“Wait!” Keegan pressed against the barrier, but it was too late. She was gone. The light of the forest began to fade and take on an eerie glow. Keegan stepped away from the barrier and looked around. The trees and their petals began to turn to charcoal and ash. The grass began to shrivel and fade as a black mist began to seep up from the ground. A deep, familiar, menacing growl echoed through the forest, making Keegan’s heart quake in his chest.
 
“Keeeeegan…” called voices from the growing darkness.
 
He backed up against the barrier, his breathing rapid and his mind reeling.
 
“I see you,” hissed a malicious voice through the darkening trees, “and you cannot escape me.”
 
Keegan crumbled to the ground, covering his head with his arms.
 
“Keegan!” a rich, booming voice cried loudly. “Keegan!” 
 

 
With a gasp, Keegan opened his eyes and found himself lying next to a golden-scaled mass. It took him a moment to remember where he was, but the memories of the night before came flooding back to Keegan’s mind.
 
After leaving the Princess on the road, he had followed Pharrgon’s shadow until they met in the forest. A dragon slayer was stalking Pharrgon. He fled at the mere sight of Keegan, however, and did not return.
 
“Keegan?” a rich soothing voice vibrated.
 
Keegan looked up to see one large, golden eye looking at him inquisitively. “You slept soundly,” Pharrgon said.
 
Keegan groaned and sat up. He gathered his blanket, stood up, and walked around to the other side of Pharrgon where he had made a campfire. The dull ashes of the fire were letting up a thin stream of smoke, and beyond them, Ardor grazed peacefully nearby.
 
“No troubles during the night?” Keegan asked groggily, making a peripheral sweep of the area.
 
“The night was peaceful.” Pharrgon brought his head down to eye level. “You slept soundly until I sensed an evil dream rising in you, so I woke you. Have you been sleeping well when we are apart?”
 
Keegan looked sideways at Pharrgon. “You know that I don’t sleep well without you,” he mumbled.
 
“Ah, but your nightmares are getting worse, are they not?” the dragon asked.
 
Keegan looked away from Pharrgon toward Ardor. Pharrgon already knew the answer to most of the questions that he asked. He just liked to ask them, which angered Keegan and made him determined not to answer this question.
 
Pharrgon sighed. “Keegan, you must not let these dreams continue; you must overcome them.” His rich voice was soft and pleading in tone. 
 
Keegan walked over to the edge of the hill and looked down at the long, sloping valley below. “How can one overcome dreams?” he asked, more of himself than the dragon.
 
“To overcome these dreams, you must overcome your guilt and your hate,” Pharrgon answered. “You must let go of the past; forgive the one who hurt you. Only then you will be able to overcome every obstacle.”
 
Keegan felt hot anger rush through him as his memories raced through the massacre and his father’s death. His mind paused on the scarred man and started its regular routine of memorizing every line and feature of the cursed man’s face. How could Keegan forgive someone who even treated the dead with disrespect?
 
He turned around and faced Pharrgon, his voice straining to hide the anger that wanted to spill out of his mouth. “I cannot give forgiveness when it is not deserved.” He walked past Pharrgon and over to the waterskin that was hanging next to his vest on a branch of a fallen oak.
 
He took a few short drinks to help curve the edge of his anger, then he swallowed several mouthfuls when his thirst finally overcame his anger. When he finished drinking, he slipped his vest on and walked back to the campfire. He squatted beside it and began to stir its powdery ashes in solemn silence. The silence continued until Keegan could stand it no longer. He hated it when a rift was set between him and Pharrgon. Silence was always the outcome when a rift was created.
 
“Would you care to hear of the venture that I had yesterday?” he asked, breaking the silence with a pleasant tone of voice.
 
Pharrgon let out a heavy sighed and shifted his position. “Yes, I would be pleased to hear,” Pharrgon answered. “I sense that it was most exciting.”
 
Keegan threw some wood on the ashes of the campfire. “If you will start the fire, then I will begin.” He stood up and backed away from the wood, something he had learned to do when allowing Pharrgon to start a fire.
 
Pharrgon opened his mouth slightly and let out a short breath of flames onto the wood, igniting the scraps instantly. Keegan stared at the flaming wood in horror as an image flashed past his mind of burning huts in a village. The sound of screaming began to ring in his ears as he stared at the wood, making his heart race, but a hum from Pharrgon made the flashback disappear. Keegan blinked his eyes as he looked up at the dragon who had assumed an impatient expression. He cleared his throat awkwardly, walked up to the fire, and placed some more wood on it. He stirred the wood around until Pharrgon made an impatient thrum in his throat.
 
“All right! I’m coming to it!” Keegan sat cross-legged on the ground and looked up at the gold dragon. “Yesterday, I met a princess. But only after I had saved her from some men who,” he paused briefly, “who reminded me of those that burned my village.”
 
Pharrgon made the thrumming noise again but with less impatience. “Details,” he said and settled into a very relaxed pose. Pharrgon listened quietly as Keegan recounted his story, only making the annoyed thrumming noise again when Keegan recounted his conversation with the Princess and how he had left her on the road alone.
 
Keegan cringed when Pharrgon gave him a sharp look. “Well, her escort was only a short ways up the road,” he tried to justify. 
 
Pharrgon snorted. “It was most inappropriate to leave her alone on the road. You could have gently shown her the direction of her escort and then left. But shoving her toward the object and then leaving her so rudely was unacceptable and should be avoided in the future.” Keegan tried to hide the smile growing on his lips as he remembered how angry the Princess had become when he had left her. She had called him despicable. More accurately, she had screamed at him and called him despicable. Considering that he thought her a graceful fairy princess when he first saw her, it came as an amusing shock when she lost control of her temper.
 
“It is not humorous, Keegan,” Pharrgon growled. Keegan looked up at the dragon and caught a hint of amusement twinkling in the great golden eyes that looked down at him. 
 
“I know it is not supposed to be amusing,” Keegan said, glancing down at the fire for a moment before looking back up at Pharrgon with a grin. “But it is amusing anyway,” he chortled. “And she told me, in a far from kind way, the things I should avoid doing in the future.” Keegan’s grin widened. “When I left her on the road, I seem to remember that she called me ‘despicable’.” 
 
Pharrgon snorted, and the twinkle in his great eyes began to grow. “I agree with her,” he teased.
 
“Do you now? I thought you were supposed to defend me!” Keegan laughed. “Fine family you are!” He picked up a stick and flung it at Pharrgon.
 
Pharrgon dodged the flying stick nimbly and stood with a playful snort. He brought his head down and snapped at Keegan teasingly. Keegan rolled away from the dragon, grabbed a large stick, and whacked Pharrgon’s nose with it. The dragon snapped at Keegan again, chuckling as he did so.
 
Keegan dropped the stick and ducked skillfully underneath the dragon’s snout. He ran behind the dragon’s jaw and wrapped his arms as far around the dragon’s neck as he could, gripping the dragon’s scales. 
 
Pharrgon chuckled, sending vibrations up and down his throat. He slowly began to lift his head high into the air. When Pharrgon’s head was nearly twenty feet from the ground, Keegan kicked his legs up and wrapped them around the dragon’s thick neck as far as he could, then he began to carefully crawl around Pharrgon’s neck up to the top. He concentrated carefully on every move he made, gripping the golden scales that anchored him to the dragon, until another series of vibrations reverberated from Pharrgon’s throat, threatening to shake Keegan from his precarious position. 
 
Pharrgon seemed to twitch as he again chortled. “I feel this odd sensation that makes me want to scratch and jump and laugh like a happy spring pup,” Pharrgon noted in an amused but sincere tone.
 
Keegan paused and thought about Pharrgon’s description then began to laugh as it occurred to him what Pharrgon was feeling. “You’re ticklish! I never knew you were ticklish!” he said loudly. He began to laugh so hard that his arms started to convulse and lose their grip on the dragon. “Stop, stop! I am going to fall, because I’m laughing so hard!” he yelled. Pharrgon chuckled as he lowered his head toward the ground.
 
When he was close enough to the ground, Keegan let his legs drop slowly, then he turned his arms loose and landed on his feet with a clumsy bend of his knees. Pharrgon raised his head back up and shook his whole body then looked down at Keegan with a smile.
 
“You did much better from the last time that you tried,” the dragon said with a brilliant sparkle in his eye. “Last time you wouldn’t even try to make your way around my neck, and you almost did not make a safe landing.”
 
Keegan sat on the ground cross-legged and smiled. “Yes, if it wouldn’t have been for your quick timing to catch me in midair, I don’t think I would be here to do this again,” Keegan chuckled. “And it wasn’t that I would not try to make my way around your thick neck. I just couldn’t make it,” Keegan corrected. Pharrgon chuckled deep in the back of his throat then raised his large, majestic head high into the air and inhaled deeply.
 
“Ah, there is a great red spine hart nearby.” Pharrgon licked his golden chops and stood, unfurling his wings slightly. “I feel if I do not fly and go fetch that hart then I shall explode with energy.” And with that, the great dragon leapt into the air, unleashed his mighty wings, and began flying down toward the valley.
 
Keegan watched for a moment with a smile then called for Ardor. Ardor raised his head, his thick white mane bouncing in the air, and whinnied before trotting happily toward Keegan to have his back loaded with blankets and bags.
 
As Keegan finished placing the last item on Ardor’s back, he heard the sound of rushing wind. There was a flash of light and the sound of roaring fire followed by a thud behind him. He turned and found a well-cooked portion of a deer. The smell of the cooked meat and burnt hair stung his nose but made his belly growl with hunger.
 
He knelt next to the venison and pulled out his knife to start cutting strips. He paused for a moment and looked at the dagger. He turned it around and around in his hand as he remembered when he received this dagger. The happy memory made him smile for a moment. He ran his finger over the gold “K” etched into the leather on the handle and noted how it had never faded, never chipped, and how even the leather seemed to stay new.
 
A shadow passed over Keegan, distracting him from his thoughts, and he looked up to see Pharrgon flying in circles overhead. He smiled and began cutting the meat, placing it into a bag while stuffing some in his mouth at the same time.
 
When he had gotten all of the meat that he would need, he kicked dirt into the dwindling fire, tied the bag of venison onto Ardor, and hopped up onto him, turning him toward the road. Pharrgon completed a circle and swooped down, skimming the tops of the trees, before soaring back up into the air. Ardor whinnied and began following the dragon at a lively canter that soon turned into a strong gallop.
 
The trees went by Keegan in a blur. The wind made his eyes water, but he breathed it in deeply, savoring its sweet morning smell. Ardor followed the path that they had taken the evening before when they left the road to make camp with Pharrgon. When the road came into sight, Keegan turned Ardor back. He did not feel like taking the road just yet. He liked riding under the cover of the trees.
 
Pharrgon’s dark shadow slowly passed over Keegan and Ardor again as they galloped. Ardor whinnied and began to gallop faster, the trees beginning to whiz by as energy surged into both horse and rider. Pharrgon passed over again, and Ardor answered with a whinny, again gaining more speed than ever.
 
Keegan lent forward, allowing Ardor’s white mane to flow into his face, no longer feeling a need to guide the golden horse. Ardor was on the chase now. Pharrgon’s shadow traveled a little ahead of them and seemed to stop.
 
Ardor whinnied and thrust his head forward, gaining momentum with every stride and growing closer to the dragon’s shadow. Soon Keegan and Ardor were directly under Pharrgon. Ardor whinnied triumphantly and, with a new burst of energy, surged forward, gradually leaving the dragon’s shadow behind. 
 
Presently, there was a slight drop off in the trees where the road curved. Beyond the road, the ground began to slope downward toward the valley. Keegan knew how Ardor was when racing a dragon, so he braced himself with a smile, knowing that the golden horse would not stop for this drop off.
 
Ardor saw the drop off and snorted indignantly then plunged forward. He came to the drop off and jumped. They sailed through the air, over the dirt road, and to the other side of it. Ardor landed in the soft forest earth with a thud and continued with his galloping, never losing a hoof beat, dodging trees skillfully all the while.
 
Pharrgon flew over them with an impressed, throaty whistle that made Keegan smile proudly. They zipped through the trees until they came to a sharp incline where the road curved again. Ardor charged up the slope, tail raised, and pounded onto the road. He turned with it and began to gallop down in at full speed, flinging some of its packed earth behind him as he did. His rapid breathing was in time with his hoof beats, making Keegan’s ride as near to flying as one could come on the back of a horse. 
 
Soon, Ardor and Keegan went flying over a hill. Keegan saw a crossroads ahead of them, marking the halfway point to the city of Elinralis. Pharrgon flew over them again, this time a little more slowly, and Ardor gradually lessened his pace. When they reached the crossroads, Ardor was in a steady trot, and both horse and rider were short of breath. 
 
Keegan slid off of Ardor’s back to the ground, the hard earth feeling foreign and harsh to his feet. He leaned on his knees to regain his breath. Pharrgon glided through the air toward them then pulled up and hovered overhead.
 
“I see Lake Anuran in the distance. If the cave is not taken up with residents on the West shore, then I shall stay there,” Pharrgon said in his deep, smooth voice. Keegan waved his hand at Pharrgon, lacking breath to acknowledge the dragon.
 
Pharrgon made a churning sound in his throat then lowered his head and tucked his wings, sending his tail into the air. His massive body swooped down toward the ground for an instant. Then he unfurled his wings, creating a lift of air, and soared back up into the sky, flying north, gaining speed and altitude without flapping his wings once.
 
Keegan watched Pharrgon disappear into the distance, amazed by the dragon’s aerobic skills. When Pharrgon was out of sight, Keegan patted Ardor’s sweaty neck then stood up and began shuffling down the road on wobbly legs. He stopped, however, when he sensed the presence of another. He glanced back and saw an elderly man hobbling down the right side of the road toward them. 
 
Keegan threw a glance toward the north to reassure himself that Pharrgon was out of sight, then he turned back to shuffle down the road with Ardor.
 
“Ho, there!” the elderly man called out in a surprisingly strong voice.
 
Keegan turned around and studied the old man as he approached. The elder had on a gray robe and a faded, once-green cloak with a hood concealing his face. From the deep hood, there protruded a long, thick beard that was silver on both sides and pearly white in the middle. He walked like he had a crooked leg, and in his left hand was a tall, intricately carved, gray staff, upon which he leaned. As he walked, Keegan noticed a curious point at the bottom of the old man’s robes that could only mean a concealed sword.
 
“May I help you?” Keegan asked, placing his hand on the hilt of his sword.
 
“You may or you may not, as it is your decision. However, I would like some information, unless you should not give it to me,” the elder stated quickly and in a kind voice.
 
Keegan was slightly confused for a moment, but once he had thought through the old man’s words a second time, he understood that the elder had an inquiry. “What sort of information would you like to know?” he asked.
 
“Is this the road that leads to the city now called Elinralis?” The stranger pointed down the northward road that Keegan and Ardor had started to take before he arrived.
 
“Yes, it is,” Keegan nodded.
 
“Good, then I suppose that you would not be bothered by an old man traveling along with you to the city,” the elder stated in a “said and done” tone and started to move down the road.
 
Keegan studied the hobbling old man for a moment before speaking. “I am not going straight to the city,” he said, feeling sure that the old man would change his mind. “I will be stopping at a village not far from here for a few days.” 
 
“The village of Temroth? Ah, yes, yes, of course. I will be obliged to stay in it for a few days myself. I will need the rest,” the elderly man replied. “But standing here trying to change my mind, young man, will not add speed to your arrival there.” And with that, the old man began to limp down the road at a lively pace.
 
Keegan was shocked at the old man’s bluntness, and he felt very unsure about the mysterious nature of the elder. A dozen questions raced through Keegan’s mind; the chief concern being how the old man knew that Temroth was down the road but not Elinralis.
 
Keegan looked at Ardor, who nudged him toward the walking old man, then began to follow the strange figure himself, leading Keegan along. Obviously, Ardor was not concerned. Keegan sighed and picked up his feet, deciding that the best way to get his questions answered was to go along with the old man.
 
 
 



Chapter 9: Promises
The shadows were beginning to grow dark and long when Keegan and the old man arrived in Temroth at mid-sunset. The old man had introduced himself as Walneff, a name that rang a bell in Keegan’s mind but the knowledge of why evaded him. They had talked and discussed many things as they traveled together, though Keegan felt like most of it was a personal lecture--he the pupil, and Walneff the tutor. They talked of legends, ancient tales, and prophecies, many of which connected to Wovlens and dragons, much to Keegan’s surprise. They spoke on the quality of swords, battle tactics, and strategies. Keegan learned that the old man had done much fighting in his younger years, even overseeing battles. 
 
They also discussed the differences between right and wrong, which Keegan found to be a very controversial subject for him. How did one separate right from wrong? If a thief stole something, then it was wrong. However, if the thief stole to save his child, then did that make it right? The same went for murder, and it made Keegan question some of the things he had done, or purposed in his heart to do, and that made him very uncomfortable. Thankfully, Walneff seemed to know when to start and when to drop a conversation, and he dropped that one as soon as Keegan started to get flustered.
 
Now they were in the town square of Temroth. It was quiet as the blue of darkness fell over the little village, casting shadows over the veiled stands and the closed shutters of the local shops. 
 
“Ah, Keegan,” Walneff spoke with a sigh, “I have enjoyed our time together. Perhaps I have been able to make you start using your mind just a tiny bit, no?” The old man chuckled deep inside his hood, which he had never removed the whole time.
 
“Our conversations have been rousing, to say the least,” he replied with a quiet laugh.
 
“Ah, yes…well now.” The old man looked around. “This is where we separate. Have a goodnight.” And with that, he turned toward a narrow street and began to shuffle away.
 
His abruptness surprised Keegan. “Wait, do you have a place to stay?” Keegan asked, thinking of nothing else to say. Walneff paused and looked back at Keegan. Though all Keegan could see were two gleaming lights deep in the dark recesses of the old man’s large hood, he sensed a smile growing on Walneff’s face. 
 
“Yes. I do have a place to stay,” the old man replied. He stood staring at Keegan, as if waiting for Keegan to speak what was in his mind.
 
Keegan sighed. “Will we meet again? My friends are just outside of the town on a little farm. They would be delighted with your company.”
 
Walneff let out a long, drawn out chuckle, the dark recesses of his hood turning away from Keegan as he laughed in a sad way. “Do not assume that your friends would enjoy my company.” He looked back at Keegan and waved his hand dismissively. “We shall meet again, young Keegan. Though not as soon as you think.” He turned away and again began to shuffle down the street. “However, it will be sooner than you would like!” And with those final words, he continued to chuckle to himself until he disappeared into the darkness of the tiny street, leaving Keegan and Ardor standing alone in the middle of the tiny town square. 
 
Keegan was somewhat confused by the old man’s last words, but he had been confused by much of what the old man had said to him. He stroked Ardor with a shrug. “Well, I believe that was the most interesting acquaintance I have ever made.” Ardor nudged Keegan with a nicker. “I am glad you agree,” Keegan laughed as he moved to the golden horse’s shoulder.
 
Ardor raised his head as Keegan gripped his mane and flipped up on to him. He looked back as his rider got situated. Keegan patted Ardor then clicked to him. With a bounce in his mane, Ardor began walking out of the square and toward the other end of the tiny town.
 
Once they were outside of town and the darkening road was stretched out before them, Ardor curled his neck and picked up speed, moving into a lively trot. Now that they were in the valley and not the mountains, the trees had thinned considerably. This made visibility easier with the fading light. The sun’s rays had completely disappeared by the time Keegan spotted a small light in the distance that brought a smile to his face. 
 
“Almost there, Ardor. Almost home,” he said, patting the horse’s neck. Ardor bobbed his head and maintained his pace. He deviated from the road and onto a path that lead up to a small house and barn in the distance that was surrounded by farm fields. A slender shadow moved between the barn and house, holding a bucket and a lantern. It paused and turned toward the horse and rider, raising the lantern to illuminate the lovely face of a girl. She studied the two for a moment, and then a smile broke across her face. She hauled the bucket up to the house and dropped it. She flung the door open and poked her head inside.
 
“Father! Keegan has come!” she yelled.
 
Keegan chuckled when a young boy burst out of the door, nearly knocking the young lady down.
 
“Arden! Watch yourself!” the young lady scolded.
 
The lad helped to steady her. “I am sorry, Sister,” he said then spun around and charged for Keegan and Ardor, obvious excitement and pleasure glowing on his face. Ardor slowed to a walk and finally a stop when the boy ran up to him. 
 
Keegan slid off of Ardor with a smile and roughed up the boy’s hair. “Arden, I think you have grown,” he said, measuring the boy’s height compared to his with his hand.
 
Arden stood straight and tall with a smile. “Yes, I have! Susun says that I am going to eat the house down if I keep growing like I have been.”
 
Keegan studied the boy’s eyes for a moment, feeling a strange but good feeling come over him as he looked at the intense diamond blue eyes. Something different had changed about the boy since he had last seen him. 
 
He shifted his gaze and looked up at the young lady that was approaching them and raised his eyebrows. “Really, Susun? Has this lad been growing that much?”
 
The young lady smiled and flipped a long brown braid behind her shoulder. “Yes. I am afraid so.” She stood on her toes and planted a kiss on Keegan’s cheek. “Welcome home,” she said.
 
Keegan smiled at her softly and stared at her sparkling, intelligent brown eyes. “You’ve grown, too, Susun, into a beautiful, fine woman,” he said.
 
Susun waved her hand dismissively. “Perhaps I have, but I still have much growing to do.”
 
Arden coughed sarcastically. “Yeah. Into an old woman.”
 
Susun swatted at her brother who ran behind Ardor and to the other side. “Can I take Ardor to the stable for you, Keegan?” he asked, grabbing Ardor’s reins.
 
Keegan let the boy have the reins with a nod of his head. “Yes. You may take him.” He grabbed his packs from Ardor’s back and watched as the boy led the golden stallion away.
 
Four smaller children, two girls and two boys, began jumping and dancing around Keegan. “We are so glad you’ve come at last!” a little girl with long, sandy blond hair said with a giggle.
 
Her twin bounced up beside her and looked up at Keegan with big brown eyes. “Yes! Did you bring anything to show us?” she asked excitedly.
 
Susun waved the little children away. “Back to the house with you! Give Keegan a chance to settle in first!” She looped her arm around Keegan’s and began to lead him to the house. “You’ve come in time for supper. It was nearly done last I checked,” she said, smiling up at him.
 
Keegan returned her smile then stooped down and grabbed a little boy, hoisting him over his shoulder with a chuckle. “And which one of the little monsters did you cook Susun?” he asked, tickling the little boy. Another little boy latched onto Keegan’s leg, holding tightly and making Keegan drag that leg.
 
“Ah! It doesn’t look like you cooked enough of them!” Keegan laughed as he reached down and tickled that child in the ribs, as well.
 
Susun took a step back and put her hands on her hips. “Telek! Marlek! Let Keegan in the house! How do you expect him to do anything if you are latched onto him like a ball and chain?”
 
With mischievous laughter, the twin boys wiggled away from Keegan and scampered back into the house. Keegan chuckled then looked at Susun, his face slowly growing solemn. “Where is your mother?” he asked.
 
Susun looked down, her smile also fading. “Oh, well... she isn’t feeling well. Father is in with her now,” she said, dropping her arms to her side.
 
Keegan put his hand gently on her shoulder. “How long has she been ill?” he asked.
 
Susun looked up at him and bit the inside of her lip. “For two months now,” she said, looking back down. “Maybe three,” she added with a mumble.
 
Keegan sighed and removed his hand from Susun’s shoulder. “May I see her?”
 
Susun looked up at him, her eyes brightening. “Oh, yes, you may! She will be so glad to see you!” She smiled weakly. “No doubt the sight of you will make her perk up.”
 
Keegan smiled. “Let’s hope so.”
 
Susun led Keegan into the tiny house where five little children, the twin girls and three boys, played and ran around. The house was surprisingly clean for so many people living in it. Herbs hung in the ceiling rafters and under the loft, drying for later use. A warm fire burned on the other side of the house, giving the whole room a glow of light and filling it with warmth. A large pot hung over the fire, and Susun walked over to it and pulled it away from the fire. She lifted the lid and began to stir the ingredients, filling the place with the wonderful smell of a thick herbal chicken stew.
 
Susun smiled as she stirred the mixture and looked back at Keegan. “It’s finished,” she said as she pulled it all the way from the fire. “But I think you had better see mother and father first. They are in the addition.” She pointed at another door at the back of the room.
 
Keegan nodded and set his things down then walked to the door. He knocked softly on the door, and instantly all the children became quiet. They stared at Keegan in silence until the door opened. A man with silver-streaked brown hair looked at Keegan through exhausted eyes. He smiled and his dark brown eyes lit up slightly.
 
“Ah, Keegan. I am happy to see you. Come in.” He opened the door wider to allow Keegan to step in. Keegan looked back to see that the children had now busied themselves with different things but still remained quiet. He stepped into the dark room and allowed his eyes to adjust to it while the man closed the door.
 
“Keegan?” a hoarse, silent voice asked from the other end of the small room.
 
Keegan slowly made his way to a bed where a woman lay. “Yes. It is I,” he replied.
 
The woman held up a frail, shaking hand. “Jormand, dear, please bring a candle. I wish to see Keegan’s face.”
 
Keegan took the woman’s hand, surprised to feel that it was so cold and thin, while her husband lit a candle and brought it near. The candle worked its magic and lit the room considerably. Keegan pulled up a stool and sat down then paused when the candlelight illuminated the woman’s face.
 
He forced a smile as he gazed at the woman. “Marthein. It is good to see you.” His insides turned, though, as he stared at her terribly pale face and weary eyes, noting that her hair was thinning and also pale, an oddity for a woman who was hardly mid-age.
 
She smiled at him and squeezed his hand gently. “Are you well?” she asked, her pale blue eyes looking him over. “You look a little thin but strong and handsome as ever.” She smiled and pulled her hand back under the blankets that covered her. She shivered slightly but kept the smile on her face.
 
Keegan rested his hand on the blankets. “I am very well. And any weight that I have lost in my traveling will no doubt be gained back as I eat Susun’s cooking,” he said softly.
 
The woman closed her eyes with a light chuckle. “I hope so. Otherwise, all of my hours of teaching her have been for naught.” She opened her eyes a crack and looked at him again. “How long are you to stay?”
 
Keegan leaned forward with a smile. “For a time,” he answered. “I will help Jormand with the farm, and I will help you to get well again.”
 
The woman nodded weakly. “And then you will become restless and start searching again.” She reached her hand out and took his hand with a sigh. “Someday, Keegan, you will settle down.”
 
Keegan smiled and leaned forward, planting a kiss on her head, allowing some of his energy to transfer from him into her through their linked hands. She sighed and pulled her hand back under the blankets. “Thank you Keegan,” she said, referring to the kiss he had given her. “It gladdens my heart to see you again.” With that, she closed her eyes to rest.
 
Keegan turned and looked at Jormand who opened the door silently, and the two of them stepped out into the main room. Susun looked at Keegan anxiously, but when her father cleared his throat, she turned and handed a bowl of food to each of them with a smile. “Where will you be eating?” she asked as Keegan and her father took their bowls of soup.
 
Jormand raised his head. “We’ll be eating outside, Keegan and me. Thank you, dear.” He smiled at Susan warmly before striding to the door.
 
“Daddy! Will you tell us a story tonight before bed?” the twin girls asked.
 
Jormand smiled at them. “Certainly I will, but you must help your sister now. Go help her serve the others,” he said and watched as the two little girls scampered off toward the pot of food and Susun. With that, the two men stepped outside and closed the door behind them.
 
Jormand led the way around the house to a hitching post that was near a shuttered window. Light streamed through the cracks in the shutters, illuminating the post enough so that the two of them could eat their meal. Keegan looked at his delicious soup, suddenly not feeling as hungry as he thought he would be. Jormand chuckled. “Eat lad. You’ll wish you had by the morning.”
 
Keegan smiled and then slowly took a sip of the thick, creamy liquid, savoring the well-seasoned flavor. “Susun has outdone herself,” he said as he chewed a piece of tender meat that had been in with the hot, creamy liquid of the soup. Jormand chuckled again, nodded his head in agreement, then lifted his own bowl up to his lips and partook of the contents. When Keegan had drained the bowl half way, he paused and looked at Jormand. “Susun told me that Marthein has been ill for two months now. Is this so?” he asked, not believing the girl to be a liar but just wanting to make sure that something had not been exaggerated.
 
Jormand sighed and lowered his bowl, looking at the remaining food. “Three months would be more exact…or longer,” he said, glancing up at the starry sky. “She gradually started growing more tired, having less energy, and losing weight. Then one day, she just couldn’t get up again.” He looked down and shook his head. “We’ve tried everything, Keegan. I don’t know what else to do,” he admitted.
 
Keegan put a hand on the older man’s shoulder in comfort. “I will see what I can do. Pharrgon has taught me much about the use of nature for the human body. Surely, I will find something.”
 
Jormand looked back at Keegan with a weak smile. “Thank you, boy. You are a blessing,” he said, placing his hand on Keegan’s shoulder as well. “Any help given is greatly appreciated.”
 
Keegan nodded, giving a kind smile. “She will get better. I promise.”
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 10: Trouble at the River
Keegan let out a large yawn and focused on the growing light of morning. He held up a fishhook and stared at its single eye then ran a strong thread through it.
 
“Now pay attention,” he said to Telek who sat next to him on a cut off tree stump. “You tie it like so….” He slowly but skillfully tied a fisherman’s knot in the string just above the hook. “See? Now, if a fish breaks that knot, you had better employ a dragon for fishing, because that fish will be big enough to eat you,” he chuckled, handing the little fellow the hook and line.
 
The little, sandy-haired boy smiled brightly as he took the hook and line. “Thank you, Keegan!” he said.
 
Keegan tousled the boy’s hair. “Off you go then,” he said, helping the little guy down from the stump. Keegan stood and stretched his muscles as Telek disappeared around the house.
 
“Keegan! Please help me with mine!” Marlek cried as he came up then with a hook and untied line, holding the two objects out to Keegan with pleading eyes.
 
Keegan sighed and sat back down, pulling the little boy up on the stump with him. “Pay attention. You need to learn how to do this yourself,” he instructed, taking Marlek’s hook and line, beginning to thread it as he had done with Telek’s.
 
Arden came up then and crossed his arms, watching Keegan at work. “Keegan, why are you setting their hooks for them?” he questions.
 
Keegan looked at the older boy with a cock of his head and responded, “Because they asked for help.”
 
Arden chuckled, “They don’t need it! They set hooks better than I do!”
 
Keegan scowled and looked at the little boy sitting next to him. “Is this so, Marlek?” he asked.
 
Marlek wiggled his little bare toes and smiled shyly. “You didn’t ask if we could set a hook or not,” he said.
 
Keegan stared at him, trying to keep a smile from cracking across his face. “And why did you ask for my help when you could do it yourself?” he inquired.
 
The little rascal smiled brightly. “Just to see if you’d do my job for me!” he giggled.
 
Telek came bouncing up and began to dance around the stump with his hook and line. “And you did! You actually fell for it!” he giggled as he bounced around. “Keegan fell for it hook, line, and sinker! Hook, line, and sinker!” he started to sing.
 
Marlek jumped down from the stump, and the two of them danced around, singing the song like little nymphs, until Keegan jumped to his feet proclaiming, “Well then! I know who and what Susun will be cooking tonight! Tickled roast boys!” He reached out for them, but the two little rascals darted away with shrieks of delight and ran back toward the house.
 
Arden laughed and slapped his knee, pointing at Keegan. “Keegan, you are so gullible!” he said.
 
Keegan hooked his arm around the boy’s neck and rubbed his knuckles against Arden’s blonde scalp. “Oh, am I?” he asked through gritted teeth with a grin on his face.
 
“AYEE!” Arden yelled, grabbing Keegan around the waist and trying to push him off. When that failed, he wiggled free and glared at Keegan, his hair poking in all directions. “Someday, Keegan! Someday, I’ll be big enough and you won’t do that anymore!” he warned, trying to make his words sound like threats but with little success.
 
“Nah,” Keegan scoffed. “The day I stop doing that to you is the day you are able to put me on the ground,” he said, putting his fists on his hips.
 
“And that will never happen,” declared Arden as rolled his eyes.
 
Keegan chuckled, “Sure it will! You’re already almost as tall as me. Within a year, you’ll be big enough to do it.”
 
Arden shook his head and replied, “No. Not even then.” A smile slowly surfaced on his face.
 
Keegan shrugged as he demanded, “And why not?”
 
Arden ran his fingers through his hair, straightening his sandy locks. “Because. I like you too much to do it,” he replied. “And because you’ll be too old and frail by then.”
 
Keegan narrowed his eyes and laughed. “HA! We’ll see about that,” he chuckled and gently punched Arden on the shoulder. “Where’s your sister?”
 
Arden laughed, rubbing his shoulder. “Which one?” he asked.
 
Keegan rolled his eyes and stated, “You know which one I’m talking about. Susun.”
 
“She and I just finished milking,” Arden said as jerked his thumb back toward the house. “And she is now gathering the laundry and soap.”
 
Keegan nodded and moved toward the house. “Well, let’s see if we can help her with anything, shall we?” he said, clapping Arden on the other shoulder as he walked by.
 
The two of them walked up to the house and paused at the open door. Susun bustled around in the small house, grabbing blankets, clothes, and other items, tossing them into woven reed baskets that sat on the floor.
 
She paused and looked at Keegan and Arden with a smile. “Oh! I am nearly ready. Did the boys have you set their hooks for them, Keegan?” she asked then winked playfully with a giggle.
 
Keegan rolled his eyes and shook his head with a groan. “I can already see that I am not going to live that one down,” he mumbled.
 
Susun looked around the house with a thoughtful expression as she picked up an empty basket. “This will be for gathering plants and herbs. I have the soap, the clothes, the rags, the blankets,” she said, going down a mental checklist. She looked around then turned to Keegan. “I believe I have all I need.” She pointed at two baskets that were filled with laundry. “If you two will carry those, I shall carry this and keep the children in line as we make our way to the river,” she said, smiling brightly.
 
Keegan chuckled and picked up one basket, handing it to Arden who gladly took it. “Keep the children in line? Is that possible?” he wondered aloud.
 
Susun laughed and walked out the door. Keegan grabbed the other basket, and then he and Arden marched out the door after Susun. The two sets of twins all hurried along with chatter and laughter. Melek and Marlek led Ardor to Keegan, each holding one of the reins that were attached to the golden horse, while the two girls took their places on either side of Susun and chatted with her.
 
Keegan and Arden loaded the baskets on Ardor, then Keegan looked at Arden and nodded his head. “Lead the way, Arden,” he said, holding the reins out to the lad.
 
Arden straightened his shoulders with a smile and nodded his head, taking the reins and leading Ardor forward while Keegan took the two little boys in hand. Susun and the twins followed. After some time of walking, the trees began to grow thick again, and the roar of the river began to hum in everyone’s ears.
 
“Now, children, keep in mind that it is spring in the mountains! The river is running high and fast, and the water is freezing,” Susun said loud enough for everyone to hear. “Please, don’t make Keegan have to fish any of you out!” She shot a firm glance at the twin boys, who were riding on Ardor.
 
“Here, here!” Keegan agreed and patted Ardor on the rump, making the horse jump and flick his tail in Keegan’s direction.
 
Telek and Marlek giggled when Ardor jumped. “Do it again!” Telek said with a giggle.
 
Keegan chuckled, “Certainly, only if you feel like him pitching you to the ground.”
 
The two little rascals looked at Keegan with wide eyes. Marlek shook his sandy colored head. “No. That’s okay. We’re fine. Don’t listen to Telek,” he said, poking his twin in the ribs.
 
Keegan chuckled again. “I thought you’d feel that way about it,” he said in a quiet tone.
 
Suddenly, a strange, dark feeling began to crawl up Keegan’s spine, giving him pause. He looked around, searching for any threat, but then the feeling slowly disappeared. 
 
At the same time that Keegan felt uncomfortable, Arden slapped the back of his head and scratched his neck. “There is that blasted nagging itch again,” he mumbled.
 
Keegan looked at him with a cock of his head. “Are you alright?” he asked.
 
Arden shrugged. “Eh, sometimes I just get this itchy feeling in my head that makes my spine burn. It doesn’t happen often, but when it does happen, it is very annoying,” he explained. Keegan continued to stare at Arden, wondering about it for a moment, but then he shrugged it off as coincidence, though he continued to stay wary.
 
Once they had found a suitable place for fishing, the boys all halted and pulled out their lines from the game bags, preparing to throw them out into the water. The girls, however, walked further downstream to a flat stone at the river’s brink where they were to wash the laundry on.
 
Keegan started Arden and the twins to fishing, helping the two smaller boys to throw their lines out into the water and making sure they were comfortable drawing the line back in and throwing it out again. When he was satisfied, he left them with Ardor to do their fishing, to allow him to search for herbs and other plants in the trees nearby. He mentally had made a list of wild medicinal herbs that he hoped would help Marthein to get well again, though he was certain he would only find a few of the plants growing this early in the year. Still, it was better to find some than none at all. He lost track of time as he searched through the trees and brush, finding several fine plants, which he pulled up from the ground, root and all, and stuffed into his game bag. 
 
“Keeegaaan!” Arden’s distant call snapped Keegan out of his searching and made him realize that he had been gone too long.
 
“I am coming!” Keegan boomed back.
 
As he walked back toward the river, that strange, dark feeling came over him again, only this time it was stronger. Worried, he picked up his paced and started jogging.
 
Just as Arden, the twins, and Ardor came into sight, a horrible scream from Susun pierced the air. Keegan heard the twin girls also scream, and he instantly broke into a run, adrenaline rushing through his body as he heard Ardor let out a warning shriek.
 
He saw Arden grab Telek and Marlek by the shirts and start to drag them away from the river with a look of horror on his face. “KEEGAN!” he screamed. “KEEGAN!”
 
Keegan broke through the tree line and halted briefly, glancing down the river toward the washing stone. The twin girls ran toward Keegan and the boys, fleeing from a large, dark monster. The monster resembled a very tall man but had black and brown mottled skin and matted black hair draping down its back. It held Susun’s throat in its large hands, struggling with the fighting girl, trying to drag her away from the shore of the river.
 
Keegan bolted to Ardor. “Arden, take the children back to the house as fast as you can!” The words rapidly fell from Keegan’s mouth as he tossed his game bag to the boy and jumped onto Ardor’s back in one swift movement. Instantly, the golden horse charged for Susun and the monster, quickly passing by the twin girls.
 
Susun, struggling violently against the monster, grabbed a rock and bashed it against the creature’s hand, breaking its black skin. Blood fell. The beast roared in anger then spotted Keegan galloping toward them. With a fang-filled snarl, it picked Susun up and threw her into the raging river. It roared at Keegan then turned on and bolted with unnatural speed into the trees, disappearing from sight before Keegan and Ardor had even reached the washing stone.
 
Keegan watched the creature disappear, then he turned his attention to the river. Susun’s head bobbed above the foaming water for a brief moment before the swell of the river pulled her back under, quickly washing her further downstream. Keegan hissed, and Ardor put all his weight on his back legs, leaping into a full speed gallop.
 
Susun’s head surfaced again, and Keegan could hear her gasp for air over the roar of the river. “Keegan! Help!” she screamed. She reached out and grabbed at a rock that was jutting up out of the water but failed and continued to be swept away with the current.
 
“I’m coming! Hang on!” Keegan yelled, willing Ardor to go faster. Ardor’s hooves pounded against the ground fiercely. His powerful muscles propelled them over the ground. He swerved to the side and charged up a huge rock that hung over the raging waters. Keegan realized what the horse was doing a split second before they went flying off the edge of the rock and plunging into the frigid cold water of the river.
 
For a moment, Keegan thought his ears would explode and that he would never reach the surface to breathe again, but Ardor kicked his feet rapidly, and the two of them soon broke the surface. Keegan yelled and shook his head, then started searching for Susun while kicking his feet to help Ardor swim.
 
“Help me!” Susun’s cry made Keegan snap his head in her direction, just a little ahead of them.
 
Ardor snorted and kicked his feet harder, thrusting his head forward, closing the distance between them and the drowning girl. Susun, with a terribly pale face, reached out for them. Her head dropped under water again just before Keegan pushed against Ardor, lunging out and grabbing her by the wrist. Her hands latched onto him with an iron grip, and he pulled her above the water.
 
She gasped, her whole body trembling, while Keegan struggled to pull her closer to him. She wrapped her arms around his neck when she was close enough, and Keegan wrapped his arm around Ardor’s neck.
 
“To shore, Ardor! To shore!” he spoke loudly, kicking his feet, scraping his legs against rocks below him.
 
Ardor groaned and kicked with all his might. His feet gripped the gravel and sand beneath them, fighting against the river, trying to get to land, but the water was too strong, and the threesome continued downstream. Suddenly, Susun went limp, and her arms fell from around Keegan’s neck.
 
“NO!” Keegan yelled, wrapping his free arm tightly around her, trying to keep her above water. Ardor snorted and whinnied, raising his nose high above the water, still struggling against the waves.
 
“Hey! Hey!” a voice hollered from shore. “Here! Look here!”
 
Keegan looked back and saw a tall man on a bay horse, galloping along shore to keep up with them. He waved a rope above his head, looking at Keegan.
 
“Grab the rock!” the man shouted and pointed.
 
Keegan turned his head just in time to see that they were approaching a large rock. He looked at Ardor painfully, then, with a gasp, he let go of the horse and flung his hand out for the huge rock. His head went under water for a brief moment, but his fingers gripped the edge of the rock tightly. The water slammed into his and Susun’s bodies, the weight yanking against his arm mercilessly.
 
He cried out as he tried to hang on, the sharp edge of the stone cutting into his fingers, and his arm threatening to pop out of socket. Susun’s hands slowly slid around his neck and also grabbed the rock. Keegan looked at her, seeing that she was about to pass out again. “Hang on, Susun! Hang on!” he pleaded.
 
The man on shore tied the rope to his horse’s saddle then flung the end of it out into the water. “Catch it!” he cried.
 
Keegan watched the rope as it floated toward him, forcing his body to hang on just a little longer. Finally, just as the rope passed them by, he let the rock go. The water propelled them directly into the rope. He grasped it tightly, wrapping it around his arm. He felt it tighten as the man moved his horse into a trot and towed them ashore. As soon as Keegan felt land under his feet, he tried to stand and carry Susun but was unable. He collapsed in the wet mud, holding Susun tightly. The other man came up then and hooked his strong arms around them both, pulling them up onto dry land.
 
Keegan coughed and sat up, grabbing Susun by the shoulders, looking into her open, delirious eyes. “Susun? Speak to me. Can you hear me?” he asked.
 
Susun’s glazed eyes glanced around, wide and unblinking. “Keegan…a hideous...monster…the children? Keegan?” she gasped.
 
The tall, dark haired man knelt down on the other side of the girl and grabbed one of her shaking hands, looking at her pale face. “She’s in a bad way,” he said before he pulled his own cloak and shirt off and wrapped them around Susun. “She needs to get warm in a hurry. Where does she live?” he asked, looking at Keegan with large, dark blue eyes.
 
Keegan stared at the man for a moment, seeing a tattoo on his shoulder that chilled Keegan to the bones “You’re…you’re a Wovlen,” he said, staring at the tattoo on the man’s muscular shoulder.
 
The man’s voice grew firm “Keegan. Where does the girl live?” he asked.
 
Keegan snapped himself out of his shock, averting his eyes from the tattoo on the man’s arm and looking at Susun. “She lives down the river, across the road to Elinralis, on a little farm,” he answered, grabbing the man’s cloak and wrapping it tighter around the shaking girl.
 
The man scooped Susun up into his arms and stood. “I’ll take her there. What about you? Can you make it?” he asked as he set Susun on his horse.
 
Keegan stood shakily to his feet and shook his head. “Don’t worry about me,” he assured the man.
 
A whinny behind him made both men look back to see a soaked and exhausted Ardor trotting up. The golden horse halted next to Keegan and bumped him gently with his nose. Keegan smiled and patted the horse then looked up at the tall man as he mounted his own bay mare. “I’ll lead you to her home,” he said.
 
The man nodded and steadied his horse, wrapping his free arm around Susun, letting her drenched head rest against his bare left shoulder. Keegan struggled up to Ardor’s back, then he urged the horse onward. Ardor moved into a gallop without complaint, and the two horses followed the river upstream, back toward the little farm.
 
Agonizing minutes went by as they hurried toward the farm. Keegan glanced back occasionally to see the tall, dark haired man holding Susun tightly and talking to her, trying to coax her to stay awake. The farm finally came into sight, and Keegan was glad to see that Arden and the two sets of twins were nearly home, though he was surprised to see an old woman accompanying them.
 
The children excitedly began to point at the two riders, and the old woman began to hurry toward the house. Keegan and the stranger both rode past them all and right up to the door. Keegan quickly slipped off Ardor and moved up to the stranger’s horse. He reached up and took Susun into his arms then carried her to the house.
 
Jormand opened the door before Keegan reached it, and his face went pale as his looked at the two of them. “Susun! What happened?” he cried, flinging the door open, helping Keegan to carry Susun in.
 
The tall man came in behind them. “She needs to be near the fire,” he declared and grabbed the wooden table, moving it close to the fire and knocking the cups from it. “Set her here,” he commanded.
 
Keegan and Jormand obliged, and as soon as she was laid down, Jormand was stroking his face with his trembling fingers. “Susun? My daughter? Speak to me,” he begged.
 
The little, old woman came bustling in then, huffing and puffing. “All of you men folk out! I will take care of the matter at hand,” she ordered in a screechy voice.
 
The tall stranger let his eyes linger on Susun for a moment, and then he exited the house.
 
Keegan, however, stared at the little woman. “Who are you?” he asked.
 
The little white haired woman glared at him and said mockingly, “Who am I? I am the village healer, you bum!” She kicked him in the leg. “Now, take her father and get OUT!”
 
Keegan cringed slightly at the pain in his leg, and he watched as Jormand moved around the table and started walking toward the door.
 
“But…but who sent for you?” Keegan asked the old woman as she moved toward Susun.
 
“Some strange old man with a long beard in the village said I was needed!” She put her hands on her hips and glared at Keegan. “How many stupid questions must I answer?” she demanded.
 
Jormand grabbed Keegan by the shoulders and pushed him out the door. “Please let us know when you are finished,” he said before closing the door.
 
Keegan was stunned. “Strange old man…with a long beard?” he repeated the words.
 
Jormand ran his fingers through his hair. “Keegan, you are chilled to the bone. Sit here in the sun,” he commanded. Keegan did as he was told and sat down on a tree stump directly in the sunlight, his mind racing with many questions.
 
Jormand hugged the children when they all came up, then he sent the two little girls inside to help the healer. The twin boys hurried off to the barn with Ardor and the bay mare before their father could give them a job. Arden walked up beside Keegan and put a hand on his shoulder. “Keegan…?” he began, his question seeming to lodge in his throat.
 
Keegan looked at Arden and saw worry embedded on the boy’s face. Fear and confusion were clearly written in his diamond blue eyes.
 
Keegan put his hand on Arden’s. “She’ll be okay,” he reassured Arden.
 
Arden nodded then glanced at the stranger who stood a few feet away. “Who is he?” he asked.
 
Keegan snapped his head toward the tall man and stood to his feet, his eyes flickering to the man’s right shoulder where the tattoo still resided. “I am wondering the same thing,” he said.
 
The tall man crossed his arms and looked at Keegan with a weary expression. “Keegan. I think you know who I am,” he said. “I haven’t changed as much as you have, and I can certainly tell who you are.”
 
Keegan stared at the man for a long moment, taking in his straggly black hair, his deep blue eyes, his angled face, and especially his tall height.
 
“Saul?” muttered Keegan. The name fell from his lips quietly as he remembered the tall boy he had once played with before his life was turned upside down. The tall man nodded, moving no other muscles.
 
Keegan stared at him, trying to process the information. “How did you know who I was?” he asked.
 
“I first suspected when I heard your name called through the trees. My suspicion grew when I saw you charge after the girl and try to save her,” Saul said as he glanced at the ring on Keegan’s hand. “But they were finally settled as fact when I saw your ring.” He nodded. “I couldn’t forget that ring. I’ve never seen another like it.”
 
Keegan glanced at his silver ring. The red dragon stone glowed slightly, and the two gold dragons on either side of it stood out against the silver.
 
He looked back up at Saul and asked, “What were you doing in this area? How did you…?” He paused.
 
Saul raised his eyebrows and finished the question, “Escape the massacre? I’m not sure. Luck, perhaps. I was, after all, already as tall as most men and very fast.”
 
Keegan narrowed his eyes. “And you just left? You didn’t go back?” he asked. “What about the families in the mountains? Did you find them?”
 
Saul shook his head. “No. I never searched for them,” he answered then shrugged. “And as for going back to the village, I thought about it but never did. Never saw a need to,” he replied dismissively.
 
Keegan balled his hands into fists at Saul’s dismissive tone. “You thought about it? That’s it? Years of hard work, our families and our homes destroyed, and you just THOUGHT about returning?” he said through gritted teeth.
 
Saul dropped his arms to his side, squaring his shoulders, his muscles tightening. “And what about you? Where were you all this time?” he threw back.
 
Keegan’s shoulder muscles tightened with his reply, “I went back. I buried over two hundred of our people. Then I went in search of the men responsible for the death of those people.”
 
Saul’s muscles went lax. “Two hundred? You buried two hundred people…alone?” he asked.
 
Keegan glared at Saul, “I couldn’t walk away and leave them to rot like you so obviously could.”
 
Saul returned Keegan’s glare, instantly becoming tense again. “You think I did not want to return? You think that I am as cold hearted as the men who killed our families?” he asked as he balled his fists.
 
“Well? What am I left to think?” Keegan shouted, taking a step toward Saul. “I was left to face the ghosts of my family, your family, and others, for thirteen years, and where are you? Obviously not sharing my pain!”
 
Saul growled. “You selfish twerp!” he roared and lunged forward, knocking his fist up under Keegan’s jaw.
 
Keegan fell to the ground with a groan, his jaw throbbing, the pain feeding his rage. He rolled to the side as Saul stormed up to him, trying to kick him. Keegan then kicked his foot out and jammed it into Saul’s knee. Saul howled in anger, falling to his hands and knees.
 
Keegan stood to his feet, and Saul followed his example, despite his obvious pain. Keegan raised his fists and glared at the taller man who left his hands down and his face exposed. He took a swing at Saul’s face, but the taller man caught Keegan by the wrist and twisted his arm around, wrapped his big arm around Keegan’s head, and put him in a headlock. The two of them struggled together for a moment, Keegan trying to free himself from Saul’s grasp and Saul holding tightly to Keegan.
 
“ENOUGH!” Jormand hollered as he stepped up next to them both and boxed Saul on his exposed left ear. Saul instantly released Keegan and staggered from the sudden shock. Keegan jumped away from Saul with a snarl, raising his fists again to throw another punch at the faltering, taller man.
 
Jormand planted his palm into Keegan’s face and harshly kicked him in the shin with the toe of his boot, then, because of Keegan’s uneven balance, he pushed Keegan to the ground. Keegan pulled his injured leg up close to him and held it for a moment, trying not to writhe on the ground in pain like a weakling.
 
“Now you two stop this foolishness!” Jormand demanded, stepping between the two and shooting a cold glare at each of them. “You are brothers. You come from the same people, a people that are rare and hard to find. You have found each other under impossible circumstances, and all you can do is fight?” Jormand paused then began to cough harshly, his whole body shaking from the fierceness of his cough.
 
Arden hurried up and grabbed his father by the arm, helping him to sit down on the stump. Keegan pushed himself up to a sitting position and looked at Jormand with concern. “Jormand, you are not well. Why have you not told me about this?” he demanded, forcing himself to his feet, cringing in pain. He limped up to Jormand and placed his hand on the older man’s shoulder. Jormand waved dismissively at Keegan but continued to cough, gasping for air.
 
Arden ran his fingers through his hair and looked at Keegan with an expression of helplessness. “It doesn’t happen often, but…” he tapered off. He paused when Jormand reached up and gripped his son’s shoulder, breaking off his words. His coughing subsided almost as quickly as it had begun, and his shoulders slumped forward as he gasped for air. 
 
Keegan knelt down to look at Jormand. “I’m sorry,” he apologized, feeling responsible for the sudden coughing fit.
 
Jormand shook his hand and rested it on Keegan’s shoulder. “Ah, no lad. It wasn’t your fault,” he gasped and looked up at Saul, who was now standing erect and looking at Jormand with the same expression of concern that everyone else wore. “Though, it would have helped if you two blaggards hadn’t been fighting over nothing.”
 
Keegan glanced at Saul, his expression hardening as he exclaimed, “Fighting over nothing? Jormand, he fled and abandoned our people!”
 
Jormand shook his head and looked at Keegan “Lad. You rush into things too quickly,” he said. Keegan cocked his head, trying to understand what Jormand meant.
 
Jormand sighed. “You didn’t give the man a chance to tell his story,” he explained. “I suspect that there is more to it than cowardice and abandonment.”
 
Keegan looked back at Saul, his face questioning. “Is there more to it?” he asked.
 
Saul looked down at the ground and shrugged, keeping the weight off his knee where Keegan had kicked him. “Well…more to it than what you were thinking,” he replied glancing back at Keegan with a sad expression.
 
Keegan stood, crossing his arms. “Explain,” he said.
 
Saul sighed and walked over to the hitching post where he leaned his weight against it. “Mainly, I could sum it up in two names: Brainna and…your sister, Alia,” he almost whispered.
 
Keegan let his arms drop as a strange wave of emotion came over him. He took a step toward Saul, making the tall man tense, expecting another attack.
 
“Alia? Alia is alive?” Keegan asked.
 
Saul nodded, “She and Brainna both live.” Slowly, a soft, but weary smile came to his face. “They are both grown women now. Not the little girls you once knew.”
 
Keegan looked down as he tried to imagine his sister as a grown woman. He remembered the last time he saw her. She was but 9 years old, always trying to act like a grown up. Keegan looked back at Saul, remembering Brainna, the girl with the long, brown braids that had been sweet on him as children. “I led Brainna out of the village with her baby brother then went back to find Alia.”
 
Saul nodded his head. “Yes. I led Alia out just as you went back to find her,” he said.
 
Keegan stared at Saul and cocked his head. “You mentioned Brainna and Alia, but not Brainna’s brother. Where is he?” he asked.
 
Saul sighed and looked down at the ground. “Dead. Only a few months after the whole thing happened,” he said.
 
Keegan slowly sank to a crouched position on the ground as he let Saul’s words sink in. “How?” he asked as he looked up at Saul.
 
Saul sighed again and crossed his arms. “The girls and the boy were not strong enough to make the trek toward the mountains, so we hid in a cave at the mountain’s roots for several months. The child grew sick and died. The girls became sick after that,” He said. He paused and let out another sigh. “I tried to make their living environments better, but if a certain prospector hadn’t found us, I think we would all be dead now. The man took care of us, helped the girls to get better, and he and his son helped me to build a house,” Saul added. “He left his son, who was my age, with us and went away into the mountains. He never came back, so his son became a permanent resident, and…” he paused and smiled slightly, looking back at Keegan, “and he married Alia.”
 
Keegan sat up straight and blinked his eyes “What? Alia is married?”
 
Saul’s face grew grim again and he shook his head. “Not anymore. Baylin, her husband, died six months ago, and…” he hesitated and rubbed the back of his neck, obviously struggling with something.
 
Keegan tensed. “And? And what, Saul?” he pressured.
 
Saul sighed. “Baylin died when Alia was heavy with child. She had the baby, but…” he said as he looked down at the ground. “The baby died three months after his father.”
 
Keegan felt like he had been stabbed in the gut. The heartbreak that his sister had gone through was tremendous, and it pained him to know that he had not been there for her.
 
“Oh, Alia,” he sighed and looked down at his hands in his lap.
 
“Don’t pity her, Keegan. She wouldn’t want that,” Saul said quickly. “She has been remarkable through the whole thing. She mourned for them both for a little while, but…when I last saw her, she was pulling through and moving on.”
 
Keegan looked back up at Saul. “Left her? Why did you leave her? Where are they at?” he asked, rising from his sitting position slightly.
 
Saul waved his hand at Keegan to calm him down. “Don’t worry! I didn’t leave her alone. Brainna is with her…and nobody, not even a stone, could be lonely with Brainna around,” he said, smiling weakly. “We live to the far northeast of Lake Anuran, just on the edge of the wilds. I was offered a short time job at the seaports of Kwasta from a man in Kirnan. I was just returning home from it,” he finished.
 
Keegan looked down at the ground and pulled a blade of grass, rolling it between his fingers, leaving a green stain.
 
Saul sighed. “Will you come back with me?” he asked.
 
Keegan looked up at Saul and studied his face for a moment, thinking long and hard about what could be involved with his return. He was, after all, bound to a dragon, and the Wovlen people were always known for their animosity toward dragons. How would he keep Pharrgon a secret from them? Would he keep such a secret from them? If he did not keep the golden dragon a secret, how would Saul, Brainna, and especially Alia, view him? 
 
But his heart pined to see his sister again, and he knew that she needed him. There was no question: he had to return with Saul and see his sister again, no matter the consequences.
 
“Yes. I will return with you,” he nodded, “with all my heart.”
 
 
 



Chapter 11: The Start of the Journey 
Arden brought a bundle of firewood into the house and dropped it onto the floor next to the fireplace. He dusted wood chips from his shirt and combed some straw out of his thick blond hair. He then placed a few logs on the fire and turned to walk away.
 
“Arden! Stack those neatly,” Keegan ordered, pointing at the pile of wood on the floor.
 
Arden sighed and knelt down, setting the logs straight and stacking them neatly on top of each other.
 
Keegan turned and gathered a few dirty bowls from the table and deposited them into the wash bucket. “Where is Saul?” he asked. 
 
“With Susun,” Arden replied as he was stacking the last of the wood. 
 
“Ah, so you were left to gather and stack the wood?” Keegan smiled, wiping the wash water from his hands onto his shirt.
 
“Yes. Though Saul did chop the wood for me, so I don’t have much to complain about,” Arden replied, standing to his feet. 
 
“Did Layla and Tayla help Susun milk the cow?” Keegan asked, referring to the twin girls. He walked across to the door and outside into the fresh air.
 
Arden shrugged in reply and followed Keegan outside. “I believe so. They ran out of the barn a moment ago, chasing Telek and Marlek,” Arden said. “They have been very attentive to Susun since the river accident,” he smirked and leaned in closer to Keegan, dropping his voice low, “and in case you hadn’t noticed, Saul also been very attentive to Susun.” 
 
Keegan grinned with a mild chuckle. He looked up to see the subjects of the conversation walking slowly to the house. Saul was walking beside Susun carrying the milk buckets for her, his eyes locked onto her and a soft smile on his face as he listened to her talk. Keegan shook his head and turned to walk up to Ardor, who was tied to the hitching post. Arden followed him, whistling lightly as he followed. 
 
“Waste of time,” Keegan said under his breath. He was glad that he didn’t have a girl on his mind all the time.
 
“You are absolutely right!” Arden agreed behind him.
 
Keegan chuckled and patted Ardor, stroking some dirt and grass from the golden coat. Ardor bobbed his head and crunched happily on a large, fuzzy carrot as he looked at Keegan.
 
“Keegan! This looks like it is going to be funny to watch!” Arden whispered, peeping around the side of the house.
 
“Arden, you should not spy,” Keegan scolded. But he, too, walked over and peeped around the corner of the house. “At least, not by yourself,” he added quietly.
 
Susun walked along with Saul, smiling brightly as usual, but her step was slower and more cautious than normal. “I wish to thank you, Saul, for helping Keegan to tend to my father’s fields and for making some much needed repairs to the house while you have stayed here. We, my family and I, are most grateful to you,” she said, turning to face the tall man. “I will be packing some food for you and Keegan. I do wish that you both didn’t have to leave so quickly,” she said, staring up at Saul’s eyes.
 
Saul smiled and looked down at the ground, shifting his weight on his feet. “Keegan and I will be most grateful for the food,” he said. “Every bite will remind me of the gentle hands that prepared it and the sweet face that has never ceased to smile so kindly at me,” he said, looking up just a little to see her blushing face.
 
Keegan and Arden tried very hard to choke down the laughter that was in their throats. Arden’s body started to shake as he tried to keep the laughter down. Keegan put his arm around Arden and clamped his hand around the boy’s mouth.
 
“Oh. Well. Thank you,” Susun smiled shyly at Saul and turned on her heel, putting a hand up to one of her red cheeks as she walked the rest of the way into the house.
 
Saul followed in behind her, changing the conversation to something else just before closing the door behind him.
 
Keegan turned Arden loose then, and the boy sank to the ground, crossing his arms over his belly as he laughed loudly, “That was hilarious! ‘Every bite will remind me of the gentle hands that prepared it….’ Ha!” Arden repeated Saul’s words in between gasps of air through his laughter. “Oh, and the red in Susun’s cheeks! I’ve never seen her red like that!” he continued, trying to quiet his laughter but failing.
 
Keegan smiled and turned back to Ardor. “Better not let them hear you, Arden,” he said. “You won’t be laughing so hard if Saul and Susun start chasing you. Might I suggest going to check on the younger children?” he winked at the boy.
 
Arden picked himself up, still chuckling heartily, and he ran off to the field where the younger children were. Keegan looked out to the field and watched the young ones play with Arden. He especially watched Arden, enthralled with how much the boy had grown and changed. Something was very different about Arden from the last time Keegan had seen him. He could not decide what it was that was different, but something in Arden had changed. 
 
Keegan sighed and looked away. He felt dreadful for leaving Jormand’s family so soon. He knew that Arden looked up to him and that this family needed his help desperately, but he was desperate to see Alia, his sister, his blood relative, that he had not seen in thirteen years. Keegan looked back up to watch the young ones play. As he watched, his mind wandered back in time to a beautiful meadow near a dark forest where he had once played ball with a group of children.
 
He snapped out of his memory and cringed as guilty thoughts of leaving this family nagged at him. He shifted his weight on his legs as he reconsidered going away. After all, Jormand was ill, Marthien was gravely ill, and his leaving would be abandoning Susun and Arden to take care of both parents, two sets of twins, and a working farm alone.
 
“Don’t you even think about it,” interjected a firm voice from behind, breaking his train of thought.
 
Keegan turned and faced Jormand. “How do you know what I am thinking?” he asked, a small smile breaking across his face.
 
“I could tell by the way you shifted your feet and cocked your head that you were thinking about staying, instead of going,” Jormand chuckled as he came up and patted Ardor. 
 
“I feel like I am abandoning you and your family,” Keegan explained as he turned again and watched the little ones play in the green field.
 
“Well, you are,” Jormand said with a wry smile. “But it is necessary abandonment,” he chuckled, but then he began to cough again. 
 
Keegan stared at Jormand with concern. “Your cough doesn’t sound much better from the other night,” he remarked.
 
Jormand waved his hand at Keegan dismissively. “No! It is not as bad as it sounds. In fact, it is much better than it was before,” he said hoarsely, clearing his throat slightly before changing the subject. “I have a question for you. After Susun’s accident, why did you press the poor, little healer so hard about the man that sent her?” he asked.
 
“Poor little healer? Hardly!” Keegan scoffed as his mind wondered back to the excitement of the other day. “But in answer to your question, I was suspicious that I knew the man who she said had sent her to our aid,” Keegan answered.
 
“And were your suspicions confirmed?” Jormand asked.
 
Keegan shrugged with a sigh. “From the small description that she gave me, I think so.”
 
“And where did you meet this strange man, if I may ask?” Jormand inquired.
 
“We met at the crossroads. I found him to be a very talkative old man who seemed to enjoy speaking in riddles,” Keegan explained with a shrug.
 
Jormand nodded his head, seeming lightly amused. “And, what was this man’s name?” he asked.
 
Keegan looked up in thought as he tried to recall the name of the elder. “Well…. Oh, yes. His name was Walneff.”
 
Jormand choked and began to cough suddenly, making Keegan look at him with worry. “You should come inside,” Keegan said, taking Jormand by the arm. Jormand shook his head but continued to cough.
 
“Father!” Susun appeared, concern written on her face as she walked up to her father’s side. “You should listen to Keegan,” she admonished, placing her arm around her father, ushering him to the house with Keegan following behind.
 
When they were inside, Jormand walked into the dark room where Marthien was at and silently shut the door, leaving Keegan alone with Susun who looked on with utter despair showing on her face. Keegan placed his hand comfortingly on Susun’s shoulder, wondering why Walneff’s name would have been such a shock to Jormand.
 
Susun turned and looked up at Keegan with a soft smile. “Mother is doing much better since she has been drinking the tea that you made her. I can see the strength and color coming back to her. You are a miracle worker, Keegan,” she said, a few tears welling up into her eyes.
 
Keegan smiled softly and pulled the girl into an embraced. “No, I am no miracle worker. I have just learned well from those around me,” he replied quietly.
 
Susun pulled away from his embrace and wiped her eyes. “I had better finish packing for you and Saul,” she said. 
 
“Don’t pack us any food. We can hunt. You and the little ones need the food,” Keegan protested in a soft tone.
 
“No, Keegan! I will pack food for you both, and that is the last I shall hear of it,” Susun said, turning away and walking to the fire. “We have discussed this, and there is nothing more to say.”
 
Keegan sighed and looked around, realizing that Saul was not about. “Where is Saul?” he asked.
 
Susun waved her hand toward the door. “Outside somewhere. Go find him,” she said as she began packing dried meat into some bags.
 
Keegan turned and walked out the door. He looked from side to side, saw no one, then he walked up to Ardor. A sudden urge came over him to go find Pharrgon and speak with the dragon. He did not know why, but he believed it would be foolish to go seek the gold dragon out at this time, so he pushed the urge aside.
 
The sound of plodding horse hooves broke off Keegan’s line of thought, and he turned to see Saul leading his horse up, packed and ready for the trip. Saul looked very somber, almost sad as he led his mare up, and his mind seemed to be in some place other than the present.
 
Ardor looked back at the bay mare and pricked up his ears, raising his tail slightly. He nickered to Saul’s horse then stepped to the side, raised his head high, and snorted loudly, every muscle in his body tightening. The mare raised her head and paused to look at Ardor for a moment before laying her ears back and uttering a shrill squeal, baring her teeth, and nipping at Ardor. Ardor squealed and kicked up his heels, then snorted again, loudly. 
 
Saul’s horse began to prance and crowd him mercilessly, nearly stepping on his toes as she squealed and flicked her tail. He elbowed the mare in her chest then led her away from Ardor, tying her to a tree where she pranced and snorted. Saul moved away from his horse and walked up to Keegan with an apologetic smile.
 
Keegan smirked and pointed at Saul’s dancing horse. “A mare?” he asked.
 
Saul nodded and said, “She was the only horse the stable master would sell me.” He glanced back at the disconcerted mare. “She and I have gotten along fairly well. But she detests other horses.”
 
Keegan smiled. “How long have you had her?” he asked.
 
“I purchased her last month,” Saul answered as he pulled up a blade of grass and began chewing on it. “I would like to trade her in or sell her for a gelding. She is a good horse but very unpredictable at times. It would be better for her to be a brood mare.”
 
Keegan scanned the mare from where he stood. “When we make it to Elinralis, I am sure you will be able to make a trade. She is strong and lovely and won’t be hard to trade off,” he remarked as he observed the mare.
 
“She is young, and I don’t think she has had any foaling experience. She might not be as easy to get rid of as you think,” Saul said, obviously not convinced.
 
Keegan shrugged. “You should give it a try, though. Some folks in Elinralis will buy anything,” he smirked and looked back at Saul, “and I am not stretching the truth on that.”
 
Just then, Susun came up behind Keegan and placed her hand on his shoulder causing him to turn and smiled down at her. She smiled then lifted a well-wrapped parcel of food, which Keegan took slowly. “It has several days worth of food in it,” she said with a gentle smile. “I hope that it can get you to Elinralis with full stomachs.”
 
“It will be fine,” Keegan said reassuringly. “We should not even be taking this much,” he said offering the parcel back to her, but she pushed it back.
 
“Not another word about it!” she said sternly, placing her hands on her hips. “Arden will ride with you for a ways,” she said as she turned and started to walk away. She paused for a moment and looked back at both Saul and Keegan, her face twisting with some emotion. “Be safe,” she said in a quiet, sweet voice then turned and marched toward the barn.
 
Keegan looked at the bundle of food in his hand, and then he turned and began to pack it onto Ardor. He paused for an instant and studied Saul’s face. Saul stared after Susun as she walked toward the barn, his eyes shining with a soft light but glazed over with a sort of sadness. He sighed and looked down at the ground, letting the blade of grass he held in his fingers fall to the ground. Keegan rolled his eyes and shook his head. He did not understand what Saul was feeling, and he did not care to understand. He turned to look at the field as he finished packing the food on Ardor, and he smiled to see the two sets of twins making their way back to the house.
 
“Arden is coming,” Saul said, walking over to his horse and flipping the reins over her head, propelling himself up onto her sturdy back.
 
Keegan looked back at the barn and saw Arden trotting toward them atop a large, brown draft gelding. Susun lingered behind at the barn, watching them from the distance with her arms crossed over, holding herself as she watched. Keegan sighed heavily as he untied Ardor and mounted him. He moved Ardor to the dirt road and paused, looking back toward the direction of the village. He half expected to see a hooded figure of an old man hobbling toward them, but the road was silent and empty. Ardor bounced to the side, his muscles tightening into knots, and he raised his golden head high and proud, bouncing his white mane as Saul went by on the bay mare. 
 
The mare squealed and kicked at Ardor, flicking her tail in an annoyed fashion, walking sideways so that her backend stayed toward Ardor. Ardor bounced off to the side, swishing his tail playfully, then he rushed up to the mare’s face and snorted again, pushing his chest out as he did so and laying his nose over the bay mare’s ears. The mare screamed and nipped annoyingly at Ardor, rearing up on her hind legs.
 
Both Keegan and Saul had difficulty getting the two horses under control. They nudged them in the sides and pulled on their reins until they were able to pull the two horses away from each other. They then turned them in the right direction and encouraged them to walk on. Saul’s mare insisted on walking sideways, keeping her rear toward Ardor, her ears back, and her tail flicking from side to side.
 
Arden came between the two of them on his big draft horse. “I say, Keegan’s stallion seems to be stricken by your mare, Saul,” he teased.
 
The big gelding horse seemed unhappy with the position he was in, being the separating wall between the mare and Ardor, but he did not question Arden’s guidance, and he maintained his heavy pace. Saul’s horse still continued to prance sideways down the road, but she lowered her head and seemed to relax some. She finally did turn straight on the road at Saul’s encouragement, but she kept her ears back, clearly annoyed with the situation. She gave the evil eye to the big draft gelding next to her, then suddenly lunged out at him and bit the big horse on the shoulder with a squeal. The gelding shied away from her and moved closer to Ardor but stayed under control.
 
“Are you going to have to travel like this the whole way?” Arden asked in a rather annoyed voice.
 
“The mare will settle down once she has gone a few miles with Ardor,” Keegan said.
 
Arden glanced at the mare and patted the big gelding. “Well, for your sake, I hope so,” he mumbled.
 
Soon, they all came to the end of a grove where Arden halted his horse. “I wish I could go further,” he sighed and looked at Keegan.
 
Keegan smiled kindly and said, “One day, you will go further. In the meantime, be watchful and take care of your younger siblings.” Keegan reached back and pulled the bundle of food from his saddle. “And take this. We don’t need it as much as you, but don’t say anything to Susun about it,” he said as he handed the parcel of meat to Arden.
 
“Stay out of trouble and keep away from the river,” Saul chuckled.
 
“Watch for strange creatures,” Keegan stated gravely, recalling the monster that had thrown Susun into the river. “If there is one around, then there are more to follow.”
 
Arden gave a wry grin. “Don’t worry. That’s why I’m carrying this,” he said as he patted a short sword on his side.
 
Keegan stared at Arden for a long moment, his eyes lingering on Arden’s strange diamond blue ones. “I will return when I’m able,” he promised then looked away and urged Ardor into an energetic trot with Saul following close behind on his mare.
 
“And you follow your own advice and stay out of trouble!” Arden yelled after them.
 
Keegan waved and set off in a gallop with Saul and his horse gradually taking the lead. Arden sighed heavily and turned the gelding back toward home, pausing briefly to watch Keegan and Saul ride away until they topped a hill and were lost from sight. He rubbed the back of his neck as that strange feeling in his head began to buzz, then he blinked his eyes as they went out of focus and began to hurt. Something was wrong, and it had to do with Keegan and Saul’s journey. He just knew it. He felt they were in danger. He wanted to ride after them and tell them so, but what good would that do?
 
A glimmer of gold in the corner of his eye made his eyes come back into focus. He looked up to see a gold figure, like a hawk, gracefully flying across the horizon in the same direction as Keegan and Saul. Arden smiled softly and clicked to his horse, encouraging it to walk on. Though he still felt danger was at hand, he felt better knowing that a gold dragon, a creature that he had never met, was being watchful of Keegan.
 

 
Keegan and Saul plodded along the road as dusk began to settle across the day. It had taken the whole journey thus far for Saul’s mare to finally settle down and just walk without putting up a fight or prancing sideways. She still occasionally pinned her ears back and squealed when Ardor looked back at her, but otherwise, she grudgingly remained quiet. Now the two men were thinking about stopping for the night and resting.
 
“I think that we should go off-road to sleep,” Keegan stated, looking at the long shadows that the random clumps of trees cast on the ground.
 
“I agree. It’s far too uncomfortable to sleep near the road,” Saul said, stifling a yawn.
 
“I am glad that you agree,” Keegan said as he halted Ardor and slipped to the ground, stretching his legs and rolling his shoulders. 
 
Saul pulled his mare up behind Ardor and paused, searching the sparse trees for an acceptable place to stay the night. “See any place that catches your fancy?” he asked.
 
Just then, the mare stretched her head out and nipped Ardor on the rump. Ardor shrieked and kicked out then spun around and faced the mare, jerking the reins out of Keegan’s hands. He lunged forward and nipped at the mare’s face. The mare screamed, jumped back, and reared. She then spun around and kicked Ardor. The impact made a loud pop, and Ardor groaned.
 
Saul strived to regain control of his horse, but the bay mare lowered her head and began to buck, kicking her back legs high into the air with snorts of protest, shaking her head in anger. Suddenly, she ran her nose into the ground, stumbled on her front feet, and fell, throwing Saul off her back as down she went. She was up in a moment, though, and unhurt. Ardor came up and struck at her with his front hooves. His teeth were bared, and his ears were flat against his skull. The mare screamed and struck back, pawing at him with her front hooves, then she turned and bolted away with Ardor right on her heels. They both disappeared into the growing darkness with squeals, shrieks, and pounding hooves. 
 
Keegan watched the horses disappear in stunned silence, and then he turned and hurried over to where Saul was lying on the ground. “Saul!” he exclaimed. “Are you okay?”
 
Saul sat up and gasped. “I am not hurt. It just knocked the wind out of me,” he said hoarsely as Keegan came up, carefully took his arm, and helped him to his feet. “Well, I guess they had to have it out with each other at some point. Better now than later I suppose,” Saul said in a grudging voice as he dusted the dirt and grass from himself. 
 
Keegan let his eyes wonder in the direction that the two horses had run off in. “Don’t worry. Ardor will return once he has had his way with her, and he will bring her back with him,” he said.
 
Saul huffed, “Right now, I would not care if he pounded her into the ground and left her.” He shook his head and sighed. “Ah, well, we had best find some place to lie down for the night,” he said, wiping blood from his brow.
 
Keegan paused when he saw the blood. “You’re bleeding,” he said.
 
Saul looked at the blood on his hand and then looked at Keegan. “I am assuming that it is not life threatening?” he asked blandly.
 
Keegan shook his head and agreed, “It’s just a scrape at your hairline.”
 
“Good,” Saul said with a nod. “Nothing that rest won’t fix.”
 
He and Keegan turned and walked down the road a ways until they found a suitable place in a small cluster of trees. They cleared the ground of sticks and leaves then unbuckled their swords.
 
“Sorry about all of that,” Saul said as they were lying down.
 
Keegan chuckled, “Forget it. Like you said, they had to have it out. I’m just glad you didn’t get terribly hurt.”
 
Saul sighed, “As am I, and I am glad you are not angry about it.” 
 
Keegan shrugged, “Ah, horses will always be horses. I can’t get angry when they act like a horse.”
 
“Good point,” Saul chuckled this time. “At any rate, I hope we have a better, more restful night than they do. Well then. Goodnight,” he said through a yawn.
 
“Yes. Rest well,” Keegan sighed and wrapped his arms around his sword, clutching it closely to him and glancing worriedly up at the dark sky where a few stars now shown. 
 
Because of his nightmares, he had grown to dread sleep. The only time he did not seem to suffer them was when Pharrgon was with him, and the last time he had been with the gold dragon, he remembered he had started into a nightmare, which Pharrgon woke him from. 
 
Keegan let his mind wonder to that last dream he had with the dragon. It had started out beautifully, though it was very confusing and conflicting for him. 
 
The Princess had been gorgeous, so surreal, yet completely lifelike at the same time, reminding him of when he first saw her in the forest not long ago. He could never forget her emerald eyes and the way that they stirred some strange emotion deep inside of him. It warmed his whole body and softened his heart, drawing him to her, making him think about her often. They left him feeling weak and vulnerable but longing for more. It washed away his pain and made him long for peace.
 
He had thought about it often, and he had been unable to decipher what these strange feelings meant or where they came from. They reminded him of a snake hypnotizing a bird, preparing it for death. These foreign feelings only came when he thought about the Princess, and the more he tried to analyze them, the more they befuddled him. They confused him so much that he had actually come to hate them. He aggressively resented their touch, because he knew that they would only wrap him into a fog and confuse his mind. He hated being confused.
 
He pushed all thought of the Princess harshly from his frustrated mind and closed his eyes. He had already spent several nights pondering these emotions that the Princess incited in him until he was angry and confused enough to tear his own hair out. He grudgingly decided to be rid of the matter once and for all; he would never see this Princess again, so he did not need to constantly dwell on her. Every thought of her put his mind into a whirlwind, and he was tired of it. Surely it was not good for his health, and it was obviously stressing his sanity. He was finished with her and with all of the confusing feelings she brought with her. He would put her to the back of his mind and force himself to forget about her, never thinking about her again, then he could resume his life, and that would be the end of it.
 

 
Keegan jolted awake out of a sound sleep, feeling a buzz of electricity run through him, shaking him. A dark feeling began creeping up his spine. He instinctively grabbed the hilt of his sword. Something dangerous was lurking nearby. He could feel its presence. He sat up silently and tried to adjust his eyes to the darkness. Clouds were in the sky, and they concealed the twin moons and the many stars that normally lit the night sky. 
 
A twig snapped. Keegan jumped to his feet in one swift movement. He stood still and tried to listen for any inkling of movement. The hair on the back of his neck stood on end. He loosened his sword in its scabbard and gently nudged the still sleeping Saul with his boot. Saul groaned and rolled over then was silent again. Keegan rolled his eyes and kicked Saul in the leg. 
 
Saul groaned and slowly started to sit up. “Keegan, is something wrong?” he asked groggily.
 
“Shhhhh!” Keegan whispered. Saul seemed to blink the sleep away, and, seeing that Keegan was disturbed, he slowly and quietly began to stand up. 
 
A low, unearthly growl in the darkness caused both men to freeze, Keegan standing and Saul in a half-sitting position. A tall shadow leapt from the darkness and lunged for Keegan with a vicious snarl. Saul rolled out of the way, and Keegan jumped off to the side. The hot twinge of claws breaking skin shot up his left arm as he jumped away. He swung his sword at the shadow as he fell to the ground, landing on his back.
 
The shadow evaded Keegan’s sword swiftly, crouching to the ground a few feet away with a growl. It glared at Keegan through glowing yellow eyes. Then it stood to full height, as would a man. Keegan gasped as the clouds broke and moonlight poured from the sky, chasing away the shadows of the night and exposing the creature well. 
 
It had a human appearance, with mottled black skin and was wearing only a loincloth. It was at least a head and a half taller than Saul and had long matted hair that trailed down its back and two ivory fangs protruding over its bottom lip. Sharp claws tipped its large fingers, and, as it stared at Keegan through hideous glowing eyes, it flexed the massive muscles that covered strong arms and broad shoulders. 
 
Keegan’s gut began to twist as he realized that this was the creature that had attacked Susun. The beast crouched slightly, curling clawed fingers. It then roared and lunged for Keegan, aiming its claws for his throat and torso. Keegan rolled out of the way and jumped to his feet, swinging his sword at the monster. The sword struck the beast across the ribcage, slicing across thick flesh and opening only a small wound in the large monster. The creature roared in anger and leapt away from Keegan, just as the moonlight disappeared behind the clouds and plunged everything back into darkness.
 
Keegan rushed for a nearby tree, hearing the heavy footfalls of the beast as it came after him. He ducked behind the tree, preparing to swing his sword for the beast again. His boot suddenly caught in a protruding root of the tree as he shifted his position. His foot twisted, his ankle snapped, and pain jolted up his leg. He cried out in anguish as he fell to his knees, his ankle unable to bear his weight any longer.
 
Instantly, Saul jumped over Keegan as the monster came around the tree with a vicious snarl. The monster looked somewhat surprised by Saul’s sudden appearance, but it recovered quickly enough to dodge Saul’s sword thrust at its abdomen. It grasped Saul by the shoulders, digging its claws into Saul’s muscles, making the tall man buckle under the intense pain, then it flung Saul aside as if he were but a sack of potatoes.
 
Keegan heard Saul cry out as he collided with a tree, then he was silent. A familiar, warm glow began to pulse in Keegan’s chest, letting him know that help was coming, giving him strength to add to the power that his rage was now feeding him. He crawled away from the tree, cringing in pain as he moved. 
 
“Come on! Come finish this!” Keegan yelled into the night.
 
The creature came around the tree and approached Keegan, malice and amusement gleaming in its yellow eyes. The moonlight shone, making it easier for Keegan to see. Blood dripped from the monster’s side where Keegan had cut it, but it seemed not to notice. It let out a quiet snarl, flexing claws and arm muscles, ready for its kill. It stooped and grabbed Keegan by the top of his scalp, staring intently into his eyes.
 
A strange stone around the monster’s neck began to glow, and Keegan felt a sudden panic sweep over him as all of his memories involuntarily swept through his mind. The monster continued to stare at him; its glare becoming more malicious by the second.
 
“Son of the dragon,” growled a deep, throaty voice as a memory of Pharrgon passed through Keegan’s mind.
 
Saul leapt from the shadows and onto the creature’s back with a war cry. He wrapped his arms around the beast’s neck and tried to pull it away from Keegan, throttling it. The creature roared loudly and released Keegan. Then it reached up, grabbed Saul by the head with its claws, and yanked him over its head, slamming him to the ground. It roared at Saul in anger and kicked him harshly in the shoulder. Saul cried out and rolled away, but the creature kicked him in the ribs, drawing a loud crack from Saul’s body and sending him flying several feet through the air. The monster stormed up to Saul again and grabbed Saul by the scalp, pulling the tall man to his feet with ease. It grasped Saul by the throat and slammed him up against a tree then snarled low and long, as if about to sink its long teeth into the man’s face. 
 
With glazed eyes, Saul pulled out a dagger and stabbed it into the creature’s arm. The beast let out a vicious roar and released Saul, staggering back a few feet. It drew the dagger from its arm with a snarl, grasped the gore-covered blade between its forefinger and thumb, and then threw the sharp object at Saul. Saul, barely standing on his feet, gasped and collapsed to the ground, just missing the dagger as it embedded in the tree behind him. He then lay completely still, his body shaking as it struggled for air.
 
Keegan made it up to a tree and used it as a prop to help himself to his feet. He watched as the monster stood still, staring at Saul’s body in silence. It turned and looked back at Keegan. Its eyes had lost the extreme cruelty that had been in them before, and they looked tired and forlorn for a moment, but as the monster stared at Keegan, the cruelty seemed to come flooding back in greater amounts. The beast roared in extreme hate, and it turned fully, marching for Keegan with a malicious fire lighting its eyes.
 
Suddenly, a hot wind passed through the trees, and a hiss filled the air as a huge shadow halted over the trees. A pair of enormous golden eyes stared down at the monster, filled with rage. A mighty growl, accompanied by a hiss, vibrated through the air.
 
The monster stood stock still as it stared up at the shadow in the sky, terrified at what it saw. Its whole body actually began to shake in terror, and it let out a piercing scream just before a huge torrent of bright yellow flames engulfed it, silencing it forever. Keegan shielded his eyes with his hand, cringing as the bright light hurt his eyes and the smell of burning flesh stunned his nose.
 
Then the fire disappeared, and the area was plunged back into total darkness. “Keeeeegan,” a rich, deep voice whispered in the darkness above the trees. When his eyes had adjusted to the darkness, Keegan noticed Saul’s body lying terribly still on the ground, showing no signs of breathing or life.
 
“NO! Saul!” Keegan cried out. He took a step forward, pain ripping through his body as he fell to the ground and hit his head. 
 
The last thing he remembered was the call of his name from a familiar voice that was not Pharrgon’s but, instead, that of an old man, “Keegan…”
 
 
 



Chapter 12: All In Time
No thought or feeling passed through Keegan as he lay still in silence. Darkness simply swirled all around him. Slowly, his mind began to come back to life. First, soft sounds were all he heard: the rustle of a breeze through tree branches, the sound of someone’s raspy breathing. Then he began to smell things: rain in the air, smoke from a fire, and fresh grass. Then he began to feel: firm ground beneath him and gradually increasing pain that ran up and down his leg and back.
 
What had happened? Where was he?
 
A pain-filled moan from someone made Keegan’s heart stop for a moment, and then all the memories of the night burst upon his mind with ferocity.
 
His eyes opened, and he shot up into a sitting position. “Saul! Pharrgon!” he jumped and cried out as sharp pain ripped through his right leg, and he clenched his knee as if to stop the flow of pain. 
 
“Gently, Keegan. Gently,” counseled a soft voice said, which was accompanied by the moan of another person. “There now, lad. I know you are in pain, but drink up,” said the voice again, directing the command toward someone other than Keegan.
 
Keegan looked up and focused his blurry eyes to see a green cloaked and hooded figure leaning over Saul, gently slipping a steady hand under Saul’s head and lifting it carefully, while holding a drinking flask in the other hand. Keegan glanced briefly at his own throbbing leg to find that his pant leg was torn open, his ankle was wrapped tightly, and the wrapping went partway up his leg, which looked swollen. He raised his eyes back up to watch with curiosity as the hooded man tended to Saul.
 
The man held Saul’s head and gently poured liquid into Saul’s mouth from the flask. Saul took a couple of gulps then moaned again. His face was badly bruised, and his breathing was labored and came in harsh gasps. The hooded man eased Saul’s head back on a pillow of moss, speaking kind words in soothing tones. He reached into a bag on his side and pulled out a wide mouth jar, which he opened to scoop out a handful of salve. He raised Saul’s shirt, and Keegan shuddered to see the grave wounds on Saul’s side: colors of blood red, black, and dark blue tinted Saul’s entire ribcage and abdomen under the skin, which seemed tight and puffy.
 
The hooded man carefully began to apply the salve to Saul’s ribs, making the tall man writhe and moan in pain. “Try to lie still. I will be finished quickly,” the hooded man said.
 
Keegan could hardly watch because of the pain Saul suffered, but he could not tear his eyes away. As a compromise, he instead watched the steady, skillful hands of the man tending to Saul. The tip of a silver and white beard occasionally came into view as the man moved to apply the salve to Saul. All the time he worked, he spoke soothingly and reassuringly in a voice that sounded familiar to Keegan.
 
Once he had finished applying the salve to Saul’s ribs and belly, he moved up to Saul’s head and face. There, he applied it to the bruises on Saul’s face and, after moving some blood dried hair, to the punctures in his scalp and shoulders where the monster had sank in its horrible claws.
 
Once he had depleted all the salve in his hand, the hooded man pulled a roll of white cloth from the bag on his side and began to wrap Saul’s head. He then carefully raised the moaning Saul up and slipped a knee under the tall man’s shoulder blades, propping him up. Next, he took a soft, rectangular sheet of cloth and placed it over Saul’s chest and began to wrap the roll of white cloth firmly around Saul’s chest and ribs. 
 
When the stranger had finished wrapping Saul up, he gently tucked the end of the cloth in and carefully laid Saul back on the pile of moss. He then stood and turned to Keegan, placing his fists on his side. The hooded figure stared at Keegan for a long moment from the depths of his deep hood before he finally raised a hand and knocked it from his head. 
 
The silver beard framed the pale face of the old man who stared at Keegan. He had intense diamond blue eyes under large silver eyebrows. Thick, streaked hair was pulled back above the ears in a half-ponytail, letting the rest of the long, wavy locks fall behind the old man’s square shoulders.
 
“Well, I had hoped that we would meet again in more pleasant circumstances, but then I knew trouble would be the thing to bring us together,” the old man said.
 
Keegan blinked. “Walneff?” he asked. 
 
“Ah, yes, it is I,” answered the old man with a nod of his head, still keeping a stern eye on Keegan. “You certainly take your time to wake up. You most definitely broke your ankle as well as strained the muscles in your leg, and you undoubtedly are slow and clumsy to conquer your enemies. Did we not talk about the importance of claiming level ground when fighting a fierce foe?” Walneff spoke quickly and firmly. “I had expected much better conduct from you when faced with the heat of battle.”
 
Keegan blinked again, feeling flustered and offended. “What? How can you… well we…” he sputtered, then slapped the ground in frustration. “Perhaps you should try waking up from a sound sleep in the dead of night, with clouds obscuring the moon, and having to fight an 8 foot tall monster before you accuse me of doing badly!” he said with a huff, crossing his arms.
 
Walneff chuckled sadly and waggled a finger. “Ah, but I have done such. And many times have I had to do it,” he sighed as he hobbled up to Keegan and knelt down to gently examine the wrapped ankle and leg. Keegan squirmed uneasily as Walneff’s fingers probed his ankle, but he settled down as his mind began to formulate questions. He remembered the little healer woman in Temroth. 
 
“Were you the man who sent the healer from Temroth to the house of Jormand?” Keegan asked. Walneff simply nodded his head as he unwrapped Keegan’s leg. “How did you know that we were in need of a healer?” Keegan asked suspiciously.
 
“The word came to me on a gentle breeze,” Walneff said, pulling the jar of salve out of his pouch once more. “One must learn to listen carefully to hear the words on that breeze, and that breeze will speak only to those who will listen,” he riddled as he gently began to apply the strong smelling salve to Keegan’s leg and ankle.
 
Keegan cringed as Walneff’s touch induced pain, but as the old man lathered on more salve, the pain slowly began to fade away. “A gentle breeze? I don’t understand. How can you know that someone needs help from a breeze?” Keegan asked.
 
Walneff chuckled again and shook his head. “Oh, but you do have so much to learn!” he simply said.
 
Keegan snorted, “Please, tell me something I did not already know.”
 
Walneff looked up at Keegan. “Ah! So you admit that your knowledge is lacking and that you do, in fact, have much to learn?” he asked.
 
Keegan shrugged in reply. “When it comes to talking breezes, I guess,” he said with a roll of his eyes.
 
Walneff cleared his throat and returned to his work. “Being cocky with me, lad, will give you no upper hand,” he reprimanded as he finished with the salve and began to wrap the cloth around Keegan’s leg and ankle again.
 
When he had finished, Walneff stood and walked over to a dapple-gray horse tied nearby. Walneff limped, as if his left leg were crooked. He approached the horse and patted it, muttering under his breath. He then dug in the saddlebags for a moment before retrieving some dried fruit and meat. 
 
He shuffled back over to Keegan and lowered himself into a sitting position before handing some of the food to Keegan. “Here. Eat,” he ordered.
 
Keegan took the dried fruit and meat and was glad to see it. “Thank you,” he mumbled and began to chew on some of the meat.
 
“Where are your horses?” Walneff asked curiously. “And your traveling supplies?”
 
Keegan frowned, stared at the food in his hand. “The horses ran off together, and the supplies are with the horses.”
 
Walneff chuckled heartily. “My! What a fine predicament to be in!” he said cheerily.
 
Keegan scowled but kept the expression directed at the food in his hand and not at Walneff. He continued to eat slowly and let his mind wonder into thought during the silence. He noted that no dead body or burnt cinders were lying in the area, so this made him wonder what had happened to the beast. He knew it was dead, but had the dragon’s fire completely disintegrated it or had Walneff done something with it?
 
And how had Walneff come to find them? How did he know about the creature? Keegan paused as he remembered hearing Walneff’s voice just before he blacked out after the whole incident. He looked at the old man next to him, wondering how much of the battle Walneff had seen.
 
Walneff looked at Keegan and raised his bushy eyebrows, “Have you a question? Your eyes say that you do.”
 
Keegan let his eyes wander to Saul, who was now sleeping. “How much of our fight with the monster did you see?” he inquired, turning his eyes back to Walneff.
 
The old man shrugged. “I saw very little,” he answered.
 
Keegan looked at him suspiciously. “Then how did you know that we fought with a monster?” he asked.
 
Walneff looked at him quizzically, a slight smile turning up his lips under his beard. “Did I say such? I simply said that you were slow and clumsy.”
 
Keegan looked down in confusion at the food in his hand. “But…” he started, only to be interrupted.
 
“You, Keegan, said something about the monster,” Walneff said.
 
Keegan looked at Walneff again. “But it did not surprise you!” he countered.
 
Walneff smiled and shook his head, picking at his own food. “Quite so!” he said, popping a dried apple into his mouth, crunching it.
 
“Why not?” Keegan asked.
 
Walneff looked from his food to Keegan, his strange diamond blue eyes searching Keegan’s. “Why do you think?” he redirected.
 
Keegan thought for a moment before shrugging. He had no answer.
 
Walneff shook his head with a sigh, “Oh, Keegan. If you only thought about it, you would understand.”
 
Keegan knit his brows in frustration and answered, “Well, the only explanation I can think of is that you saw the monster.” Keegan suddenly paused as another thought came to him. “You’ve seen the monster before?” he asked.
 
Walneff shrugged ever so slightly. “The likelihood that I have seen the one you battled last night is very unlikely, but I have seen a few Roshar in my time,” he said, biting down on a piece of meat.
 
“Roshar?” Keegan asked, shaking his head.
 
Walneff nodded. “Yes, they are a creature of darkness that comes from far away. Many of them live deep in the White Desert,” he explained. “Perhaps you would remember tales of them from your childhood?”
 
Keegan slowly let his mind wonder back to some stories he had heard at a young age: tales of tall devilish beasts with the strength of 5 men. They were rarely seen during the day, hunting only during the night. Their eyes glowed like hell fires, and they could follow the fresh scent of any creature from a great distance.
 
“They were called ‘The Souls Wronged’, often believed to be the walking souls of dead humans who sought revenge for some terrible deed done to them before they died,” Keegan recalled aloud. “Because of their vengefulness, they were also called the ‘Demons of Revenge’. Their long-lived vengeance was like no other, and they could wreak the worst sorrows on those who wronged another person,” Keegan shrugged as he recalled this. “But it was just the tales of old men to keep their neighbors from cheating them or borrowing items from them.”
 
“Perhaps some of it was invented for that purpose,” Walneff chuckled, “but I think you would agree that the creature itself is, in fact, not a tall tale told by cheated old men.” He pointed a finger at Keegan’s wrapped ankle.
 
Keegan stared at his throbbing ankle and nodded his head, “Yes, I would agree with that.” He looked back at Walneff. “But why would it attack Saul and me? And it attacked Susun, as well! Why would it do that? And if these monsters, these ‘Roshar’ as you call them, come from as far away as the White Desert, then what was this one doing here?” Keegan spoke passionately, jabbing his finger into the ground next to him.
 
Walneff took his time to answer. He thought about his answer as he chewed on a dried apple slice, his blue eyes staring off into the distance somewhere.
 
Keegan crossed his arms and waited for a long moment before speaking again, “Well?”
 
Walneff looked back at Keegan with a quizzical expression. “What? You cannot answer these questions for yourself?” he asked in an exasperated tone of voice.
 
Keegan refrained from rolling his eyes. “I cannot,” he stated simply.
 
Walneff sighed and proceeded to coach Keegan, “You could if you tried, for they are not as much as a mystery as your mind plays them out to be.” He finished off the food in his hand then dusted his hands together before speaking. “The Roshar are, in fact, vengeful creatures. Why so is to be speculated. That aside, they tend to take things to a personal level, and they are easily swayed to the side of darkness.” Walneff crossed his arms and began to stroke his beard with his right hand. “Why this particular Roshar was so far away from his native lands is indeed something to speculate. I have formed several theories but have yet to set those theories to fact. Nonetheless, I believe the creature has been tracking you.” He continued to stroke his beard as he voiced his thoughts. “As to why he attacked you, I believe it was because you foiled his attempt at the young lady, Susun.”
 
Keegan listened intently until Walneff paused. “But, why would he attack Susun in the first place?” he asked. “And why would he be tracking me? How long has he been tracking me?”
 
Walneff continued the stroking of his beard, his eyes still staring off into the distance as he thought. “I will answer the two latter questions first. I don’t know,” he responded while looking at Keegan. “And as to your first question, other tales suggest that Roshar often took, abducted that is, human females. There are many speculations as to why, but none have been proven.”
 
“You mean that the monster meant to take Susun?” Keegan replied with disgust.
 
Walneff nodded his head, “It is most probable.”
 
Keegan looked across the clearing as his stomach lurched at the thought of what might have happened to Susun if he had failed in stopping the monster from taking her. “I am glad I suffered the monster’s vengeance. This way, I know Susun is safe,” he said.
 
Walneff nodded his head and said in agreement, “And I am glad you have so noble a heart to think such. Few men would feel the way you do.” He pointed a finger at Saul. “However, I fear that your friend suffered more than you did at the Roshar’s hand.”
 
Keegan stared at Saul’s sleeping form for a long moment, cringing as he remembered the grievous beatings that he had received from the creature. “He was trying to help me. The beast was only after me, but Saul continued to get in its way,” he said in a low tone.
 
Walneff sighed. “Ah. Again, the Roshar’s vengeful nature dominated.” He slowly stood to his feet. “Try to get some rest.” With that, the old man hobbled across the clearing and sat next to Saul, observing him carefully with those sharp blue eyes.
 
Keegan finished his food then cautiously lay back on the ground. He tried to make himself as comfortable as he could, folding his hands behind his head and staring up at the treetops. It was not long before the world and its sounds went out of focus and sleep gently settled over him.
 

 
Keegan wandered through darkness, listening to and following the sound of voices. He spotted a large black door with a brass handle standing in the middle of the darkness. The voices he heard were coming from it.
 
“Open the door…” a soft whisper sounded in the darkness.
 
Keegan reached out and took the handle, pushing against the door. The door swung open noiselessly to reveal a man and a woman standing together in a room made entirely of crystal and marble. They stood next to a large crystal table and were heavy in conversation, not appearing to notice Keegan at all.
 
The woman was beautiful, with long golden hair that was braided and twisted in an intricate pattern down her back. She had a pale complexion and a perfectly soft, smooth face that was stern and strong. Silvery eyes stared with great intensity at the man, whose back was turned to Keegan, almost like a lion sizing up its opponent.
 
A movement in the room drew Keegan’s attention away from the man and the woman to a beast that rose from a sitting to a standing position and stretched its hindquarters like a cat. Keegan gasped and took a step backward as he recognized the creature to be the huge wolfish beast that had knocked his father from his horse all those years ago.
 
The wolf creature twitched an ear as it watched the man and woman, not seeming to notice Keegan. It licked its jowls, drawing Keegan’s eyes briefly to a jagged scar on its nose.
 
“The Roshar may have failed, but I will not. I will not return until I have hunted this boy down, and I will bring you his head as proof of his death,” the man said, drawing Keegan’s attention back to the two people. The man bowed low to the woman, and turned, facing Keegan.
 
Keegan jumped back, shock and rage washing through him. A long, white scar ran across the man’s face, leaving one of his hate-filled eyes white with a cataract. The man was none other than the scarred man who had killed Keegan’s father. He did not seem to see Keegan, and, with a sweep of his cape, he disappeared from the room. Keegan blinked, his heart racing. He looked at the woman and watched as she turned and slowly walked to a large chair that was carved out of the far wall and draped in white animal furs. She sat in it with a thoughtful face, in a near-trance state.
 
“I am so, so close to achieving my goal. I cannot fail now,” she whispered as she stared vacantly into the distance.
 
The great beast moved and sat down next to the chair, snapping its jaws with a whine of discontent. The woman turned her head to look at the creature. She slowly raised her hand for the beast to lick, and then she ran her fingers through its thick, bristly hair.
 
“In time, you will hunt again. In time, you will taste blood… all in due time,” she coaxed, turning her face away from the creature, resuming her vacant stare. The beast snarled and lay down on the bear rug next to the chair, shutting its red eyes. “All in due time,” it snarled with a sigh.
 

 
Keegan woke with a start to find that several hours had passed, and it was nearly dark outside. His heart raced, and he was sweating, though he did not understand why.
 
Walneff, stooping over a cooking fire, looked at Keegan. “Feeling better?” he asked.
 
Keegan blinked his eyes, trying to piece together the fragments of the dream that he was already beginning to forget. “All in due time…” he whispered, the haunting words echoing in his mind. But the rest of the dream was fading. “All in due time.”
 
 
 



Chapter 13: A Runaway
A crackle of thunder in the distance broke the steady, rhythmic sound of the falling rain surrounding Keegan. He glanced at the road from the depths of his cloak’s hood. Then he shook the water droplets from his cloak and shifted his position on Ardor’s back.
 
Ardor sighed but continued to plod down the muddy road. Keegan had draped a blanket over his neck to keep his mane dry, but the blanket was becoming soaked with water, and the road was becoming increasingly more difficult to travel, tiring the golden steed. A stiff, wheezing cough made Keegan cringe and look back at the two other horses that followed in Ardor’s steps. Walneff, wrapped snuggly in his own cloak, rode on his sturdy dapple-gray gelding while leading Saul’s exhausted mare.
 
Saul slumped over his mare, his head resting on a blanket that was draped over the mare’s brown neck. His arms were tucked up under two blankets and a cloak protected him from the moisture. Still, it hardly seemed enough. The wet conditions were causing his health to deteriorate, and it was slowing their progress to Elinralis. They were headed there to find a dry place to sleep and, hopefully, would also find a fully equipped healer.
 
Keegan grimaced and turned back to face the road. He wished they could travel faster and harder, but they were pushing the horses as hard as they dared. Three days of traveling in the constant rain was telling on the poor creatures and damaging Saul. Keegan shifted and stretched his throbbing leg, which was doing better and healing quickly--so quickly, in fact, that Walneff was impressed by its progress.
 
Walneff urged his horse forward and pulled it up next to Ardor, leading the mare along with him. “Elinralis is not far off. Perhaps a half day away,” he said from deep inside his hood.
 
Keegan nodded in agreement and looked at Saul’s slumped form. “Can we make it in a half day?” he asked.
 
Walneff seemed to think for a moment before replying, “It depends.”
 
“Depends on what?” Keegan asked.
 
Walneff sighed. “What do you think it depends on, Keegan?” he asked.
 
Keegan grimaced as Walneff’s question reminded him that he should have thought before he spoke. “It depends on the rain,” he answered.
 
“Yes. And why?” Walneff asked.
 
Keegan sighed, “If it continues to rain, we will be forced to slow our pace even more.”
 
“Our pace may even be halted all together,” Walneff added.
 
They both rode in silence for some time until Walneff stretched and groaned. “Oh, what I would give right now for a nice hot cup of tea to sooth my aching bones,” he mumbled.
 
Keegan raised his head and peered through the rain at the surrounding landscape. “Should we stop and rest under one of the nearby trees?” he asked.
 
Although the trees had become fewer in number, the average size of the individual tree had increased. This ensured that if there was one around, then you could not possibly miss it.
 
“No, we must not stop,” Walneff replied. “Stopping for rest will not help Saul. We must push on.”
 
Saul coughed again weakly, drawing Keegan’s attention back to his slumped form. “Keegan,” Saul called quietly in a hoarse voice, raising his head slightly from its resting place on the mare’s neck.
 
Keegan pulled up on Ardor and moved next to Saul’s mare. He leaned down, positioning himself as close to Saul as possible. “I’m here. Do you need something?” Keegan asked in a soft tone.
 
Saul’s face was white, and his eyes were gray, but he gave a weak smile. “No. I just want to let you know that I’m okay.” Then his smile waned, and his head drooped back down onto the mare’s neck. “I’ll be all right. Don’t worry,” he finished, his voice fading away into another weak cough.
 
The pain in Saul’s face took Keegan’s mind away to a gruesome memory of his father holding the broken body of a friend in a field. The man was covered in blood, and his face was white as snow. Fear and pain showed in the man’s eyes--in Jarden’s eyes, Saul’s father. The screams of pain and terror rang loudly in Keegan’s ears as the horrible memory turned to the flames of the burning village that he had once called home. A roar preceded the massive wolf-beast as it sailed through the air and knocked Keegan’s father off his steed, leaving the strong man dazed and vulnerable.
 
Keegan felt a twinge of pain run up and down his spine as the flashback of his father’s death played all over again: the man with the scar across his face plunged his blade forward into the abdomen of Keegan’s father, staining Barden’s shirt in crimson. Keegan moaned and slumped over on Ardor as his eyes were covered in darkness and pain and guilt tore at his heart. He heard Ardor whinny in concern, but it sounded so far away.
 
“Keegan! Keegan!” Walneff called, but his voice also sounded distant.
 
Ardor shrieked and began to lope, kicking up his back feet as he did so. Keegan’s flashback changed to the moment when he charged an enemy horse so his brother, Braidden, could escape.
 
“Flee, Braidden!” Keegan yelled. He once again felt the pain in his arm and back where the horse’s hooves had left their mark so long ago. Ardor screamed and tossed his head from side to side as he began to buck, throwing his back feet into the air and pounding the ground with his hooves. Keegan slipped sideways on Ardor then hit the ground in a roll, halting in a mud puddle face up, staring up at the gray, weeping sky and letting the cool rain sprinkle his face. “It was my fault,” he shuddered, “all my fault.”
 
Ardor stepped up next to Keegan and nudged him with his soft golden nose in a concerned way as the other two horses came to a halt nearby. 
 
Walneff dismounted, his boots landing in the mud with a splat. He hobbled over and knelt down beside Keegan. “Are you alive or dead?” he asked in a quiet voice.
 
Keegan slowly turned his head and looked at Walneff, not knowing how to react or what to say, still trying to perceive what was real and what was memory.
 
“Ah. Still alive I see,” Walneff huffed. “Well, now, you can’t have the luxury of lying in a mud puddle all day. Up you go,” he said, placing a supporting hand on Keegan’s arm.
 
Keegan slowly sat up, his muscles aching as a result of his fall. He grabbed at the phantom pain in his arm, caused so long ago by the enemy’s horse.
 
Walneff snorted, “Could your horse not find a more preferable place to deposit you? You are filthy.” He wiped some mud from Keegan’s cloak and showed him. “You are soaked through. No doubt you’ll get as ill as Saul now.” He pushed himself to a standing position and offered his hand to Keegan. “Come on now. Get your bum out of the mud.”
 
Keegan stared at Walneff for a moment then clasped the old man’s firm hand and stood to his feet. “You’re in good spirits,” he mumbled under his breath.
 
“Not so! I am the same as I always was. However, your miserable state has provided me the opportunity to be less miserable,” Walneff looked Keegan up and down, hardly appearing amused.
 
Keegan stared at Walneff for a moment then unclasped his cloak and pulled it off his shoulders and said, “Well, the rain is letting up and I have a dry shirt in my bag, so I won’t be miserable for long.”
 
“Your sore muscles will disagree, no doubt, and if the rain continues to fall, you will be more miserable later than you are now,” Walneff shook his head with a sigh. “Fetch your dry shirt but give me your filthy cloak,” he commanded as he held out his hand.
 
Keegan reluctantly gave Walneff his cloak then turned to Ardor. He stroked Ardor’s face, readjusted the blanket on his mane, then stiffly moved to the saddlebags where he located and pulled out a fresh shirt. He stripped off his vest and his wet shirt then slipped on the dry shirt, glad for the warmth it provided.
 
Walneff draped Keegan’s cloak over the saddle of his gelding and, muttering under his breath, he began to dig into one of his saddle bags until he finally pulled out a folded wad of green cloth. He shuffled over to Keegan and held out his arms. “You may wear this until your cloak is clean and dry,” he said, gently unfolding the cloth, revealing it to be a very fine cloak.
 
Keegan paused and stared at the cloak for a moment. It was a rich forest green and of a very fine weave with braided gold trim along the edges and a golden star clasp at the throat. It was a cloak fit for royalty. “This is too fine Walneff; I can’t wear it,” Keegan said as he shook his head.
 
Walneff huffed, “Nonsense! Of course you can wear it. It is not fine enough to help prevent you from catching a cold,” and with that, he wadded up the cloak and threw it in Keegan’s face.
 
Keegan caught the cloak in his hands and caressed the soft, fine cloth. “Where did you come by such a rich thing?” he asked, noting how Walneff’s current clothes and cloak were on the verge of appearing to be peasant rags.
 
Walneff waggled a finger and turned away, hobbling back to his horse. “It was a gift. But why do you ask?” he said then paused next to his horse and looked back at Keegan. “Afraid I stole it?”
 
Keegan shook his head as he slipped the cloak over his shoulders and latched the clasp at his throat. “No. It just seems out of place with you. I would have expected it to be as worn as your other garments,” he explained, nodding his head at the old cloak draped over Walneff’s shoulders. “You seem to be the sort of person who uses what he has until he can use it no more, and if it is useless, he does not use it at all.”
 
“An excellent observation! Well done,” Walneff chuckled. He quickly mounted his horse and looked at Keegan with a glimmer in his eye. “However, a good cloak is never useless, and a fine gift is greatly prized.”
 
Keegan nodded in agreement, “Of course.”
 
Walneff chuckled again, “You have a good head on your shoulders Keegan, if you would just use it.”
 
Keegan tied his wet shirt and vest onto his saddlebags, and then he carefully mounted Ardor, cringing as his leg throbbed and the rest of his muscles protested the movement. Walneff moved his gelding up next to Ardor, and the three of them began to move, once again, down the muddy road.
 
“How often do you have these flashbacks, Keegan?” Walneff suddenly asked in a very solemn tone of voice.
 
Keegan looked at Walneff and stared at the hooded, old man for a moment. “I don’t know. Occasionally,” he said as he turned his face away and pulled the green hood over his head.
 
“Occasionally? I see,” Walneff replied. “And are they always this…difficult?” the old man’s words were slow and deliberate.
 
Keegan shrugged and rolled his shoulders. “I…I don’t know. Why does it matter? It happens when it happens, and that is just the way it is,” he replied defensively.
 
“Ah. I see,” Walneff said again. “And have you always believed that what happened was your fault?”
 
Keegan paused slightly, trying to withhold a shiver at the memories, and the horrid feelings associated with them. “Yes…and no,” he replied quietly. “I don’t want to talk about it.”
 
Walneff grunted but remained silent. Keegan could feel the old man studying him intently, making the silence almost unbearable. He shifted in his seat, uncomfortable, and with a strange feeling that Walneff could see into his mind and soul.
 
Keegan turned his mind from his discomfort and began to brood on his hate. He recalled the face of the scarred man, and he began to memorize every feature of it as he had done for the past thirteen years. He carefully thought through a painful and slow death for the scarred man, imagining how he would enjoy the screams and pleas of mercy from the coward.
 
The wolf-beast that had knocked Barden from his horse was not forgotten either. Keegan also wanted it to die slowly, and he planned to garb himself in its hide when he had killed it. Every dark thought of abuse and torture for the scarred man and the wolf-beast passed through Keegan’s mind, and he mulled over each thought carefully, caressing it and entertaining it for as long as he could.
 
When Keegan finally emerged from his dark brooding, the rain had stopped, and the clouds overhead were beginning to break up, revealing tiny bits of blue sky and allowing small streams of sunshine to streak across the rolling green land. A group of small, arguing birds zipped over Keegan and Walneff’s heads and landed in a large tree nearby where they flitted and jumped on the branches, causing glittering rain droplets to cascade from the leaves to the ground. Walneff let out a long sigh, gripping Keegan’s attention and bringing him back to reality.
 
“How far do you think we are from Elinralis?” Keegan asked, glancing back at Saul’s slumbering form.
 
“Not far. The day is beginning to come to a close, but we have traveled far,” Walneff replied. “I think we will make it tonight.”
 
Keegan pulled the hood from his head, letting the cool air brush through his hair. “Good,” he said, straightening his shoulders and stretching his legs, glad to know that they would soon be able to rest.
 
“Keegan, ride on ahead and prepare a place for us to stay,” Walneff said.
 
Keegan looked at Walneff and asked, “And leave you two?”
 
Walneff nodded his head and said, “We will be fine. The sooner Saul is given a dry bed and an attending healer, the better.”
 
Keegan nodded, “I understand.” He checked his money pouch on his belt then looked back at Walneff. “Once I have found a place, I will ride back to lead you to it.”
 
Walneff held up a hand in protest. “No. A messenger will be sent.”
 
Keegan shook his head, “A messenger will cost extra money.”
 
Walneff lowered his hand, “A messenger will be sent at no extra cost.”
 
Keegan rolled his eyes and said, “We shall see.” He pulled the blanket from Ardor’s neck and stuffed it into one of the saddlebags. “I will be prompt,” he promised.
 
“Ride safely,” Walneff replied.
 
Keegan nodded and urged Ardor forward. The golden horse picked up his feet and moved into a quick trot before breaking into a smooth lope, leaving the other two horses and riders behind.
 

 
Keegan had lost track of time as Ardor loped across the soaked turf that ran alongside the muddy road, but he brought the golden steed to an abrupt halt when they topped a hill. He stared across the rolling landscape breathlessly. “Elinralis,” he sighed with awe.
 
The city shone like a jewel in the midst of the massive green landscape of rolling hills and sporadic clumps of trees. Its walls were tall, strong, and made of pure white stone that reflected the sunlight. Shimmering silver banners flew from the white towers that rose above the walls. The city strategically sat on the largest hill, and a stream-fed moat surrounded it, making it a great challenge for any opposing force. 
 
Pharrgon had once told Keegan that the city Elinralis was built by a glorious and ancient people who had lived and ruled all of the great lands long, long ago. The capitol city, Richem, in the south country, Gilidar, also had the same story as Elinralis.
 
However, the legends did the sight of the cities little justice. Though he had seen it before, the awe that Keegan felt when looking at Elinralis was no less from the first time he had seen it some years ago. It made him feel as though he had stepped back in time to when the city had first been built and was occupied by the ancients.
 
Keegan sighed and lowered his eyes, patting Ardor’s neck. “Let’s go. We need to hurry.”
 
With that, Ardor began to trot down the hill. When they reached the bottom of the hill, a sudden loud pop and the scream of a child put both Keegan and Ardor on alert.
 
“Whoa! Whoa! Stop! Somebody help me, please!” the desperate plea of a girl rang around the hills.
 
Ardor climbed the next hill where Keegan spotted the source of the commotion. A brown horse stampeded over a nearby hill and bolted for a group of trees with both tail and head raised high, obviously badly frightened. A young girl clung to its neck, holding on for dear life.
 
Keegan hissed, and Ardor shot off after the runaway. The brown horse approached the trees then shied and veered away from them sharply, nearly throwing the girl from his back.
 
“Help!” the girl screamed, trying to right herself in the saddle of the fleeing animal.
 
Keegan leaned forward and willed Ardor to charge full speed after the brown horse. Ardor snorted and surged forward, gaining to a flying speed, racing across the ground, turning the world into a blur. Keegan blinked out the water that had rushed to his eye, just in time to see that Ardor was pulling up next to the runaway horse.
 
Keegan reached out and grabbed the reins of the brown horse then steadily began to slow the frightened beast, speaking soft and calm words to it. They slowed to a trot and finally a walk before halting altogether. He patted the sweating brown horse then looked back at the young girl who still had her head buried in her horse’s mane. Her shoulders heaved up and down in time with her heavy breathing and even shuddered with possible sobs.
 
“It’s okay. You’re safe now,” Keegan said gently. “Are you all right?”
 
The girl’s shoulders stopped moving, but her face remained hidden for a moment before she sat up and looked at Keegan with shocking bright blue eyes. She looked to be about twelve or so, had long golden hair, pale skin, and a delicate face. Fear was clearly written across her face as she stared at Keegan, but the fearful expression slowly gave way to a pretty smile that brightened her whole face.
 
“Oh! I thank you, sir. I am all right, though I was very scared that Galen would not stop,“ she said as she stroked the brown horse’s neck with a quivering hand. “I could not make him stop when he spooked. A horse has never run away with me like that, so you may well imagine how frightened I was.”
 
Keegan nodded his head. “Yes. I can imagine. But it is all over now,” he said reassuringly.
 
The girl smiled again and began to straighten the front of her fine, brown dress.
 
“Do you live in the city?” Keegan inquired. The girl nodded her head and fumbled nervously with a string on her sleeve.
 
“Would you like me to take you home?” Keegan asked after a moment of observing her anxiety.
 
The girl looked up. “Oh, yes! If you would please. That would be a great kindness to me. I think that I am far too shaken to make it on my own,” she answered.
 
“Where do you live?” Keegan asked with a kind smile.
 
“I live in the city on the far north and west side.... Oh, well, I will direct you there. My mind is far too muddled right now to be able to tell my tongue how to speak out the directions,” she giggled shakily. 
 
“Very well,” Keegan gripped the brown gelding’s reigns tightly and urged Ardor to walk on.
 
Ardor curled his neck and began to prance proudly while the brown gelding followed alongside.
 
“Well, your steed is a lovely horse!” the girl giggled. “And he seems to know it as well!”
 
Keegan chuckled, “Yes. Ardor knows all too well how lovely he is.”
 
“I have never seen a horse as pretty as yours. Ardor is his name? Lovely name. I have seen one golden horse before, but it was a dull yellow color, not at all a shiny, true gold, like Ardor. If I didn’t know better, I would say that Ardor was made of pure gold and jewels,” the girl marveled. “His coat just sparkles in the sunlight! And his mane is the purest white I have ever seen on a horse.” She shifted her position in her saddle and patted her horse. “May I know your name, kind sir?” she asked.
 
“My name is Keegan,” Keegan replied with a nod of his head.
 
The girl abruptly sat up straight, but then just as quickly settled back into a more comfortable position. “Keegan...” she repeated slowly. “What a fine name. I am glad to know it!” she said kindly. “It becomes you well.”
 
Keegan smiled at her but said nothing, not really knowing what to make of her last comment. He wondered if her sudden burst of conversation was normal for her or if it was a result of nervousness.
 
“I am Annaka,” she said with a bright twinkle in her eye.
 
Keegan nodded. “Yours is also a lovely name, Annaka,” he said. “You said that you live on the far north and west side of the city?”
 
Annaka nodded her head in reply.
 
Keegan raised his eyebrows, “That is a very rich side of the city.”
 
“Oh, yes. And do not worry. My family will reward you well for rescuing me,” Annaka said in a reassuring tone of voice.
 
Keegan looked at her and said, “I would not be interested in money, but if your family could provide a place for me and my two friends to stay, I would be grateful.”
 
Annaka smiled brightly, “Oh, yes, yes! My family can arrange that very easily!” she looked around, and her smile faded. “Where are your two friends?” she asked.
 
“They are still traveling the road to the city. I left them behind so I could prepare a place for us to stay,” he replied.
 
“Why did they not come on with you? It would seem to me that it would be better to stay in a group and find lodgings together,” Annaka noted.
 
Keegan sighed. “We would have done so, but one of my friends is very, very ill,” he explained.
 
“Oh, no! I am sorry to hear this, but do not worry!” Annaka said brightly. “My family will also arrange for a healer to attend your friend. It is the least we can do for all that you have done for us.”
 
Keegan laughed. “I only stopped a runaway horse and am escorting you home. Any gentleman would have done the same,” he said.
 
Annaka ducked her head slightly, “Oh, well, yes. Of course. But my family will show their gratitude, nonetheless. I can guarantee it.”
 
Keegan nodded, his brows knitting as a question came to his mind. “Were you riding all by yourself? Did you have no escort?” he asked in curiosity.
 
“Oh, no, I had an escort with me. My family says that it is not fitting for a young lady to go riding alone!” She squirmed uncomfortably in her seat. “My escort’s horse went into a panic just before my poor horse did. When my horse bolted, I lost sight of him. I do hope the poor man is all right. He seemed rather upset and nervous right before the whole incident happened.”
 
Suspicion sprung up in Keegan’s mind, but he pushed the thought aside, determining not to get involved. “I’m sure he’ll be all right,” Keegan replied.
 
They rode on in silence, but as they approached the gate, Keegan began to grow more somber. Entering through city gates had always made him nervous. He had to fight the desire to reach up with his left hand and rub his right shoulder where the Wovlen tattoo was forever imprinted on his skin.
 
The large gate had white flags trimmed in gold hanging on either side of it, and under each flag there was a sentry in armor with weapons at their sides. The two relaxing sentries looked up at the sound of the horses coming. They looked at Keegan dismissively, but when their eyes shifted to Annaka they instantly stood to their feet and looked back at Keegan with hard expressions, one grasping his sword hilt and the other taking up his lance defensively. 
 
Keegan steeled himself for an onslaught of questioning. City gates bothered him, but suspicious sentries bothered him even more. Both the sentries glanced back at Annaka, and their faces softened and puzzled expressions came over their faces. Keegan glanced back at Annaka to see her quickly lower her hand from her face and put on a pathetically innocent expression.
 
“Don’t worry. They won’t bite too hard,” she reassured. 
 
Keegan knit his brows in suspicion and turned back to face the sentries. The sentries relaxed and wiped the puzzled expressions from their faces, but they still ordered Keegan to halt as the horses stepped onto the drawbridge.
 
“What is your business?” the older sentry asked in a firm tone of voice.
 
Keegan cleared his throat. “I am taking this girl home. Her horse bolted with her, and she has lost her escort,” he replied in a calm and firm tone of voice.
 
Annaka nodded her head in agreement, “Oh, yes, something frightened my horse badly, and I lost control of him, then this man saved me and was politely taking me home, and he has friends that are coming, and they need a place to stay, and…” Annaka slowed down and narrowed her eyes at the sentries, “And, I was hoping to help him find a place to stay.” Her tone of voice was soft but very pointed. She stared rigidly at the two guards for a moment then quickly relaxed and sat up straight. “So now, would you gentlemen please be so kind as to stop asking questions and allow us to pass through?” she asked with a tired sigh. 
 
The lead sentry chuckled. “At least the lass did not lose her tongue along with her runaway horse,” he said as he stepped out of the way. “You may continue.”
 
Keegan nodded to the two sentries and urged Ardor forward. They slowly passed under the great arch of the gate and emerged from its shadow into the stone streets of the busy city. People bustled to and fro, trying to finish the day’s errands, calling to each other from across the street, having conversations at the outdoor taverns, and arguing prices with traveling vendors.
 
Most of the people on the street seemed to know Annaka and would call out and bow to her, wishing her well. Some folks stared up at Keegan curiously, but their curious expressions would usually turn into smiles at the sight of Annaka. She soaked the attention in. She smiled and waved at the children and gave kind compliments to all those who passed by.
 
It occurred to Keegan as he observed the attention given Annaka that there was probably few people in this city who would not be overjoyed to do Annaka’s every bidding and cater to her every whim. Everyone knew who she was, and they all seemed to adore her. She must be the daughter of someone very important. He hoped that he was not getting into a mess by helping her. If she was the daughter of some diplomat, he dreaded to think where that could lead, especially as he thought back on Annaka’s insistence that her family would reward him for his service.
 
“I don’t want fame or honor or notoriety or any of that fancy stuff that those fancy men who sit in fancy seats offer. I just want a place to stay and a healer,” he mumbled to himself, tugging at the girl’s horse. “Just take her to her family and leave. ”
 
After some time of riding down the twisting streets, past endless rows of market houses and stands, magnificent white buildings came into sight, surrounding a castle inside another wall: the King’s palace.
 
“Is your house among one of these?” Keegan asked kindly, but he was becoming quite annoyed at all the people pausing to give Annaka attention.
 
“Yes. It is,” Annaka answered absentmindedly as she waved at some more children.
 
“Which one is yours?” Keegan asked. “I need more directions.”
 
Annaka sat up straight, completely focused on Keegan. “Oh, well, umm… it is one near the wall,” she stuttered nervously. “Near the palace wall,” she added quickly with a gesture toward the walled- in castle with white and gold flags flying from its towers and hanging from its walls.
 
“Yes. But which house specifically?” Keegan asked.
 
Annaka waved her hand forward. “Just keep going. I will direct you,” she said. “It is very complicated to explain.”
 
Keegan glanced at the castle and let his eyes pause on the flags. “Are there normally so many flags flying? Is there something being celebrated?” he asked.
 
“Oh, yes! The King has found his elder brother’s children, two daughters, and has brought them to live with him. The eldest is to be his successor,” Annaka explained enthusiastically.
 
Keegan glanced back at Annaka briefly with a feeling of suspicion beginning to grow inside of him. “A woman is to be a king’s successor? Why not the Queen in that case?” he asked. Something about this sounded familiar, but he could not place what it was.
 
“The Queen does not wish to take over leadership unless necessary. Besides that, the Princess is the eldest daughter of the eldest son. So, as you see, she has first right to the throne,” Annaka answered calmly.
 
Keegan's gut began to knot involuntarily, and he searched his memory. “What is this Princess' name?” Keegan asked suspiciously as his mind rested on the memory of the princess he had saved in the forest.
 
“Erewhon is her name. Isn’t it such a lovely name?” Annaka praised. 
 
Keegan jerked himself upright looking straight ahead toward the palace walls. “She has a sister, correct?” he asked, looking back at Annaka. 
 
A large, ornery smile spread across Annaka’s face. “Of course! Didn’t I just say as much?” she chided.
 
Somehow, Walneff’s comment about Keegan having a smart brain but not using it, hit home for Keegan rather suddenly. “How did I get into this?” Keegan asked himself very quietly as he slumped on Ardor's back.
 
“The Princess Annaka has returned!” echoed a voice from atop the palace walls.
 
Keegan halted Ardor abruptly and brought Annaka up beside him. “You know the way back. I suggest--,” he started but was promptly cut off. 
 
“You cannot leave now! Especially now that the guard has seen you!” Annaka protested. “Please, take me inside, and don’t be afraid,” she reached out and placed her hand on Keegan’s arm reassuringly.
 
The gates began to creak open, and three armored horsemen with stern faces began to gallop toward them. Keegan shifted uneasily on Ardor, who, sensing his rider’s nervousness, laid back his ears and began to stomp his hooves defensively.
 
“They will escort us in. I won’t let anything happen to you. I just want my uncle to meet you,” Annaka said quietly. “And I will be certain that my family will provide the services I promised earlier: lodgings and a healer.”
 
Keegan looked at Annaka and sighed, trying to remain calm and composed. “I will hold you to that, you devious thing,” he said.
 
Annaka grinned and sat up straight in her seat, exclaiming, “I expect you to!”
 
The horsemen galloped past, circled around, and came up behind them. Ardor snorted, laid back his ears, and stomped a warning to the horsemen. 
 
Keegan checked Ardor and took a firm hold of the reins. “Walk on,” he spoke firmly to the horse.
 
Ardor walked forward, keeping his ears back, but as the horsemen closed in more tightly behind them, the annoyed stallion picked up speed and moved into a trot. They trotted under the palace gate with one horseman behind them and one on either side. As they emerged into the light on the other side of the gate, the shock of recognition slowly came over Keegan as he took in the sight of the palace yards. 
 
Surrounded by stone pavement, a lush garden stood in the center of a massive courtyard. Scattered across the garden were trees with white bark and soft pink blossoms, some of which floated lazily to a soft blanket of grass beneath the trees, exactly as they had done in Keegan’s dream of the Princess.
 
On the other side of the garden, opposite of Keegan and closer to the castle, a large fountain bubbled peacefully, offering water to a flock of white doves. At the sound of the horses’ hooves clipping against the stone pavement, the doves took to the air and flew up to the heights of the castle towers. Keegan’s eye followed the white birds for a moment until a figure leaning out of a high window caught his attention. The figure had long golden hair that shone in the dying light of day, and a white dress seemed to illuminate her features by reflecting the sunlight onto her beautiful face. The sunlight also glistened in her eyes, which Keegan could tell were locked onto him. The figure turned and quickly disappeared from the window. 
 
To his surprise, as it dawned on him who the woman was, Keegan’s stomach jumped into his throat. The figure watching him had been Princess Erewhon.
 
 
 



Chapter 14: In The King’s Castle
Erewhon tapped her quill pen on a blank scroll, raising her eyes to the open window across the table. Unable to concentrate, she laid the pen down on the table and sighed impatiently, “Annaka has been gone for far too long. Where is she?” 
 
Since her capture in the woods on her voyage to Elinralis, she had become very distrustful and wary, not to mention continually anxious for Annaka’s safety. She warned herself that she was going to become like her aunt and turn into a tired old worrywart if she did not relax, but no matter how she tried, she could not forget the traumatic experience in the woods. Erewhon stood from her chair and began to pace the room. Uninvited memories flashed across her mind of the dead woman who had betrayed her and had threatened Annaka and of the man who had died with a knife in his back moments after threatening to kill her. 
 
She paused her pacing as unpleasant memories instantly gave way to the memory of the young man who had rescued her. He had swept down on her enemies with such drive that it had shocked her. The fire in his eyes when facing off with her short-term captor had been passionate and powerful, to say the least. His willingness to save her and protect her was perhaps only equaled by her uncle’s knights. In fact, as she reflected on the memory, hate would be the perfect word to describe the fire of passion in the young man’s eyes, and it made her glad that his hatred had not been directed toward her.
 
She slowly walked over to the window and sat on the sill as she thought back to the moment when she looked down into his eyes, his deep, intense blue eyes that seemed to hold the stars inside them. They were full of strength and resolve yet had a deep longing and pain in them. Such a deep pain that the longing she saw could only be described as a deep desire for revenge of some sort to ease that pain. Even more so, his eyes had held some great mystery behind them: something so amazing and secret, that she could find no words to describe what she saw. Perhaps if she could have looked into his eyes longer, then she could have understood this mystery. Another surprise was that he had caught on to her ability to read eyes and thus diverted his away from her. In her mind, he was a truly fascinating man.
 
“Keegan...” she quietly echoed his name as she looked down at the courtyard garden below. 
 
The beautiful pink blossom trees in the garden continually reminded her of Keegan. The night after he had rescued her, she had dreamed of him in a forest of trees exactly like those below. In the dream, she had been dancing with Annaka before she noticed him. He had just been standing there, staring at her curiously with a soft glow in his eyes. Before the dream ended, she tried to ask him what great secret he held, but a strange, invisible barrier blocked her voice from reaching him. She would have contentedly stood there and stared at him forever, but a voice made her wake to the real world--the world of petitions that she must learn to answer correctly, a world of problems that she must solve, a world of endless reading, hearing, writing, talking, answering, silencing, endless scrolls to read of past court history, and never ending letter writing to royals and peasants that she must now do. She woke from a perfectly peaceful dream to a world of nightmarish tediousness.
 
Erewhon closed her eyes as she felt her chest tighten at the thought of all her responsibilities. She breathed slowly and tried to clear her mind of all her anxiety. Her thoughts tried to turn back to Keegan, but she shook her head determinedly. “No! No more thinking about this young man,” she told herself as she stood and began to pace the room again with erect posture and determined strides. “What a waste of time it is to dwell on a man. A man, I might add, that you do not know. Are there not better things to fill your mind with than memories of a young man? You have duties great and small to attend. There is simply no time to think about a stranger that intrigues you!” She folded her hands as she paced the room, envisioning herself speaking to a room full of nobles with a queenly air of superiority and confidence. “The time for pleasantries is over. It is time to rise up and do what we were put in this high office for: to ensure serenity and harmony in the kingdom and provide for the common defense. We were not put into the positions we are in now to lord over others, to ease our wants, or to appease our selfish desires. We were put here for a single purpose: to serve.” She paused at her chair and rested her hands on the back of it, gripping it firmly. “We are nobles, not because we deserve such a ranking, but because we are servants of the people. Such a task should not be taken lightly.” She sat down and leaned back in her chair, trying to bring her mind back under submission.
 
“The Princess Annaka has returned!” boomed the announcement outside, startling Erewhon. She lost her balance in the chair, and they both fell to the floor with a loud clatter.
 
A soft knock sounded at the door just then. “My lady? Is everything all right?” a soft voice asked from the other side of the door.
 
Erewhon rested her hand on her chest and rolled her eyes heavenward, trying to slow her quaking heart. “Get a grip, Erewhon. Really, this is embarrassing,” she whispered to herself.
 
The door opened slowly, and a dark haired woman poked her head in with a look of curiosity, “My lady?”
 
Erewhon sighed and dropped her hands to her side. “Come in, Thailla. I am all right. I’m just making a fool of myself, as normal,” she said as she stooped and grabbed the chair.
 
Thailla walked in and moved to help Erewhon with the chair. “Then I assume you heard the guard’s call?” she asked as the two of them set the chair aright.
 
Erewhon nodded. “Yes, I did,” she replied.
 
The sound of soldiers running about and horse hooves clattering in the courtyard put both women on the alert. Erewhon turned toward the window to see three armed horsemen leave the gate.
 
“What is this?” she asked. “What is the cause for alarm?”
 
“I will inquire of the guard,” Thailla said as she moved back toward the door and out into the hall beyond.
 
Erewhon leaned out of her window, straining to see what could be taking place beyond the palace gate. She could see shadows approaching the gate, and as they did, a strange feeling began to stir in Erewhon’s chest. The two shadows in the center of the group began to take on familiar shapes. One she was certain was Annaka on her horse, but the other shadow, though familiar, confused Erewhon. Thailla came back into the room just as the group of horses walked out from under the gate and into the light, allowing Erewhon to clearly make out all of the riders.
 
Shock bolted through Erewhon, and a gasp escaped her. “No! It can’t be!” she whispered.
 
“My lady?” Thailla asked with concern.
 
Erewhon leaned further out of the window, planting her hands firmly on the stone sill so she could focus her eyes on the riders. Annaka was certainly with them, showing no sign of dismay or alarm, but the man that guided her horse from atop his own beautiful golden steed was none other than Keegan. He held Annaka’s horse with a steady hand, but his posture reflected that he was uneasy. He twisted his head around, taking in a quick scope of the area until he looked up to her window. He paused; his eyes were riveted to her.
 
Erewhon stared on for a moment longer until she realized that he was staring at her in return. She ducked back inside the window and moved away from it.
 
Thailla moved forward and took Erewhon’s arm gently. “My lady? You are shaken! Whatever is the matter?” she asked.
 
Erewhon gripped Thailla’s hand. “That is the young man who saved me,” she replied.
 
“Saved you?” Thailla asked, glancing at the window. “You mean the fellow who rescued you and returned you to the knighted escort when we were en route to Elinralis?”
 
Erewhon frowned. “Returned me to the escort? Hardly! The jerk left me standing alone on the highway!” she said.
 
Thailla smiled slightly, “But he did rescue you from your captors and brought you most of the way to your escort.”
 
Erewhon put a hand up to her face and covered her eyes. “Please. Don’t remind me. I was just thinking about it - about him - moments ago,” she confessed. “I had just determined to put him from my mind, and then he shows up to taunt me in person.”
 
Thailla sighed. “Well, I don’t think he intended to,” she said.
 
Erewhon looked at Thailla and narrowed her eyes, “No doubt. I have a feeling that he dislikes people.”
 
Thailla cocked her head curiously. “Is he really such a brute?” she asked.
 
Erewhon bit her bottom lip and said, “No and yes. It’s complicated.”
 
Another woman came in the door then and curtsied. “My lady, the King wishes you to come to him at once,” she said.
 
Erewhon sighed, “Very well. I am coming.” She straightened her dress and turned a circle. “Do I look presentable?” she asked.
 
Both Thailla and the other woman nodded with soft smiles. Erewhon took a deep breath and exhaled slowly then straightened her shoulders and walked out the door with confident strides, both ladies following her closely. They walked down a large hall that had windows that overlooked the entire courtyard. 
 
As she walked down the hall, Erewhon kept a steady eye out the windows to watch Annaka and Keegan. A guard took Annaka’s horse from Keegan, and two guards took Keegan’s golden horse by the bridle, no doubt ordering the young man to dismount. Erewhon turned her face forward and quickened her pace to the stairwell. She and her ladies trotted down the dark stairs until light came into view and they were on ground level. She stepped out into the light of the courtyard and looked around, standing tall and straight as she heard the approach of the King.
 
Her uncle, the King, came from the far end of the courtyard, dressed in a fine green robe, and was surrounded by his crowd of advisors who constantly chattered non-stop.
 
Erewhon sighed and rolled her eyes. “Do they never leave him?” she asked with a huff as she picked up her feet and moved to greet the King. Her uncle paused speaking with one of his advisors and smiled warmly as Erewhon approached, his obvious delight in seeing her lighting up his eyes and face. He held up his hand and silenced the group of people as Erewhon came near. 
 
“Ah, my dear Erewhon. Have you seen who came with your sister?” the King asked.
 
Erewhon bowed her head slightly. “I have. I saw him through the window of my room.”
 
The King nodded and cocked his head slightly. “Did you recognize him?” he asked, his expression showing that he detected something in Erewhon’s face that gave him a reason to ask such a question.
 
Erewhon nodded, “Yes. He is the very man who rescued me when my escort to Elinralis was attacked.”
 
The King smiled brightly. “Wonderful! Your sister has ensnared him!” he said, glancing back at some of his advisors who chuckled mildly. “You have done very well, Erewhon.” He directed a kind smile to Erewhon then offered her his arm. “Join me in greeting him.”
 
Erewhon took her uncle’s arm with a smile and picked up her feet as they started walking at a lively pace toward the front of the courtyard toward the horses. “Where is the Queen?” she asked as they walked.
 
“Her head was hurting again so she did not feel inclined to come out into the light,” the King replied.
 
Erewhon nodded silently in understanding and began to focus on settling the butterflies in her stomach. She did not know why, but this whole thing had her very nervous. What could have happened to cause Keegan and Annaka to meet?
 
Presently, the two in question came into view along with several armed guards and a very red-faced captain. Both Keegan and Annaka were dismounted, but Keegan was holding his horse’s reins, looking a mixture of nervous and amused, while Annaka stood between him and the captain, arguing vigorously with the latter. Her hands were balled into fists, her shoulders were square, and her small foot occasionally stomped the ground with stubbornness. 
 
Erewhon heard her uncle chuckle at the sight, but she did not find the scene amusing in the least. “Uncle, it’s not funny that she argues with the captain,” she said.
 
“Perhaps it does not amuse you, but it tickles me!” the King said with a large smile. Erewhon sighed. Annaka tended to be her uncle’s pet, and everything she did amused him, often much to Erewhon's annoyance.
 
The captain stopped bickering with the girl and bowed respectfully as the King and Erewhon approached. The King waved his hand approvingly to the captain and smiled. “Is my dear niece causing a bit of trouble for you, Silas?” he asked.
 
The captain glanced at Annaka who looked at him with a hard stare before looking back at the King with a flustered expression. “No… well, yes,” the captain said as he threw a hard glance at Keegan. “I wanted to send the young princess to her aunt while I asked this fellow some questions,” he poked a finger at Keegan, “but her little majesty has stubbornly refused to leave matters in my hands.”
 
The King chuckled, “Well, Silas! You are married. You should know that no woman, no matter her size, will leave such matters solely in the hands of a man!”
 
The captain puffed up slightly, but Annaka spoke before he could respond, “I don’t want this man to be questioned by anyone except my uncle. He is my sister’s rescuer, not some criminal to be questioned!” She gave a defiant stomp of her foot and looked at her uncle.
 
Erewhon sighed and stepped up to Annaka, looking the young girl directly in the eye. “Annaka, were you being respectful to the captain?” she asked gently.
 
Annaka was silent a moment, then dropped her head and sighed. “No, I was not,” she answered. 
 
“Your reasoning was honorable, but your words should always be respectful and well thought out when you are speaking to an elder,” Erewhon stated, “even if it is a heated conversation.”
 
Annaka nodded.
 
“Now, I think it would be appropriate to apologize to the captain. He was only doing his duty after all,” Erewhon said with a reassuring touch to her sister’s arm.
 
Annaka turned and looked up at the captain shyly and apologized, “I am sorry. I spoke out of place. I had not thought that you might be trying to fulfill your duties as captain of the guard.”
 
The captain’s face softened considerably, and he rubbed his chin sheepishly. “Oh, well, there was no harm done,” he said with a shrug. “Anyone is entitled to a disagreement.”
 
The King chuckled again. “Good. Now, suppose I hear your explanation as to why this young man is here now?” The King asked Annaka, glancing at Keegan as he spoke.
 
Annaka introduced Keegan and told the King of her trouble, explaining how Keegan had helped her by gaining control of her horse and bringing her back to the city. The King listened intently and started to rub his chin in thought as a grim expression slowly began to darken his face. When Annaka finished, the King motioned for the captain to step off to the side with him. They spoke quickly, and then the captain walked to the group of horsemen who had escorted Keegan and Annaka inside and gave them orders. The horsemen remounted their horses and trotted out of the gate again, which shut quickly behind them.
 
“Uncle, is there something the matter?” Erewhon asked as the King rejoined them.
 
The King smiled reassuringly, “We’ll talk about it later.” He turned to Keegan and smiled brightly. “I must thank you, my young man, for not only saving Annaka, but for rescuing Erewhon from her captors in the forest.” Keegan looked taken aback by the King’s warm words, but the King continued before the young man could say a word. “You are most welcome here. The day is growing old, and I wish that you would stay here with us for as long as you please. It is the least I could do to repay you for such a kindness as saving not just one but both of my nieces from unhappy circumstances.”
 
Keegan stared at the King for a moment, obviously at a loss for words. He glanced at Erewhon. Slowly, a grin began to turn up the corners of his mouth while an ornery light sprung into his eyes.
 
“Dear King,” Keegan gave a slight bow, “I am a despicable man, not worthy of this honor.” He finished with a mischievous glance at Erewhon.
 
Erewhon could feel herself turning red with anger, and her stomach fluttered with embarrassment. She knew that he was referring to the name she had called him when he left her in the forest after rescuing her.
 
“Nonsense!” the King said in reply. “Any man who saves both of my nieces with no thought of reward is not despicable!”
 
“I left Her Majesty too quickly and impolitely on the road last we met,” Keegan added with a hint of apology in his voice as he glanced once again at Erewhon. “I should have personally made sure that she was safely returned to her escort.”
 
Erewhon felt her anger and embarrassment abate as Keegan looked at her. She could tell that he was, in his own way, apologizing for his actions. Perhaps he did not really regret his actions, and he probably deserved being called despicable, but he was good-hearted, and she saw no need for him to look like a scoundrel in front of the King.
 
“You were in a hurry,” Erewhon spoke up, mustering all the grace she could into her voice. “And you knew that my escort of knights was nearby. I was safe,” she smiled and raised her chin. “I am grateful to you for seeing to my sister’s safety. You will, of course, accept my uncle’s invitation to stay? As he said, you are most welcome here.”
 
Annaka stepped forward then and said, “Oh, Uncle! Keegan came to the city to find a place for him and his two friends to stay. One of his friends is very ill.”
 
The King raised an eyebrow and looked at Keegan. “What sort of illness does your friend suffer?”
 
Erewhon watched as Keegan opened his eyes wider with concern then narrowed them as if weighing something in his mind.
 
“He suffers from battle wounds, Sire,” Keegan answered. “We were attacked by a… an animal several nights ago, and my one friend took the brunt of the attack.”
 
The King nodded, “Your friends will also be welcomed, and the most skilled healer I have at my disposal will attend to your wounded friend.”
 
Keegan bowed, looking somewhat relieved, and said, “Thank you, Sire.”
 
“Which road are you friends riding?” the King asked as he waved a pageboy to his side. “I will have messengers sent to greet them and direct them here.”
 
Keegan seemed stunned for a moment, but he quickly pulled himself together to answer, “They approach by the south road.” He nodded his head in the direction of which he spoke.
 
“And their names?” the King asked.
 
“Saul is the wounded one,” Keegan answered. “Walneff is the other.”
 
The King stared at Keegan for a moment with a look of surprise while a silent murmur went through his group of advisors. “Master Walneff rides with you?” he questioned with surprise.
 
Keegan glanced at Erewhon then back at the King. “He is an old man who speaks in riddles,” he answered. “He has never referred to himself as a master.”
 
The King chuckled. “Nor would he ever!” he said “You are blessed, my lad, to have such a great man accompany you.”
 
Keegan knit his brows and cocked his head, a show of confusion on his face, “A great man? Walneff?”
 
The King chuckled once again, “Ah, I see you do not realize how well known he is. No matter. The fact that he rides with you only makes your welcome here in my home all the greater!”
 
The King nodded at the pageboy next to him and instructed, “Quickly, go send messengers out to meet Master Walneff and Keegan’s wounded friend.” The boy nodded with a smile and ran toward the stables. The King turned back to Keegan, “There now! They will be notified, and when they arrive, they will find comfort and healing here.” The King turned to Erewhon and her ladies in waiting, “Please, take Annaka and prepare her for this evening’s banquet.” Erewhon and the two ladies curtsied politely, and Erewhon held out her hand for Annaka to take.
 
Annaka looked up at Keegan with a smile, “I will see you this evening at the banquet.” She turned and curtsied to her uncle. Then she took Erewhon’s hand, and the four ladies walked away toward the palace building. Keegan let his eyes follow them for a moment before turning back to the King.
 
The King smiled, “My nieces are wonderful, a true blessing to me.”
 
Keegan nodded politely, “I am certain they are.”
 
The King turned to his advisers. “You are all dismissed,” he said. 
 
As the group of men dispersed, the King turned and walked up to Ardor, gently placing his hand on the golden horse’s nose and stroking his neck. “He is a beautiful creature,” he said.
 
Keegan nodded again, “Thank you.
 
“Two people have told me about him,” the King said. “My niece, Erewhon, and an old man who used to be the horse master of my stables.”
 
Keegan raised his eyebrows. “Master Geoff?” he asked.
 
The King chuckled, “You have a good memory! Yes, Geoff.” He nodded his head. “When I found my nieces, I brought Geoff back to the city and restored him to his old position.”
 
Keegan smiled, “I am glad to hear this.”
 
Just then, an old man with a boy following right on his heels trotted up. “Oh, my lord, did I not tell you that master Keegan’s horse was truly magnificent?” Geoff exclaimed.
 
The King laughed and turned to the old man, “Yes, Geoff. And now I see why you were so impressed.”
 
The old man smiled, “Oh, but looks are only part of it. He is smart as I am, I dare say.” Geoff looked at Keegan “Is it not so, Master Keegan?”
 
Keegan smiled, “He is smart but surely not as smart as you.” Ardor laid his ears back and nipped at Keegan, making all three of the men laugh.
 
“See, my King!” Geoff said, reaching out and taking Ardor’s nose in his hands. “He is more intelligent than any creature I have ever seen.”
 
“So I see,” the King said, stroking Ardor’s neck.
 
“And he is vain to boot!” Keegan added.
 
The King laughed, “Ah, well, he has right to be.”
 
Ardor yawned and shook his mane, lowering his head and licking his lips.
 
Geoff took the reins from Keegan and said, “Here now, Master Keegan. I will take Ardor to the stables to rest.”
 
Keegan nodded. “Thank you. And, please, just call me Keegan,” he said as he reached up and took his bags and sword from Ardor’s back.
 
The King patted the golden horse. “Geoff, make sure this horse has quality treatment. The finest bedding, food, grooming, and care for him,” he instructed. He looked Ardor up and down before turning back to the old man, “And he needs a bath.”
 
Geoff smiled, “Yes, sir! To be certain he gets quality, I will tend to him myself.”
 
“Very good! Thank you, Geoff,” the King said.
 
Keegan let his mouth drop open slightly, “Please, don’t go to any extra trouble.”
 
Geoff looked at Keegan as if insulted. “It is no extra trouble for me, Keegan. None at all!” He smiled again then looked at the boy standing next to him. “Don’t stand there like a log, lad! Get to the stables and start preparing to have a guest horse.”
 
The boy jumped, as if startled, and he hurried toward the stables ahead of the old man who gently pulled Ardor behind him toward the long, low building where the other horses were kept.
 
“You look tired, Keegan,” the King said.
 
Keegan turned from watching Geoff lead Ardor away. “I am concerned for Saul and Walneff,” he said. “We have been traveling in the rain for three days now. We are all exhausted, especially Saul.”
 
The King nodded. “I understand. Your friend will be well cared for by the best healer in the city, I promise. And Walneff will get his cup of warm elderberry tea to sooth his aching bones.” He smiled as he said it.
 
Keegan looked at the King and slowly let a smile spread across his own face. “So you have heard that complaint from him as well?”
 
The King chuckled mildly, “Ah, I have heard that one and many, many more from the old man. I have ridden in three campaigns with him, enough to have a life time of sayings and riddles from the old man.” He put his hand on Keegan’s shoulder. “Come, I will personally show you to your quarters.”
 
Keegan looped his sword belt over his shoulder and followed the King through the garden toward the palace. “How long have you known Walneff?” he asked.
 
“Since I was a boy,” he replied. 
 
They walked on in silence through a door and down a hall lit by torches on the walls. Midway down the hall, the King turned to an open door and led the way up a flight of stairs until they came to the third level of the castle. They walked down a windowed corridor that overlooked the garden and courtyard below.
 
The King opened the last door in the hallway, and they stepped into a warm, inviting bedroom. A bear rug lay in the middle of the floor, and a sturdy cedar bed covered in wolf furs sat in a corner opposite a fireplace. There was also a table with a chair, and two windows overlooked the garden to the northeast.
 
“I hope that the room is to your liking?” the King asked with a smile.
 
Keegan nodded his head. “Very much. I have never seen such a fine room.”
 
The King chuckled. “Make yourself comfortable. Rest in peace. I will send my page to alert you when your friends arrive,” he said. “And I will arrange for a new set of clothes to be tailored for you.”
 
Keegan looked at his clothes. They were worn, stained, and loose threads were hanging everywhere. He then looked back at the King. “I thank you,” he said hesitantly.
 
The King chuckled again. “Don’t worry. You can keep your old clothes. But my wife would think it appropriate for you to have a new set, especially since you are in the castle.” He gave a friendly wink. “And it is just one more thing I can do to show my appreciation.” With that, he turned and shut the door, leaving Keegan alone.
 
Keegan sighed and looked around at the room before walking over to the table and placing his sword and bags there. He stepped over to one of the windows and opened the shutter. The window offered a nice view of the palace courtyard and garden, as well as the city and the evening sky. He let his eyes rest on the beautiful sunset colors that were washing across the clouds in the sky. Orange and purple graced the clouds with their colorful presence and bid a beautiful good night to any set of eyes that ventured to look up.
 
Pharrgon would be looking at the same clouds now. The dragon always loved to watch the sunset and admire the colors of the clouds in the evenings. Somehow, he had passed this admiration on to Keegan. Just pausing to look up at the colors of the sunset on the wispy bottoms of the giant, white masses filled Keegan’s chest and mind with a sort of serene peace that he had found nowhere else. It quieted him. It made his life seem less dark, menacing, and hateful.
 
Sighing, Keegan looked down at the ring on his finger, rubbing its smooth, silver surface and watching as the red stone seemed to take the colors of the sunset and make them dance across its surface. Of all the rare stones he had seen, he had never seen one play with color and light like a Dragon Stone.
 
Keegan looked back up to the clouds and thought of the day’s events. He wondered what could have frightened Annaka’s horse bad enough to cause it to bolt in a mad frenzy. He did not know why, but for some reason he found himself thinking of the Roshar that had attacked him. Though he could not see any connection between the monster and Annaka’s predicament, the idea that one of those monsters had been hunting her haunted his thoughts. Perhaps it was just because he had been imagining a Roshar in every dark shadow for the last several days. The monster and its brutal attack had given him a whole new set of nightmares to deal with, none of them any less hideous than his old nightmares.
 
Keegan leaned against the window’s sill and sighed heavily. “Better not get involved,” he said to himself quietly. “Just leave it. Get Saul well again and find Alia.” He stared silently at the fading colors on the clouds. “Find Alia, and you’ll have found part of your heart. You’ll be one step closer to home - to peace.”
 
 
 



Chapter 15: Princess and Prophecy
Chilly wind from the White Mountains whipped around Keegan, playing with his hair and biting his skin with its frigidness. Stars glittered brightly overhead, and the two moons that ruled the night cast their light across the land. Keegan stood to his feet and looked around in awe. He stood at the edge of the wilds. He was taller than the White Mountains, and he could see in every direction for hundreds of miles. He could see the Dragon’s Plains and the White Desert ahead of him with the Dragon Forest just to the right. Behind him was lake Anuran and Anuran’s Cliffs. To his far right, the Giant’s Foot Hills and the country of Gilidar in the south.
 
All the lands and massive structures stretched out before him, and their sizes were nothing compared to him. He could step over the White Mountains with great ease, and he could walk the length of the Wilds and the Dragon Plains in five strides or less. He was literally on top of the world. He stared in awe, amazed at how beautiful everything was, how delicate and fragile it seemed, and he found himself frozen in fear of causing damage and feeling terribly and desperately alone.
 
“Keeeegan….” He heard his voice whispered on the wind. “Keeeegan….”
 
He looked around and then paused when two massive shadows in the Dragon’s Plains caught his attention. He let his eyes focus on the distant forms until he could clearly make out two women. He walked toward them and quickened his pace when he saw that one of them was Erewhon and that she was showing obvious fear of the other woman.
 
The other woman was very tall. She wore a dress that flowed around her like liquid silver. Her shining silver hair was entwined with a crown that was white and glittered like snow. Her face was very beautiful and queenly but wore a look of such menace and hate that all of her beautiful features were countered by it. As he
grew closer, the moonlight began to shine through the tall woman, revealing her to be like a shadow: hollow, soulless.
 
The tall woman held up a twisted crystal knife that glowed in the darkness and pointed the end to Erewhon’s heart. Erewhon, her whole body pulsing and glowing in the night with a pure light and a ring of small stars surrounding her head like a crown, caught the taller woman’s hand as the knife was brought down and held it with a faltering grip.
 
She caught sight of Keegan and relief washed over her beautiful, glowing face. “Keegan!” she cried. “Help me!”
 
The taller woman pushed Erewhon away and spun around to Keegan. Her eyes studied him for a moment, sizing him. Her evil stare reminded him of the hateful eyes of the scarred man who had killed his father, filling Keegan with hate toward this woman.
 
He gritted his teeth and reached out for her just as she reached out for him. She took him by the throat, and he grabbed her hand that held the knife, gripping her wrist tightly. For a moment, the two of them stood there glaring at each other--two titans looming between earth and sky, struggling to overcome the other. 
 
“You shall not prevail,” the witch said in a ghostly voice as her hand clamped tighter around Keegan’s throat, pushing him backward. “Die now and spare torment.”
 
Keegan struggled against her, holding her knife hand high in the air. He finally reached up with his other hand and clamped it around her throat.
 
“Who are you to think that you can overpower me?” the woman hissed as she tried to bare the knife down on Keegan, forcing his muscles to exert themselves to their full power to keep her from plunging the deadly blade into him.
 
“No!” Erewhon wrapped her hands around the witch’s arm and pulled the knife away from Keegan.
 
The witch yelled angrily and yanked her arm out of Keegan’s grasp. She pushed him away from her, and, in one deft stroke, she sliced the knife across Erewhon, cutting her across her collarbone, just barely just missing her neck.
 
“Erewhon!” Keegan yelled, shaking the ground and mountains with his cry.
 
Erewhon stumbled back with a look of shock, holding her hand up to her bloody wound. The witch moved toward Erewhon. The knife poised to make a fatal stroke.
 
“Get away from her!” Keegan charged the witch. Suddenly, sharp pain drove into his upper thigh as the tall woman buried the knife into his leg.
 
He dropped to one knee with a cry. He yanked the knife from his leg and stabbed at the witch, embedding it into her side as she failed to avoid his deadly thrust at her abdomen. She groaned and fell to her knees before him. He grabbed her throat with both hands and squeezed.
 
She gasped and struggled violently with him. “No! I will not allow her to live!” She twisted around and groped for Erewhon, but Keegan yanked her back, tightening his grip around her throat.
 
The woman growled like an animal, her beautiful face distorting into the resemblance of a demon, and she thrust both of her hands into Keegan’s chest. A sudden burst of shadowy darkness exploded from her hands and sent Keegan flying across the ground, his body plowing into the Dragon’s Forest.
 
He found his feet, his wounded leg throbbing only mildly, and charged the witch at full speed, his muscles tight and ready to collide into her. The witch stood and pulled the dagger from her body, gripping it tightly, preparing to defend herself. As he closed the distance between them, Keegan raised his fist into the air, ready to punch her in the face. As he did so, he watched in shock as her expression changed from rage to absolute terror.
 
A red light began to pulse and grow, making Keegan pause and look up at his raised fist. The dragon stone in his ring and the two golden dragons on either side of it glowed brightly, making the two winged creatures look alive on the sliver band surrounding his finger.
 
The witch shrieked loudly. “Valad Drakoan!” she screamed. “You are dead! You are supposed to be dead! I had your people slaughtered!” She fell to her knees in panic and terror.
 
Keegan looked at his ring once more then back at the witch, his face hardening as his heart pulsed with the hate of decades. “You obviously failed, witch!” and he plunged his fist forward.
 
The witch jumped to her feet and thrust out her hands, grabbing Keegan by the throat. With a sudden show of incredible strength, she lifted him from the ground into the air. “You fool!” she roared, fear and hate mixing together on her devilish face. “I will not be defeated! I. AM. DEMITREAH.” With a clap of thunder, she thrust him backward with extreme power.
 
Keegan flew through the air, over the Dragon’s Forest and over unfamiliar land, finally falling to the ground with a loud boom next to a single, lonely mountain. A giant red dragon stood from behind the mountain and glared at Keegan. It then raised massive, sharp claws into the air. 
 
“You shall die,” hissed the red dragon. He swiped his paw down toward Keegan’s throat, his deadly black claws gleaming in the moonlight.
 

 
Keegan landed on the hard wood floor with a thud, gasping as the wind was knocked from him. He struggled with his blanket for a moment then stopped and blinked, trying to bring the world into focus. The dark ceiling alone stared back at him. Faint streams of light snuck through the cracks of the shutters and streaked across the ceiling beams, lighting up a few cobwebs that danced silently with the little bit of air movement he must have created by fighting with his blanket. 
 
Keegan sighed then sat up and placed his face in his quaking, sweaty hands. After a moment, he got up and gingerly limped to one of the windows and opened the shutter. He sat down on the sill to take the pressure off his aching ankle and breathed in the fresh, moist morning air while watching the soft morning light brush over the sleeping world. Dew on the treetops and on the grass began to glitter and sparkle as the light of the morning sun danced across them. The eastern sky glowed a soft pink as the stars slowly disappeared.
 
All was quiet until a single bird began singing sweetly to announce the new day. Then, gradually, other birds joined in, and the cool spring morning was filled with their happy songs and the fluttering of their wings as they began to flit about and greet each other, knocking the glittering diamond drops of dew from the treetops.
 
Keegan closed his eyes and breathed deeply. The sweat from the nightmare began to dry, and the morning breeze began to cool him as well as relax his tight muscles. Turning away from the window, he limped over to his bed. He pulled his dagger out from under his goose feather pillow and placed it on the table next to a neatly folded pile of new clothes. He grabbed a new shirt from the pile and slipped it over his head, glad for the warmth and soft comfort it provided his moist skin. His black vest was on the back of the chair, and he grabbed it and put it on, as well. 
 
A wine-colored tabard slipped from the corner of the table onto the floor, along with a new leather belt that landed on the floor with a clunk. Keegan picked them both up, folded the tabard neatly, rolled the belt up, and then placed them on the table. The King had given the tabard and belt to him for the banquet the night before, along with a pair of fine, black breaches, which he was still wearing. 
 
Keegan smiled as he remembered Annaka making a quick comment about how striking he looked in the tabard, but she had wasted no time in pointing out how lovely her sister, Princess Erewhon, also looked.
 
Erewhon had worn a flowing white dress with a red bodice that was embroidered in gold, and it gave great credit to her lovely figure. Her golden hair had been pulled back and braided neatly around a crown, and a small chain had hung delicately around the ivory skin of her neck, dangling a snowflake gracefully against her chest. She walked and talked with grace and held her head and shoulders in confidence. Her smile and dancing green eyes lit up her entire countenance and made her glow with beauty.
 
When he was in her presence, he sometimes felt intimidated, but usually he felt empowered, breathless, and weak all at the same time. At other times, especially the times when she would look him in the eyes, he felt a strange sort of terror wash over him. He didn’t understand any of it, and it only made him want to run away and hide. But at the same time, he refused the thought of separating himself from her presence when he had the opportunity to be near her. The definition of confusion took on a whole new meaning when Erewhon was near. He could not understand or make any sense of it, nor did he really want to.
 
Keegan huffed and slipped on his boots then walked over to his door. He quietly opened it and stepped out, shutting it behind him as silently as he could. He hobbled to one of the windows of the corridor and sat down in the arch of it, leaning against its support. He looked down over the quiet garden and sighed as he fumbled with a loose string on his sleeve, trying to get his thoughts into order. As if his confusion over the Princess were not enough, his stupid dreams had to make it worse by including her. He paused, pulling at the loose string as he reflected back on his dream.
 
“Demitreah…” he echoed silently as he pulled up the picture of the gorgeous but demonic face of the tall woman with the name. He sighed uncomfortably as he fought the urge to shudder at her name. “Demitreah…who are you?”
 
He stopped when a familiar song reached his ears, hummed by a gentle voice in the garden below. He looked down into the garden. Picking flowers was a woman with long dark hair, and she was wearing a lavender dress. At first, she just hummed the slow lullaby. Then she opened her soft soprano voice and began to sing the words: 
 
Once, we were a mighty nation
 
Our people came from strong foundation
 
Until cursed with darker days
 
A dragon red came from skies blue
 
Came and stole the things we once knew
 
Making us humble, unknown
 
But we were told one day of old
 
That we’d give our throne of ancient gold
 
To a prince and dragon slayer’s son
 
For us to regain the ancient throne
 
He will fight and bleed for our mountain home
 
This dragon prince of Bowen’s line
 
He will kill the drake that broke us
 
He will remove the Witch who cursed us
 
And become our King some glad day
 
So now we wait ever patiently
 
We wait for the one promised to make us free
 
We wait for this prince to come
 
 
 
Keegan slowly exhaled and leaned his head back on the stone support as the woman finished her song. The song, which he had almost forgotten about, had once been a Wovlen lullaby. He remembered that his mother and Alia would sometimes sing it together.
 
Keegan snorted as he thought about the prophecy. “If there is such a prince, and if he ever does come along, he’ll have his hands full,” he scoffed.
 
“Do you not believe that the prophecies of old will come to pass?” Keegan jumped, startled to hear another voice, and turned to face Walneff who looked at him inquiringly.
 
“Oh, Walneff. I did not expect you to be…well…” Keegan paused as he tried to figure out what he did not expect of the old man.
 
Walneff half chuckled. “Yes, I get the impression that many people do not expect me, but you, however, were listening very attentively to that song being sung in the garden below.” He walked up to the window next to Keegan and looked down at the garden. He had on a new gray robe, tied with a new leather belt, and his silky white hair was loosely braided behind him. His beard was cleaned and combed. His overall appearance seemed revived and fresh as Keegan stared at him.
 
Walneff rubbed his silver beard thoughtfully for a moment then turned to Keegan. “You have not answered my previous question,” he reminded Keegan.
 
Keegan sighed and looked down at the garden before shrugging his shoulders in reply. “Well, the prophecies, myths more like, have not come to past yet, and I don’t think they will come to pass any time soon.” 
 
Walneff chortled heartily for a moment, as if terribly amused at something.
 
Keegan looked at the old man with confusion. “What? What did I say that was funny?”
 
Walneff looked at Keegan with a wiry grin spreading across his face. “And what, pray tell, makes you think that the prophecies won’t come to pass or that they are not even in the process of being fulfilled?”
 
Keegan looked back down at the garden and began to pull on the loose string of his sleeve again. “Because…well, they aren’t realistic. They are something that someone dreamed up, dreaming of a better world for the likes of…” Keegan huffed, “for the likes of me.”
 
Walneff was silent a moment, as if pondering Keegan’s final words. “So, you do not believe that the prophecies ever existed?” he finally asked.
 
“Well, obviously they existed, or else they would not be sung today,” Keegan said as he watched the dark haired woman below leave the garden with her basket of flowers. A brief thought wandered through his mind as to how she could have known a Wovlen lullaby. Where could she have learned it?
 
“Ah. So you just do not believe the prophecies to be true,” Walneff said, bringing Keegan’s wandering mind back into focus. “Prophecies foretold of the Dragon Forest one day becoming a haven for dragons… and it came to pass. Why should this prophecy of a prince not also come to pass?” Walneff asked, looking back at Keegan with one raised eyebrow.
 
Keegan stared at Walneff for a minute then looked out at the garden. “There is no reason, I suppose,” he said quietly. “Only, who would be great enough, who would be fool enough, to try to regroup a scattered people, slay a dragon, and remove a witch?” He looked at Walneff. “Who could do such an enormous task?”
 
Walneff smiled. “A Valad Drakoan could,” he answered softly, lowering his chin and looking at Keegan expectantly.
 
Walneff’s attitude startled Keegan, making him stare at the old man for a long moment, trying to decipher if Walneff was talking to him or about him. As Keegan looked Walneff in the eyes, it dawned on him that Walneff knew much more about him than he had first suspected. 
 
“What do you know about me? You know about more than just my visions, don’t you?” Keegan asked, shifting in his seat uncomfortably.
 
Walneff turned back toward the garden and placed his hands behind his back. “Yes, Keegan son of Barden. I know more about you than you think I do,” he said slowly in a low tone of voice.
 
Keegan felt a jolt go through him at hearing his father’s name, but he sat in complete silence, slowly processing the shocked feeling, watching Walneff gaze at the sky. He finally followed the old man’s line of vision to a couple of golden sparrows that chased each other in the sky. 
 
“Then you know about…” Keegan paused, looking back at the old man.
 
Walneff let out a wistful sounding sigh. “Yes. I know about Pharrgon,” he replied with a nod of his head.
 
Keegan blinked, uncertain how he felt hearing Pharrgon’s name spoken by someone other than him, but somehow feeling happy that someone else shared his knowledge of the gold dragon. “And…how long have you known?” he asked.
 
Walneff took in a deep breath. “Oh, Keegan. I knew him long before you met me,” he answered slowly, the sound of many memories ringing in his voice.
 
Keegan stared at Walneff in silent shock and confusion, trying to understand how such a fact could be kept secret from him. “But….” Walneff raised his hand, interrupting Keegan’s line of thought. 
 
“Shush, Keegan. We will speak on this subject another time,” the old man said softly.
 
A hard cough from another room put both of them on the alert, and Walneff turned and walked to a door that stood ajar. He put his hand on the latch and looked back at Keegan, nodding his head for Keegan to follow him. Keegan slid off the window’s sill and moved up behind Walneff, then the two of them walked into a dark, warm room, lit only by the glow of a small fire.
 
The room was similar to Keegan’s with a bear rug, a table, and a chair, but there were two beds instead of one, each on opposite sides of the fireplace. On one of the beds, a long figure relaxed in the comfort of the mass of wolf furs that draped the bed, only stirring slightly as Walneff and Keegan walked into the room. Walneff walked to the end of the bed and stopped while Keegan walked up further and sat down precariously on the side of the bed next to his friend.
 
Saul, with eyes barely open, smiled weakly at Keegan. His face was pale and still badly bruised, and his cheeks and eyes were hollow from lack of eating and proper rest, but his eyes twinkled unlike they had before.
 
Keegan sighed and shook his head. “Well, you aren’t any prettier to look at, but you do look better than you did last night,” he said with a grin, trying his best to look pleased and unconcerned.
 
Saul nodded his head ever so slightly. “It’ll take more than a beating to kill me,” he whispered.
 
“Good. I’ll keep that in mind the next time we have a few rounds of it,” Keegan said as he stood to his feet.
 
Saul closed his eyes and sighed, the smile on his face never dimming.
 
“Take comfort in peace and rest today, Saul,” Walneff said. “And rest deeply. I will be near if you should need me.”
 
Saul’s eyes remained closed, but he nodded his head. Keegan stared at Saul, trying to sum up how grievous his condition was, until Walneff put his hand on Keegan’s shoulder and motioned him to step outside. Walneff closed the door behind them while Keegan walked back over to one of the windows and leaned his hands on the sill.
 
“Is he better?” Keegan asked as he looked up at the sky.
 
Walneff walked up to the next window with his hands behind his back and also looked up at the sky. “Yes, he is better than he was,” he replied, much to Keegan’s relief, “but he still has much recovering to do.”
 
Keegan nodded. “He took a sound beating that would have killed a lesser man, no doubt.”
 
Suddenly, a small, happy voice drew Keegan’s eyes down to the garden where he saw Annaka sitting in the low branch of a tree, dangling her feet happily and talking as she looked down at a scroll held by Erewhon, who sat at the foot of the tree. Erewhon wore a green dress similar to the one she had worn when he had first seen her in the forest. Her hair was loose and draped over her shoulder in gentle waves, and she looked up at Annaka with a glowing smile that showed her great love and adoration for her younger sister
 
Keegan groaned and turned away, leaning his back against the support between his and Walneff’s windows as the extreme feelings of confusion came flooding over him again.
 
Walneff smiled. “Is something the matter?” he asked with amusement.
 
Keegan looked at the old man and felt heat rush into his face and ears. With a huff, he pushed himself to his feet and straightened his shirt and vest.
 
“No. I’m just fine.” And with that, he turned and stomped to the stairwell. “I’m going for breakfast. I’ll bring back something for you and Saul to eat.”
 
“Very well then,” Walneff said. He looked back down at the two girls under the tree and smiled to himself pleasantly as he listened to Keegan’s footsteps thump angrily down the stairs.
 

 
Even after having eaten and taken food up to Walneff and Saul, Keegan was still flustered. He hurried down the hall, feeling the incredible urge to go see Pharrgon. His chest ached as he thought about the dragon, and he realized that it had been over two weeks since he had been with the dragon, only making the ache in his chest worse. He walked down the stone path through the garden, making his way toward the stables. Some of the pink petals in the trees fell from their perches and entangled themselves in Keegan’s hair, tickling his scalp and irritating him all the more.
 
He reached up and started swatting the petals from his hair, only stopping when he almost smacked into the dark haired woman who was the lady in waiting to the princess. He balanced on his toes, face to face with her, trying not to run into her.
 
She looked at him with wide eyes and stepped back. “Oh, my. I’m sorry, Sir Keegan,“ she said quietly. “I was not paying attention.”
 
Keegan stepped back and shrugged, looking at the ground. “Don’t be sorry. I was the one not paying attention.” He looked back at the girl and cocked his head as a feeling came over him that he knew her. “And now it is my turn to apologize. I am sorry, but I do not recall your name,” 
 
The lady blinked her blue eyes and looked down, a wavy strand of her coal black hair falling next to her blushing face. “My name is Thailla, sir,” she replied with a curtsy.
 
Keegan bowed slightly, staring at her face. He knew he had seen her somewhere, sometime before he met Princess Erewhon. A name came to the tip of his tongue, but the more he tried to recall it, the more flustered he became.
 
Finally, he gave up and nodded. “Well then, I sincerely apologize for nearly walking into you. Please excuse me.”
 
The lady curtsied again, and Keegan, with a polite tip of his head, walked around her and picked up his pace toward the stables. The smell of horses and dusty straw tingled in Keegan’s nose, even before he stepped in the door of the stables. 
 
He paused for a moment and let his eyes adjust to the dimmer light and to take a deep breath. The smell of horses had always been familiar to him, and he found the familiarity of the smell to be a small comfort. A whinny in one of the far stalls made a smile come to Keegan’s face, especially when a snort followed and the pounding of an impatient hoof vibrated throughout the stable. Keegan walked down the row of stables to the largest stall at the very end where Ardor stood, impatiently bobbing his head up and down. The golden horse stretched his neck and reached out as far as he could for Keegan, wiggling the end of his nose and nickering wistfully.
 
Keegan chuckled and stepped up close, wrapping his arms around Ardor’s neck and patting the golden horse reassuringly. “You are a good fellow,” he said to his equestrian companion. “Do you not like your new stall?” He pulled back and stroked the face of his friend.
 
Ardor rotated one ear and then the other, nuzzling in closer to Keegan’s chest and nibbling fondly on his shirt.
 
Keegan patted Ardor again. “Ah, I see. You are lonely. You are used to having the open areas to run in with me or other horses, particularly a herd of pretty mares,” he chuckled and leaned his face against Ardor’s, sighing deeply as he thought of the wide open grasslands and the forests that he and Ardor had both galloped through. “I know, my friend. Don’t fret. We won’t stay here forever. Soon, we will be on our way toward the wild lands.” Ardor bobbed his head gently then licked his lips.
 
After a moment of silence, Keegan had the feeling that someone was watching him. He looked back over his shoulder and saw a flash of auburn hair duck behind a feed barrel, leaving only the hem of a green dress visible. Keegan smiled and crossed his arms, turning his back to Ardor and leaning against the rails of the stall.
 
“Aha! Becoming a spy now, are you?” he asked.
 
Annaka stood up from behind the barrel with a gasp. “I would never!” she declared.
 
Keegan chuckled and tipped his head politely to her. “Good morning.”
 
She curtsied and came from behind the barrel. “Good morning. How did you know I was watching you?” she asked as she walked up to him.
 
Keegan shrugged with a sparkle in his eye. “My secret,” he teased.
 
Annaka came up beside him and stroked Ardor’s smooth nose for a moment before looking at Keegan with a questioning glance. “Why didn’t you dance?” she asked.
 
Keegan cocked his head, not understanding her question. “Pardon me?”
 
“Well, you did not dance with anyone last night at the banquet. Why?” she asked.
 
Keegan shrugged again then reached up and pulled a piece of straw from Ardor’s mane. “I was tired last night,” he replied, hoping that would be a good enough answer
 
Annaka studied him a moment. “Perhaps that’s part of it, but that’s not all of it,” she said, crossing her arms.
 
Keegan turned and began to stroke Ardor’s neck again, ignoring the little princess’ stare.
 
After a moment of staring at Keegan, Annaka gasped and dropped her hands to her side. “You do not know how to dance!” she said. “Is that it?”
 
Keegan looked sideways at her then rolled his eyes and nodded his head.
 
Annaka clasped her hands together. “Oh. That is not a problem. I will teach you how.”
 
Keegan shook his head. “I’ll be a terrible dancer. Besides, I don’t think I want to learn.”
 
Annaka’s hands dropped to her side again in disappointment. “What? But I was hoping to dance with you this evening,” she said, dropping her head with a pitiful look of a broken heart.
 
Keegan sighed. “Now then. There is no need to be upset about it,” he said.
 
Annaka looked up at him with tears brimming in her eyes. “Oh, but I had so hoped that you would dance with…well, I had hoped for at least one dance.” She put her hands together and looked at him pleadingly. “Will you please learn just one dance? For me?” 
 
Keegan held his breath and stared at her for a long moment, then he finally closed his eyes and relinquished to her plea with a nod of his head.
 
Annaka bounced up and down for joy and clapped her hands. “Oh, good! Oh, thank you, Keegan! That makes me very happy! Thank you! You’ll learn quickly, I know you will!” She wrapped him in a quick hug then pulled back and looked around. “There is no one in the barn right now, so you might as well start learning right here,” she said, looking back at Keegan with a smile.
 
Keegan gave the Princess an unconvinced look. “I still think I will be terrible,” he said, pushing himself off the rails.
 
Annaka shook her head stubbornly. “No, you won’t!” she said. “I will teach you an easy dance. Don’t worry, I am convinced that you will do well.” She grabbed him by the sleeve and pulled him to a bit of clear floor space. “Now, stand like this.” She showed him by assuming the pose herself then by adjusting his arms and feet into the correct position. “Good! Now the steps are simple.” Annaka took two paces forward, knelt, then took two steps back, knelt, then returned to the starting position. “That is the beginning. Now you try,” she said gently.
 
Keegan hesitated, feeling like a fool. He looked around the barn until he felt Annaka grasp his hand, then he looked down at her to see a reassuring expression on her gentle face.
 
“I will help you. Trust me, you will do fine,” she said softly.
 
Keegan sighed and let the young Princess guide him through the first steps of the dance. She went on to teach him more steps, followed by skips and spins, repeating them all until they were both dancing with graceful, smooth skips and twirls. Keegan lost track of time as he danced with the young girl. He did not know that dancing could be so relaxing and exhilarating. He was really beginning to enjoy it. After learning all the steps, they went through the entire dance while Annaka sang a song to keep them in time. 
 
When they finished, Annaka clapped her hands with a giggle. “You did it, Keegan! You learned how to dance, and you are really quite good at it,” she said.
 
Keegan chuckled, “Only because you are a good teacher, Princess.”
 
Annaka waved her hands dismissively. “Oh, not really. You’re quite natural at it,” she said.
 
“Princess Annaka!” a voice from beyond the stable called. “Where are you, My Lady?”
 
Annaka stood straight and alert then straightened her dress. “If it’s all the same to you, don’t tell anyone that I taught you how to dance, unless they should ask,” she said, looking at Keegan.
 
Keegan nodded and put his hands behind his back.
 
“I’m in the stable, Thailla!” Annaka called as she picked up her skirts and skipped toward the door.
 
The dark haired woman stepped into the stable and smiled at Annaka. “Your sister is waiting for you to come for lessons,” she said.
 
Annaka stopped skipping and let her shoulders droop. “Oh. I forgot.” She sighed then straightened her shoulders and smiled brightly. “I’m ready now!” She took Thailla’s hand, and the two of them walked beyond the stable doors. As they walked out of the shadow of the stable, the sunshine bounced off Thailla’s hair creating bright red highlights. 
 
The sight made Keegan recall a girl he once knew with glossy black hair who had the same hidden red highlights. “Eloria…” he whispered as he watched Thailla and Annaka disappear around a bend in the garden. 
 
He remembered that many of the boys, including his own brother, had once been very fond of Eloria. Now that he thought about it, Eloria had been very pretty, but back then he thought she was just a normal girl and all the older boys were crazy.
 
Ardor reached out and nibbled on Keegan’s shirt, drawing Keegan’s attention back to him. Keegan stroked Ardor’s nose and crawled into the stall with him. He grabbed a brush from the post and began to run its soft bristles down Ardor’s back. He wondered briefly if Braidden and Eloria had survived, like Alia. He wondered if he would someday be united with his brother or if his brother was a pile of rotting bones somewhere.
 
Ardor lowered his head with a sigh and relaxed as the brush stroked his glossy coat. Keegan shook the gloomy thoughts from his head and turned them to Alia. At least he knew she had survived and that he would soon be reunited with her. With that thought in mind, he could protect himself from the darkest of memories or wonderings of the past.
 



Chapter 16: Explanations
Keegan huffed as his slipped a bridle over Ardor’s nose and ears, gently pulling the horse’s white bangs out from under the leather. 
 
“Walneff, I am going to visit my friend near Lake Anuran, and that is all there is to it,” he said in a short tone of voice.
 
Walneff looked solemnly at Keegan. “And I strongly advise against it,” Walneff replied. “You have heard the rumors of more Roshar walking the country.” He dropped his voice to a more quiet tone, “It is not safe to visit Pharrgon at this time.”
 
Keegan turned sharply to Walneff but remained calm. “Walneff, I must see him. I have not seen him for over two weeks. I have to go.”
 
Walneff reached out and placed his hand on Keegan’s shoulder. “The darkness is growing, Keegan. The shadows are lurking, watching, observing. I know you feel it.” 
 
Keegan paused a moment with a heavy sigh. Walneff was right. As time progressed on their stay in the castle, Keegan could feel a strange darkness and awareness of danger growing within him. His nightmares only made it worse; they were darker, stranger. It made him restless and wary, and only all the more eager to see the golden dragon again. He moved away from Walneff and grabbed Ardor’s blanket from a rail, flopping it onto the stallion’s back and straightening it.
 
Walneff sighed. “Take Saul with you.”
 
“No!” Keegan turned to Walneff. “I am not ready to let them meet. I must speak to Pharrgon alone.” Keegan opened the stall door and, grabbing Ardor by the reins, lead him out toward the outside doors.
 
Walneff stepped out of the way and followed them. “Just how long do you think you can keep them from meeting?” Walneff asked sternly.
 
Once outside the stable, Keegan flipped atop Ardor and looked down at Walneff as he replied to the old man’s question, “I intend to introduce them at some point. But not yet.”
 
Walneff sighed and put his fists on his sides. “Very well then. Be stubborn as a mule. But do try to be careful at the same time, if that does not prove too difficult a task for you.”
 
Keegan tried to refrain from rolling his eyes, and he urged Ardor forward toward the palace gates.
 
“And come back all in one piece!” Walneff called after him.
 
Keegan nudged Ardor in the sides, and the stallion picked up his pace to a trot, leaving the palace gates and Walneff behind.
 

 
Ardor galloped down a hill at full speed with Keegan clinging tightly to him. He kicked up his feet once he reached the bottom. With his tail raised and his hooves digging into the moist turf, he galloped up the side of the next hill. He panted heavily as his powerful muscles flexed and propelled him further up the large hill, but he was happy in spite of the work out. He was pleased to be galloping freely with Keegan again.
 
When he reached the top of the hill, Keegan leaned back and tugged slightly at the reins, halting to take in the view. Lying before them was the magnificent and large Lake Anuran. Scattered forests were on the east side of its shores while the Anuran cliffs--giant, flat-topped structures--guarded the other side. To the north lay the Pass of the White Mountains, and to the south, where Keegan and Ardor stood, were rolling green hills of pasture. Fishing villages lined the coasts all the way up to the north, and small boats and skiffs floated on the lake’s surface as far as the eye could see. Ardor bounced around in a circle, flicking his tail excitedly and stomping his hooves impatiently.
 
Keegan clenched his teeth. “Ardor, I can’t think when you are dancing,” he scolded. Ardor stopped and stood still except for the excited swish of his tail.
 
Keegan looked over the lake and back over at cliffs. “Well, my guess is that Pharrgon is in one of the caves in the Anuran cliffs,” he said to himself with a pat for Ardor.
 
Ardor snorted and began prancing in circles again, making Keegan chuckle and lean forward, releasing the pressure off the reins. The golden horse shot down the hill toward the lake’s edge, throwing clumps of grass and earth behind him as he went. Keegan blinked the water from his eyes and gripped Ardor with his knees while scanning the water of the lake through bits of Ardor’s floating mane. He knew that Pharrgon was staying in a cave somewhere, but there was a possibility that the dragon was also in the lake. He could fatten up on fish and other creatures in the water while staying out of the locals’ sight.
 
As they neared the lake, Ardor slowed to a trot and veered for the water, licking his lips thirstily. He trotted down the flat, sandy bank and up to the water, plunking his front feet into the liquid before lowering his head to suck up the cool refreshment. Keegan ran his fingers through his windblown hair, moving it out of his eyes. He noticed that the sky was becoming overcast with gray clouds, threatening rain.
 
As Keegan watched the sky, the familiar glow in his chest that signaled the dragon’s presence grew, and a bit of movement further out in the lake redirected his attention to the water. A large wave moved toward him and Ardor then stopped. A large, scaly nose poked up out of the water and exhaled a plume of steam before inhaling and disappearing below the surface of the water again. A stream of big bubbles began to rise to the surface of the water, leading the way further down the bank of the lake.
 
Ardor raised his head from drinking, and at Keegan’s direction, began to follow the bubbles at a steady trot. The sandy beach began to grow more solid and rocky as they neared the giant cliffs that bordered the western side of the lake. The stream of bubbles came to a halt near an area of the beach that was very rocky, surrounded by large boulders and chunks of rock that had fallen from the heights of the cliffs above, making it a perfect place for a large dragon to hide out at.
 
Small whirlpools began to swirl across the water as Pharrgon raised his head out of the water and walked up to shore. Keegan halted Ardor as a creeping feeling crawled up his spine that they were being watched. He looked behind his shoulder, turned to stare at the glassy lake, and then up at the cliff tops, but he saw no hint of any nearby human activity. 
 
Ardor stepped backward as the dragon passed in front of them.
 
“Come this way,” the dragon said as he crawled toward a large group of boulders.
 
Keegan slid off of Ardor and followed on foot as the dragon led them through a maze of strategically placed rock mounds and boulders. From the beach, it looked like the large rocks were randomly scattered, never giving the impression that they were perhaps placed there for their large forms to conceal something.
 
As they rounded a rock twice as tall as Keegan, a large cave opening in the side of the cliff became visible. Rocks, boulders, and dirt mounds surrounded it, concealing it completely from view anywhere on the beach, lake, or even from the cliff top. Keegan tethered Ardor next to a mossy rock and left him with a pat to follow the gold dragon up to the cave. 
 
The dragon stepped up into the cave and disappeared from view, the darkness of the cave swallowing his entire body. Keegan climbed up on some rocks and hoisted himself up to the lip of the cave mouth, tearing some slick moss from the rocks as he struggled to get himself up inside the cave. Once inside, he sat on his knees for a moment and blinked, trying to let his eyes adjust to the overwhelming darkness.
 
Two glowing, golden orbs instantly attracted Keegan’s vision, making his eyes lock onto the glowing eyes of the dragon who watched him intently from further inside the cave. Keegan stood to his feet and carefully stepped further into the darkness, holding his ring out in front of him so that the red light that emanated from the dragon stone could help him better see where he was stepping.
 
“Keegan, why have you come?” Pharrgon asked in a deep commanding voice that caused Keegan to stop in his tracks and look up at the glowing golden eyes that stared at him.
 
“Are you not glad to see me, Pharrgon?” Keegan asked.
 
Pharrgon sighed. “I am glad to see you Keegan, but did you have to see me now? At this time and place?” he asked.
 
Keegan huffed. “Yes. I had to,” he said, crossing his arms over his chest. “I have questions that need answers, I wanted to let you know what has been happening, and I wanted to see you. We have never been apart for so long.”
 
Pharrgon’s eyes twinkled with slight amusement. “You were apart from me for eleven years before this.”
 
Keegan crunched his eyebrows together. “That’s different. That was before I met you.”
 
Pharrgon sighed. “I know that you met a childhood friend, and he was taking you to your sister. You encountered a Roshar, which I disintegrated, but only just before it was too late.” Again, the dragon sighed. “I am sorry that I did not arrive sooner. Now your friend lies in the castle of Elinralis to heal from his grievous wounds. Because of my absence, your journey is delayed.”
 
Keegan shook his head. “It’s not your fault. Besides, Saul is doing much better now. It has been almost fourteen days since we arrived in Elinralis, and Walneff and the palace healer both think he is strong enough to ride again.” Keegan raised his eyebrows as he mentioned Walneff. “Speaking of Walneff, he says that he has known you for a long time. How long has he known you?”
 
Pharrgon blinked his eyes. “Over one hundred years.”
 
Keegan uncrossed his arms as disbelief and shock shuddered through him. “But…how?”
 
Pharrgon sighed. “Keegan, there are many things that you do not and perhaps will not ever understand in this life. Count Master Walneff as one of them.”
 
Keegan let his shoulders sag. “But….”
 
Pharrgon interrupted Keegan. “Keegan, even I do not understand all about Walneff, for he has a long and strange history. However, I will tell you what I do know.” Pharrgon settled down to a comfortable position on his belly. “Please sit.” Pharrgon watched as Keegan lowered himself to the floor and crossed his legs, then the dragon hummed in the back of his throat before speaking. “Once in a lifetime, a child will be born of men that has special gifts bestowed on them by Dayspring. Dragons call them Dayspeakers, but humans call them Oracles or Masters. These men see the future and have the ability to interpret things that puzzle most, such as dreams, riddles, and prophecies. They often speak specific words from Dayspring and are sometimes endowed with some of Dayspring’s power. More often than not, they are given long lasting life on the earth.”
 
Keegan shook his head. “What are you saying? Is Walneff one of these…these Oracles?”
 
Pharrgon blinked again. “I was coming to the point if you would be quiet long enough to listen.”
 
Keegan lowered his head. “I’m sorry. Go on,” he said quietly.
 
“Yes. Walneff is a Dayspeaker.” Pharrgon lowered his head and his voice. “Now I will tell you of his past. I do not think that he will appreciate my telling you his story, but you do need to know so that you will better understand. But keep the knowledge to yourself.” Pharrgon hummed again. “Walneff’s family lived in a valley with a company of other people who were forced to live there by their king. Even as a young boy the people shunned Walneff because of his unnatural gifts and rejected him because of his great wisdom and insight into matters of the heart.” Pharrgon paused. “So, he, too, understands rejection, Keegan.”
 
Keegan looked down at his hands in his lap, nodding his head. “Go on.” 
 
Pharrgon continued, “A strange disease went rampant through the community, and all those in the community, except Walneff and his younger brother, died. The two boys were both quite young when this happened and had to find their own way across the wilderness to return to a thriving society where they were not warmly welcomed back. 
 
“When Walneff was a young man, he joined union with a girl he cared for, making him happy for a time, but she died not long afterward, breaking his heart. Many years later, his brother became ill and died, leaving Walneff alone in a cold world.” Pharrgon paused and made a thrumming noise in his throat. “Ah, it is hard to know what happened after that. Walneff went into deep mourning and disappeared from the known world for a time. He later returned full of wisdom and knowledge and became a Master of renown as well as a friend of dragons. He played a major role in finding refuge for the declining dragons, choosing a forest for their haven and a valley for their hunting grounds.”
 
“The Dragon Plains…” Keegan interjected.
 
Pharrgon nodded his head. “You know it as the Dragon Plains, but Walneff knew it as the valley of old memories and torment from his younger days.”
 
Keegan sat in silence for a moment as what Pharrgon said registered in his mind. “Walneff lived in the Dragon Plains?” he asked quietly.
 
Pharrgon nodded his head again. “Before your people, the Wovlen people, were exiled from their kingdom, Walneff’s family lived and died in that valley. They died because of a poisonous plant that once grew there.” 
 
“I don’t recall such a plant growing in the Dragon Plains,” Keegan noted.
 
“You won’t recall, because Walneff entreated the dragons to burn the valley until even the dirt was smoldering. Only then were the poisonous plants wiped out. The fumes and smoke that rose into the sky that day were toxic. Toxic enough to kill even dragons.” Pharrgon looked past Keegan, his great golden eyes filled with soft nostalgia. “I was a young dragon then, living in the White Mountains. The ash and smoke from the event reached all the way to the mountains, killing many things or making them immune to the toxin, as it did to me.” Pharrgon looked back at Keegan. “I stayed in the mountains until Walneff and a fellow dragon, my mentor, Vlandir, found me and convinced me to go to the forest. Both said that I had a great part to play in the future.”
 
Silence reigned in the cave for a moment as Keegan mulled it all over. It was fascinating and sobering to think that Walneff had been part of a set of events that linked to part of Keegan’s childhood.
 
“How long ago did that take place, Pharrgon?” Keegan looked up from his hands to the dragon’s eyes.
 
Pharrgon stared at Keegan for a moment, his gaze solemn and weighty as he thought back to those days and measured them with time. “Over three hundred years ago did the purging of the Dragon Plains happen,” he finally answered.
 
Keegan looked back down at his hands and tried to imagine what it must be like to live for hundreds of years. “And, how does Walneff, a three hundred year old man, know me? When we first met, he said that he knew me.” He looked up at the dragon curiously.
 
Pharrgon sighed. “He has also told me this, though what it means, I cannot say. The words of a Dayspeaker can have many meanings.”
 
There was silence again as Keegan tried to recall from his childhood any memory of Walneff. “I don’t ever remember…” he paused and mouthed Walneff’s name as he fingered his ring. “Master…Master Walneff Felnost.” 
 
Pharrgon cocked his head. “How did you know Walneff’s ancient name?”
 
Keegan looked back up at Pharrgon, and an image from his past flickered across his mind of his family sitting at the table, listening to his father and Braden tell of their adventures in their last dragon hunt together. “My father, our last night together. How could I have forgotten?” He looked down at his ring and brushed his forefinger over the gold dragons. “My father mentioned meeting a person called Walneff Felnost. Now that I think about it, I remember hearing the name spoken by several members of our village, my mother included.”
 
Pharrgon hummed softly in his throat and nodded his head. “Ah, I suspected as much. Your family, I think, would have known him well, though not as well as the dragons.” The dragon shifted his position slightly, tucking his legs in closer to him, and stretching his neck out toward Keegan. “I hope that this information will help you to better understand Walneff. He did not choose to be a Dayspeaker, but he serves willingly. He has suffered much, and much of what he has suffered only makes him understand your pain all the more. His desire and his goal is to help you grow and prepare for what is to come.” 
 
Keegan raised his head. “What do you mean by this, Pharrgon? Help me grow and prepare for what? What am I to prepare for?” He was somewhat surprised to see Pharrgon’s expression change to surprise. “I mean, Walneff lectures me, pesters me, and is constantly giving me the impression that I am being tutored.” Keegan thought of the nightmares he had been having.
 
“What is there that you do not understand, Keegan?” Pharrgon asked, looking intently at the young man with gentle concern and puzzlement showing in his eyes.
 
Keegan studied Pharrgon’s questioning stare for a long moment, trying to understand what it was that was really puzzling him. He thought of how he and Walneff had talked about the old prophecies, and disinterest, even disgust, washed over Keegan.
 
He shook his head and looked away. “Oh. Never mind. I am just confused and troubled about many things. That is why I had to come see you. I had to get my thoughts in order.”
 
Keegan stood to his feet and walked up closer to the dragon, placing his hand on the smooth scales of the dragon’s face. Pharrgon pushed his nose into Keegan’s chest, and Keegan wrapped his arms around Pharrgon’s snout, soaking in the warmth and comfort that the dragon offered. As he tried to push all his troubled thoughts away, an image of the Princess Erewhon came to his mind, scattering all of his feelings a hundred different directions and muddling all of his thoughts in with them.
 
Pharrgon raised his head from Keegan’s grasp and looked down at him quizzically. “I feel a strange new set of feelings in you. They confuse you terribly. Please tell them to me.” He pushed his nose into Keegan again. “The last time I felt such a strange mixture of emotion, I was a younger dragon, and it involved a female.” He raised his head again and cocked it until he was almost looking sideways at Keegan.
 
Keegan groaned, “Well, it involves a female. But I don’t want to talk about it.”
 
Pharrgon looked Keegan directly in the eyes with a persistent stare.
 
Keegan tried to stare back at the dragon with equal intensity but finally relinquished with a sigh. “Fine. I will tell you. But I might get angry, turn red, and start shouting,” he warned.
 
Pharrgon snorted. “Impress me,” he dared.
 
Keegan took a moment to collect his thoughts and put them in order. Then he began to tell Pharrgon about the Princess Erewhon and the dreams she had been in. He explained how he was easily intimidated by her, but how her presence, her smile, or her kind words could make him feel capable of doing anything, but then when she was near him or looking him in the eyes, he would feel weak and suffocated.
 
“I hate it! It makes me so angry when these feelings attack me. They are distracting and make me feel vulnerable. I don’t like them one bit.” Keegan sat down from pacing with a huff.
 
Pharrgon chuckled deep in his chest, making Keegan look at him crossly. “It’s not funny,” he said to the dragon.
 
Pharrgon looked at Keegan with bright, twinkling eyes that showed a mixture of pride, merriment, and mischief.
 
Keegan crossed his arms uncomfortably. “Pharrgon, why are your eyes sparkling like that?” he asked suspiciously. “You’re looking at me the same as you did when I caught my first white buck.”
 
Pharrgon chuckled again. “You amuse me, little one,” he said. “You truly do not know what these feelings are that you are experiencing?” he asked.
 
Keegan shook his head, letting the worry he felt show on his face. The only time Pharrgon called him “little one” was when Keegan was learning something new and important or when the dragon was feeling particularly fatherly. In this case, he felt like it was going both ways.
 
Pharrgon raised his head. “Well, good. That makes it less distracting.”
 
Keegan shook his head in confusion. “Less distracting?” he asked
 
Pharrgon smiled, the mischief glinting in his eyes more than before. “Take comfort in knowing that you are controlling these feelings well. However, don’t start hating them. They are not evil.”
 
“So, you are not going to explain them to me?” Keegan asked.
 
Pharrgon lowered his head to Keegan’s level. “No, I am not.”
 
Keegan rolled his eyes. “Great. Another quandary I am stuck to figure out on my own.”
 
Pharrgon raised his head. “Perhaps it is not what a human father would do, but I believe that if you cannot understand these simple emotions, then I do not need to try to explain them to you. It would do no good. You will come to understand when the time is right.”
 
Keegan sighed and stood. “I hope so.” He glanced out the cave mouth and down at Ardor who nibbled at the moss on the rocks. “I must return to the castle,” he admitted hesitantly.
 
Pharrgon breathed in deeply and then snorted, “Regrettably, I must agree. I smell an odor on the air that bodes ill. You must return to the city before nightfall.”
 
Keegan looked at Pharrgon in concern. “What do you smell?”
 
The dragon sniffed again. “I am not sure yet, but it troubles me.” He looked down at Keegan. “Go now, and be cautious.”
 
Keegan stepped up to the cave mouth and blinked in the overcast sunlight. He jumped down to the ground, untethered Ardor, flipped up on the horse’s back, then began guiding him carefully through the maze of boulders. Once out on the open beach, Keegan gave Ardor his head and let the stallion take off in a dead run. He kept Ardor closer to the water line so that their tracks would wash away and no one could follow them back to Pharrgon’s hide out.
 
Keegan was glad he had been able to speak with Pharrgon, and even though it was just for a short span of time, he felt revitalized now. He was also glad to have learned more about Walneff. He was almost sorry to have judged the old man for his grumpiness. If anyone had a reason to be grumpy, pushy, or odd, Walneff did.
 
When Keegan felt that he was a safe distance away from Pharrgon’s hiding place, he slowed Ardor to a gentle trot then to a walk, wanting to take it easy before they had to climb the rolling green hills again. He looked behind his shoulder and saw a giant storm cloud to the north, near the mountains, steadily moving toward the south. He could smell the moisture that was already dropping at the northern tip of Lake Anuran. He hoped that it would drop rain on the southern tip of the lake to cover the tracks and scents that led up to Pharrgon’s cave. He knew the dragon was quite capable of taking care of himself, but he didn’t want Pharrgon to be forced to defend or expose himself. 
 
Keegan snapped out of his line of thought when he sensed a familiar, disturbing presence that made the hair on his neck to stand on end. Ardor tossed his head and laid his ears back, showing his discomfort as well. Keegan tightened his grip on Ardor’s reins, remembering the time he had felt the same disturbing presence not too long ago.
 
“Roshar…” Keegan hissed and hunkered down closer to Ardor, urging the horse into a gallop. Ardor snorted and gladly moved into a paced gallop, keeping his eyes alert for danger.
 
Gradually, the disturbing presence dwindled, but Keegan did not slow down. He gave Ardor his head and let the horse gallop full speed, flying up and over the grassy hills. Keegan did not understand why such monsters were now at large and what could have provoked them to start wandering the land, but he did not want to linger and find out.
 
 
 



Chapter 17: Two Hearts
A loud voice boomed from the palace walls, announcing Keegan’s return. Erewhon looked up from her scroll that she was reading underneath the lesson tree, the place where she and Annaka usually studied together. Annaka dropped from the top of the tree, causing a thud on the ground beside Erewhon.
 
“Annaka, it is not ladylike to jump from the tree,” Erewhon sighed, reminding her once again.
 
Annaka hardly paid attention to what her sister said but instead watched the opening gates intently. “I am so glad that he has returned. I was beginning to worry about him,” she said as she watched. “Not that I think that he couldn’t take care of himself,” she added.
 
Erewhon nodded slightly and turned back to reading her scroll. Keegan and Ardor trotted through the gate and started directly to the stables. 
 
Annaka looked down at Erewhon and smiled. “I think he is the most handsome man I have ever seen. Wouldn’t you agree, Erewhon?”
 
Erewhon’s face showed distraction, and she glanced at her sister then back at the scroll. “I’m sure I wouldn’t know,” she replied quietly, unrolling more of the scroll so she could continue to read.
 
Presently, Keegan came marching out of the stables and past the girls. He gave a slight bow as he passed the two, smiling at Annaka kindly, but his eyes were flickering to and lingering on Erewhon for a moment until he turned his face forward and continued on his way.
 
Annaka smiled and knelt down beside Erewhon. “He is very handsome,” she said slowly. “And strong. And very good.”
 
Erewhon stopped trying to look like she was reading her scroll and slowly turned her face toward Annaka with knit brows and narrowed eyes that were full of simmering suspicion.
 
“He is also very gallant and chivalrous.” Annaka made a gesture toward Keegan. “And you are very beautiful.” Mischief twinkled brightly in Annaka’s eyes as her smile grew.
 
“Annaka. Stop it,” Erewhon said as she rolled her scroll up tightly, her eyes trained on her little sister.
 
“I think you two would be a beautiful match!” Annaka said as she stood.
 
Erewhon swatted at Annaka with her scroll and got to her feet. “You asked for it, you little match maker!” she said as she swatted at Annaka again and again.
 
Annaka shrieked with a giggle and ran around the tree, trying to avoid her older sister’s flying scroll.
 
“Your Majesty!” called a voice through the trees.
 
Erewhon and Annaka stopped in their tracks and listened as the captain of the guard came around the bend in the little stone path.
 
The captain smiled at them. “Forgive me for shouting, but I could not get your attention,” he bowed and looked at both of them. “It is time for your archery lessons.”
 
Erewhon caught her breath “Oh, yes. I am sorry. I completely forgot about them,” she said as she felt her cheeks redden.
 
The captain smiled reassuringly to her. “Princess, with all due respect, it is all right if you occasionally forget some things. You are not expected to be flawless.”
 
Erewhon smiled at him, feeling a remarkable wash of relief at his words. “Thank you, sir. Your encouragement is a relief to me,” she said.
 
Annaka bounced on her toes slightly. “Shall we go now? I do enjoy my archery lessons very much.” She looked at the captain.
 
The captain nodded at Annaka and turned, leading the two girls down the narrow, winding path through the trees toward the clear practice grounds near the stables.
 

 
Keegan climbed up the stairs from the kitchen, chewing at a piece of juicy meat and a fresh bread roll as he climbed. Once on ground level, he crammed what was left of the roll into his mouth with a sigh. Now that his belly was satisfied, he intended to find Saul and see if he was up to a walk through the city. He gulped the bread down then followed the path alongside the building that would take him to the courtyard. As he rounded the corner of the building, he almost ran right into Thailla who was also turning the corner from the other direction. They both jumped back from each other, startled, and began to chuckle.
 
“We just keep running into each other!” Keegan said with a smile. “Once again, I apologize.”
 
Thailla curtsied with a giggle. “And again, there is no need for apology,” she said.
 
“By any chance have you seen my friend Saul about?” Keegan asked.
 
“Well…let me think.…” Thailla turned her head toward the garden as she thought.
 
Keegan was once again struck with the thought that something about this woman seemed familiar. The profile of her face and her silky black hair brought memories once more to his mind of Eloria and Braidden. If Eloria were alive, she would be this woman’s age now. Keegan’s smile faded, and his thoughts sobered as it occurred to him that Thailla resembled Eloria too much for it to be coincidence. 
 
“Oh, yes! I saw him only a moment ago,” Thailla turned back toward Keegan and as she looked at him, her smile faded. “I saw your friend at the stable with Master Walneff. Perhaps you can find him there,” she said and curtsied. “I must go.” And with that, she moved past Keegan.
 
Keegan could not shake the resemblance, and he let his gaze follow the woman as she hurried to get around him. 
 
“Eloria…” he spoke the name softly as Thailla walked by him.
 
Thailla froze for a moment then turned to Keegan with wide, fearful eyes.
 
Keegan’s eyes widened, and he clenched his jaw tightly. “Eloria? Or Thailla?” He grabbed her by the shoulders desperately. “Tell me now: are you Eloria? Or am I just going mad? Am I just having visions of the past when I see your raven black hair, or am I really seeing the same hair I saw my older brother admire so long ago?” He looked at her for a long moment, but she did not reply. “Tell me! Are you Eloria or not?” he shook her very gently as he pleaded for an answer.
 
Tears began to spill over the woman’s eyes as her lip trembled, and she nodded her head. “Yes, Keegan, I am Eloria.” She began to sob. She stepped forward and buried her face in Keegan’s chest as her tears flowed freely. Keegan wrapped her into a firm embrace for a long moment, feeling relieved until he felt her sobs beginning to subside. A flood of questions washed into his mind. 
 
He grabbed her shoulders and stepped back, stooping so he could look her in the eyes. “Where is my brother? Why did you change your name? And how did you come here to Elinralis?” he asked slowly as he searched her red, tear-filled eyes.
 
Eloria wiped her cheeks with a handkerchief that she produced from her dress sleeve. “I do not know where your brother is. I have not seen him for years,” she choked and began to sob again. “I miss him, Keegan! Oh, how lonely and sad I have been! You don’t know the relief and joy I felt at seeing you and Saul.” She grabbed his arm with one hand, while the other hand covered her face with the handkerchief as the tears began to flow again.
 
Keegan looked around and located a bench nearby under a tree. He guided the weeping woman to it and sat her down, taking a seat next to her. “Eloria, please stop crying,” he said gently as he took her hand and held it comfortingly. “Please tell me what happened,” he pleaded.
 
Eloria looked up from her handkerchief and wiped her eyes. “Your brother was wounded after you saved us from that horse rider. Do you remember when you saved us?” She looked at Keegan.
 
Keegan nodded, remembering when he had charged the malicious rider’s horse, spooking it, which caused it to move away from Braidden and Eloria and run over him instead.
 
Eloria took a deep breath. “Well, as I said, your brother was wounded right after that. He tried to save you after you charged the horse, but an enemy sword carved down his entire right arm.” She shuddered in remembrance. “That’s when he took me out of the village. We ran out into the fields, far into the fields, before he collapsed from loss of blood.” Her lip trembled again, but she took a deep breath and held back the tears. “I was so scared. I was scared that he would die or that we would both die if the attackers came looking for us.” She gripped Keegan’s hand and wiped her eyes again, taking another deep breath. “I was able to stop his bleeding and drag him to the shelter of the forest. When he came to, scouts from the attackers were beginning to comb the fields, so he insisted that we keep moving away from the village. We wanted to make for the mountains, but because of the scouts, we could not. So, we kept going west. We walked for days, and every day he kept getting sicker and sicker, but he wouldn’t stop. I cried and tried to make him stop, but he wouldn’t,” she sighed deeply, holding back a sob. “We kept going on and on until he dropped, too sick to go on.” She paused.
 
Keegan felt his stomach twisting into knots. If he had known that they had been near the forest, he and Pharrgon could have helped them. Eloria would not have had to endure such a trial. Braidden would not have had to suffer so.
 
Eloria smiled slightly. “Thank Dayspring, a group of kind people found us and helped us. Braidden got better, though his arm was never quite the same. He tried to persuade some of the men that helped us to travel back with him to our village to see what was left, but no one would budge. There was still such an animosity toward the Wovlen people and a fear of the Dragon Plains that, even though the people had been kind to us, they refused to help us any more than necessary. So, Braidden and I traveled to Elinralis.” She sighed and looked up at the trees. “He hoped to find answers in the city, find out who attacked us, but he found nothing, no clear answers anyway. He heard stories, rumors, and he made speculations. However, he did find a safe place for me to live and work.” She smiled slightly and motioned at the castle. “He figured that if I changed my name and worked close to royalty that no one would question my heritage.” She reached up and tapped her right shoulder where, no doubt, her Wovlen mark still resided. “Once he had secured my future as best he could, he went in search of answers and survivors, promising that he would come back for me.” She looked down and brushed Keegan’s fingers with her thumb, a few rogue tears falling from her eyes and onto their locked hands. “He left…and he hasn’t come back.”
 
They both sat silently for a long moment until Eloria looked back up at Keegan, breaking the silence with a question of her own. “Keegan, where did you go? How did you survive?” 
 
Keegan looked at Eloria solemnly, thinking through his words carefully before speaking. “I went into the Forest,” he answered, speaking slowly.
 
Eloria’s mouth dropped open. “The Dragon Forest? But, however did you survive?” she asked.
 
Keegan adverted his eyes and looked at the ground, determining that silence was the best answer he could give her at the moment. 
 
Eloria gripped Keegan’s hand gently, as if to comfort him. “Did you go back to the village?” she asked after a moment more of silence.
 
Keegan became rigid, fighting to keep the gruesome memories he had of his return to the village from breaking out of their dark place in his mind and overwhelming him like a flood. 
 
Finally he forced himself to nod his head. “I returned the very next day,” he said quietly.
 
“How many survived?” Eloria asked expectantly.
 
Keegan looked up and stared at her gravely. “None were left alive in the village.”
 
Eloria stared at him in numb shock for a moment, her mouth hanging open and her eyes shifting. “None? No survivors at all?” 
 
Keegan sighed. “I don’t know how many made it out of the village, but those who did were the only survivors. Saul is one. You are another. And I have recently learned that my sister, Alia, and…” he paused and gripped her hand, “and your younger sister, Brainna, are still alive.”
 
Eloria’s face lit up, and she stood. “Brainna lives? One of my kin folk lives?” Tears filled her eyes again. “How do you know this?”
 
“Saul has been taking care of Alia and Brainna since the attack,” Keegan replied, standing to his feet also.
 
Eloria closed her eyes for a moment with a smile, then she opened them again and wrapped her arm around Keegan’s neck, embracing him. “Say no more,” she whispered. “I am happy now and do not wish to become sad by whatever else might be said.” She turned Keegan loose and stepped back. “I must go now. I have pressing duties to tend. Please, do not call me Eloria anymore. You must call me Thailla.” With that, she turned and walked away.
 
Keegan stood in shock for a moment before blinking and shaking his head. “What? Wait!” He hurried to her side, gently taking her elbow. “Aren’t you going to come with Saul and me to be reunited with your sister?” he asked.
 
Eloria looked at Keegan, her face growing gloomy. “I…I can’t. By securing myself a safe future here in the palace, I have become a slave. I am a lady in waiting. I am no longer at liberty to make my own decisions or plans.” She smiled weakly and put her hand on Keegan’s face. “My heart is glad to know that my sister lives but breaks to know I cannot see her. I wish I could, but I can’t. Give her my love.” With that, she turned and walked away, wiping tears from her face.
 
Keegan watched her walk away, then, with a heavy sigh, he turned and walked out to the courtyard, making his way to the stable. He tried to think of a way, any way, for Eloria to come with Saul and him. He did not like that she was alone, and he knew the miserable feeling of being separated from one’s family and people. However, he hated to admit that she was right; she couldn’t go. To be released from the King’s service, she would have to make a petition. To make a petition meant that her true identity would have to be found out, and that would mean serious trouble for her. She could be imprisoned for false identity, or worse yet, she could be killed for lying to the King. And if her true identity was found out, Saul’s and Keegan’s would be also. Then they would all be in danger.
 
Keegan shook his head as he walked. He had to let it go. Eloria, or Thailla rather, knew what she was doing, and she was right in doing it.
 
It did not take him long to pass through the garden and come into the open grounds that led toward the stables. As he walked up to the open stable doors, the voice of the captain captured his attention. “Raise your elbow, Your Majesty. Ah, yes! That’s right. Now…fire!” 
 
Keegan looked at the practice yard next to the stable and paused as his eyes rested on the captain kneeling next to Annaka, helping her aim a bow.
 
Annaka released her nocked arrow, and all watched as the arrow flew straight and sound, embedding itself just under the bull’s eye on the target. 
 
The captain clapped while Annaka bounced on her toes. “You see, Annaka? You are getting better!” said the captain as he stood to his feet and looked at Erewhon. “Now it is your sister’s turn.”
 
Keegan watched as Erewhon nocked her own arrow and raised her bow, keeping her left arm straight and her right elbow level with her shoulder as she pulled back on the string. She held the bow in position and took a deep breath, exhaled halfway, then held her breath as she sighted down the shaft of the arrow. 
 
As she sighted, the sunlight glinting on her golden hair, Keegan again felt that he was looking back in time at a beautiful creature of myth, a great warrioress or huntress of renown. Her posture was straight and queenly, and she stood calm and confident as she held her bow tightly in position, keeping herself perfectly composed as she aimed. Then, her face hardened and her eyes narrowed, like a warrior who has made a decision in battle, and she let her fingers relax. The bow string popped forward, and the arrow soared through the air with a whistle, punching into the target, nicking the top of the bull’s eye, burying deep into the target.
 
“Yay, Erewhon!” Annaka said as she danced on her toes.
 
The captain nodded his head. “Yes. Well done,” he said.
 
Erewhon lowered her bow and sighed. “I still missed,” she said, letting her head lull to the side a bit as a show of disappointment.
 
The captain chuckled and put his hand on her shoulder. “Well, at least you hit the target this time.”
 
Keegan realized that someone was standing beside him, and he turned to see Saul watching the archery lesson as well.
 
Saul rubbed his chin thoughtfully and looked at Keegan. “I wonder.…” He looked back at the group and motioned at Erewhon. “I wonder if she could hit you from this distance?”
 
Keegan cocked his head and knit his brows. “I don’t know. But why ask such a question?”
 
Saul shrugged. “Because, if she were to look over here and see how you were staring so wistfully at her, the question might occur to her.”
 
Keegan felt heat rush up into his face and ears. He pushed past Saul and walked into the stables.
 
“Keegan! I was teasing!” Saul said, catching up to Keegan.
 
“Well, it wasn’t very funny,” Keegan huffed.
 
“Really? I thought it was, especially when you turned red like you did,” Saul said dryly.
 
Keegan stopped and looked up at Saul, curling his fists. “Next time we get in a scuffle, remind me to hit you really hard.”
 
Saul smirked, “Ah… not a chance. So you better do it now.”
 
Keegan stared at Saul for a long moment, seriously considering cuffing his friend in the chin.
 
“And what is it that you are doing, other than wasting time?” Walneff’s question made Keegan and Saul both look at the old man approaching them from the back of the stable.
 
Saul pointed at Keegan. “I think he was just about to hit me, and all because I made a remark about a girl.”
 
Keegan snapped his head back to Saul. “It was more than just about a girl!” he snarled.
 
Walneff cleared his throat. “Well, I feel inclined then to remind you, Keegan, that I think it would be most unwise to hit Saul at this time, since he is still healing.”
 
Keegan looked at Saul more closely and took in the color of his bruised face and the scabs at his scalp where the monster had sank its claws.
 
He relaxed and let out a heavy sigh. “You are right, Walneff,” he admitted and crossed his arms over his chest. 
 
Saul let his shoulders slump forward, and he looked at Walneff. “Ah, now, did you have to break it up before it even started? I was just starting to have fun,” he protested.
 
Keegan pointed a finger at Saul. “Oh, don’t worry! I’ll exact payment at a later date. You had better start watching your back. I’ll think of something to get back at you.”
 
Saul brightened up and smiled wryly. “Good!”
 
Keegan smirked and gently clapped Saul on the shoulder. “Well, if you want to have some fun, why don’t you go out into the city with me? I know of a few places that I think you would enjoy visiting.”
 
Saul nodded. “Sure. Why not?” He turned and looked at Walneff. “Would you join us, Walneff?” he asked.
 
Walneff shook his head. “No. I will stay here and do something useful,” he said blandly.
 
Saul raised his hands defensively. “Hey, now. Don’t start giving us a guilt trip before we’ve had our fun.”
 
Ardor whinnied from his stall down the hall and bobbed his head up and down expectantly at Keegan. Keegan smiled and moved up to Ardor’s stall. He ran his hand up Ardor’s face and combed his fingers through the stallion’s bangs before producing a carrot from his pocket and feeding it to the horse.
 
“How was your friend?” Saul asked, coming up beside Keegan and leaning on Ardor’s stall rails.
 
Keegan looked at Saul. “Friend?” he asked, looking back to see Walneff step up closer to listen in.
 
Saul nodded. “Yes, the friend you said you were going to visit near Lake Anuran. How was he?”
 
Keegan turned back to Ardor. “Oh, that friend. Yes. He was well,” He paused and looked at Walneff, “though he was certain that I had brought trouble with me.”
 
Walneff raised his chin and bushy eyebrows slightly, but Saul chuckled. “You are trouble. So it should be no surprise.”
 
Keegan snorted good-naturedly. “I suppose. But still, we were able to catch up and have a good conversation before I left. And no trouble had sprouted up yet.”
 
“Ah. Well, the trouble probably came after you were gone,” Saul teased.
 
Even though he had only meant them in fun, Saul’s words made Keegan’s gut twist.
 
“There may be more truth in those words than you know, Saul,” Walneff spoke up, obviously sharing Keegan’s line of thought, though he spoke the words in a way that told Keegan that Walneff had warned him of the possibility.
 
Keegan turned to Walneff. “Let’s hope not. Though, if you have a premonition of otherwise, let me know,” he said, reflecting on the things that Pharrgon had told him about Walneff, especially his being able to see the future.
 
Walneff narrowed his eyes and studied Keegan very carefully for a moment before speaking. “I don’t need premonition where common sense will suffice.” He turned on his heel and began hobbling toward the doors of the stable. “Be careful in the city, and don’t do anything stupid,” he called over his shoulder just before disappearing around one of the doors.
 
Saul and Keegan were both silent for a moment until Saul sighed. “You and Walneff seem to have an interesting relationship,” he commented.
 
Keegan shrugged. “Oh, well. It doesn’t matter,” he mumbled.
 
“Are you sure about that?” Saul asked. “I mean, perhaps our paths will be splitting ways soon, but Walneff has taken a special interest in you for some reason. I can tell.”
 
Keegan looked at Saul. “Really? How?”
 
Saul shrugged. “Oh, he and I have had several conversations about you just to pass the time. I can tell from those.”
 
Keegan narrowed his eyes suspiciously and looked at Saul. “Conversations about me, eh? And what exactly did those conversations deal with?” he asked.
 
Saul grinned and shrugged. “Many things. Mainly your annoying traits,” he said.
 
Keegan couldn’t really tell if Saul was joking or only partially joking, but he assumed the latter. “Annoying traits! What annoying traits do I have?”
 
Saul spiked an eyebrow. “Do you really want an answer?”
 
Keegan chuckled. “No! Don’t answer that question.” He stepped away from Ardor’s stall with a sigh. “Well, shall we go? We have a few hours to explore the city before tonight’s feast.”
 
Saul pushed off the stall rails. “Yep! Let’s go.” Then he paused. “Oh, wait! Before we leave the stable, I want you to meet someone who will be traveling with us.” He motioned for Keegan to follow him.
 
He led Keegan three stalls down from Ardor’s where a draft gelding was stabled. The gelding was chestnut in color with a flaxen mane and tail. A white blaze ran down his face. He perked up when Saul came up to his stall, and he put his huge head over the rails and bumped his big nose playfully into Saul’s chest.
 
“Aha!” Keegan said in surprise. “One thing about it, he hasn’t missed any meals,” he noted as he looked at the gelding’s large girth. “Did you trade the mare in for him?” 
 
“Yes. I told Geoff that there was a great possibility that the mare was going to have a colt sired by your stallion,” Saul said with a motion toward Ardor, “and he nearly jumped at the chance to make the trade.” He stroked the gelding’s white blaze with a smile.
 
Keegan ran his hand along the thick, muscular neck of the gelding. “Isn’t this the big horse I saw causing trouble the other day?” he asked suspiciously, wondering if Saul was just prone to picking out the trouble makers among horses.
 
Saul nodded with a grin. “Yes, it is. But he’s not like the mare when it comes to causing trouble. The men have a hard time controlling him, because he is so energetic. He is going to be perfect for traveling, and Geoff said that traveling and work are all the big fellow wants to do,” he said as he rubbed the gelding’s forelock. “His name is Tormad.”
 
Keegan patted the horse on the neck. “Well, I can already tell he is more laid back than the mare. I think he’ll be a fine trekker for you.”
 
Saul chuckled and roughed up the gelding’s hair. “I am glad you think so!” He stepped away from the stall and nodded his head toward the outside. “Well, if we want to waste some adequate time before tonight’s banquet, we had better hurry along.”
 
Keegan chuckled and clapped Saul on the back, and the two of them marched out of the stable and toward the gate. The guard opened the small door in the gate and let the two men pass through.
 
“So, what did you have planned first?” Saul asked.
 
Keegan chuckled. “Do you have money?”
 
Saul nodded in answer.
 
“Then let’s just pick a street and start there!” Keegan laughed.
 

 
Keegan and Saul made it back to the palace after the sun had set, and they made their way up to their rooms.
 
“My feet ache!” Saul said with a groan, chuckling afterward.
 
“Well, I told you that dancing with the gypsies might not be a good idea,” Keegan laughed. “They can dance from dawn till dusk and never tire.”
 
“Ah, but it was worth it,” Saul retorted, his eyes twinkling. “She was an excellent dancer and pretty as well.” He was lost in sweet thoughts of the evening, tossing a small stone from hand to hand.
 
“I had a sneaking suspicion that there was more to your sudden desire to dance than just ‘bounding energy and itching feet’,” Keegan smirked.
 
Saul shrugged. “Well, I couldn’t very well just announce to everyone my real intentions.”
 
They reached the third level and walked down the corridor toward their rooms. Keegan paused and clapped Saul on the shoulder.
 
“Well, then, freshen up, and I’ll meet you downstairs,” Keegan said. He started to walk down the hall but then paused at his door and turned around with a grin. “Oh! And tonight when the gypsy girl sneaks into your dreams, I hope you have a good explanation to give to the Susun that you have been sleep talking about lately.”
 
Even though it was dark, Keegan thought he could see Saul’s face grow a shade darker in the shadows. He didn’t have a chance to stare long, though, because Saul chucked the stone at him.
 
“Pay back!” Keegan yelled as he ducked inside his door and bolted it. He listened at the door for a moment until he heard Saul’s door slam loudly down the hall, then he moved over to his table with a smirk, feeling quite proud of his comeback.
 
He stripped off his shirt and draped it over the chair, unfolding his new tunic and slipping it over his head, tying it at his waist with his new leather belt. He dusted his pants off with his hands, combed his fingers through his scraggly hair, yanked through a few knots, and walked back to his door. He stepped out and closed the door quietly behind him then made his way down the corridor and to the stairs.
 
When he reached the ground level, he turned down the dimly lit corridor toward the sounds of laughter and talking coming from the dining hall. Suddenly, a man stepped from a door into Keegan’s path, spread his feet wide, shoulders squared, and raised his hand toward Keegan. Keegan froze in his tracks, tightening every muscle, readying himself for an attack of some sort. He curled his fists and watched the figure carefully. The man was completely hidden in shadow, his cloaked silhouette only barely outlined by the flickering light of the torches further down the hall.
 
“You have traveled with one called Walneff,” said the stranger in a deep voice. “Take heed and hear my warning: pain and misery accompany Walneff. If you continue to travel with him, the peaceful life you seek will be all but ripped away from you. His presence will cause your past to revisit you with renewed horrors. His words will fill your future with unrest and misery.” There was a pause and silence for a moment before the figure added, “Beware. Walneff means you ill.”
 
Keegan straightened his shoulders, comparing this stranger’s words of woe to Pharrgon’s words of trust concerning Walneff. “I don’t know who you are or what you intend to achieve by speaking ill of Master Walneff, but your warnings are not welcome and will likely not be heeded.”
 
The man took a step forward. “Then you are a fool,” he said evenly.
 
“Is there a problem here?” Saul’s voice echoed in the hall.
 
The shadow did not move. “Beware. You will see the meaning of my warnings...all in due time.” With that, he turned and disappeared through a door. The clank of the bolt being secured echoed through the hallway.
 
The last words of the stranger shook Keegan. They were the words that had rung in his mind since his dream of the woman and the beast in the crystal room that had come after the attack of the Roshar.
 
Saul came up beside Keegan and placed a hand on his shoulder, making Keegan flinch. “Keegan, are you okay? What was that about?” Saul asked.
 
Keegan nodded and ran his hands down his tunic, feeling exposed without his dagger, which he had left back in his room for the feast. “I’m fine. And I don’t know exactly what that was about, but the sooner we leave this place, the better,” he said with a nod of his head.
 
Saul removed his hand and looked around the dark corridor. “Who was that?” he asked.
 
Keegan shook his head. “I don’t know. I don’t think he meant any harm, though. Let’s just get into the dining room, shall we?”
 
“All right,” Saul said with a shrug.
 
They made their way down the corridor, stepping out into the inner courtyard that sat in the heart of the square-shaped palace. A lone pedestal with a sundial atop it sat in the middle of the dark courtyard. Across the yard from Saul and Keegan, a pair of double doors stood open, letting torchlight, sounds of laughter, and the scent of food flood across the yard.
 
The two walked across the courtyard and past the sundial, pausing at the open doors to let their eyes adjust to the bright light. Two long tables stood parallel to Saul and Keegan, laden with food and surrounded by smiling people. Several couples danced gracefully on the open floor at the end of the two long tables while the King’s table, which was up on a pavilion that overlooked the rest of the tables and floor, sat at the helm. Keegan spotted Walneff standing on the other side of the room near a door, smoking a pipe while watching the dance. 
 
A flicker of gold hair flashing by on the dance floor instantly attracted Keegan’s eyes to Erewhon. She was beautiful, dressed in a dark red velvet dress trimmed in gold, her hair was pulled up and twisted around a circlet, and her face glowed with a smile as she danced with a man Keegan had never seen before. Keegan narrowed his eyes and studied the man carefully, feeling a strange, angry twisting of his gut as he watched the two dance together. The man was tall and muscular with dark, short-cropped hair. He was dressed in a very fine green tabard with a short blue cape draped over his broad shoulders. A gold ring glinted on his right hand, which held Erewhon’s left hand carefully.
 
“Huh. That’s interesting,” Saul remarked to Keegan. “I wonder who that is dancing with Princess Erewhon?”
 
Keegan knit his brows and refrained from jabbing Saul in the ribs. “Come on. Let’s find something to eat,” he said, though his appetite was slim to none at the moment.
 
He and Saul moved from the doorway and looked for a place to sit down.
 
“Oh! Oh! Keegan! Saul! Up here!”
 
Keegan looked up at the pavilion to see Annaka waving at them, motioning them to come to the pavilion. The Queen patted Annaka’s hand and motioned for the girl to sit down, which she did hesitantly. Keegan followed Saul, and the two of them wound their way around stewards, maids, and other people, finally making their way up the steps and onto the pavilion.
 
The King stood and nodded to the two men as they approached “Ah! My friends! Please sit with us.” He motioned at two empty chairs. “Tell me, Saul, did you enjoy your time in the city? I heard that Keegan took you for an outing.”
 
Saul bowed slightly. “I did, Your Majesty. It is a beautiful city.”
 
The King nodded and sat back down. “Why, yes, it is. I am glad to call it my home.”
 
Keegan sat down in the empty chair next to Annaka, and Saul took the empty chair next to Keegan. Keegan looked out over the crowd and noticed a few envious expressions as well as interested looks thrown his and Saul’s way, but his eyes flitted up and found Erewhon and the young man still dancing together gracefully.
 
Saul cleared his throat. “Your Majesty, may I inquire who it is that dances tonight with Princess Erewhon?”
 
Keegan looked at Saul then turned to look at the King.
 
The King smiled. “Of course! That is prince Derek, son of Darth, King of the southern country, Gilidar. He has come all the way from Richem to court Erewhon.”
 
Keegan looked back at Erewhon and the prince she danced with. His heart fluttered for a moment then just seemed to stop, and a strange numbness filled his chest as he watched the smiling Princess dance with the prince of Gilidar.
 
“Here! This is amazing. You really must try it,” Saul said suddenly, plopping a large pastry onto Keegan’s plate.
 
Keegan looked at Saul. Saul glanced at him, raised his eyebrows, and motioned with his eyes at the pastry on Keegan’s plate. Keegan looked at the pastry and realized that he was not in the least bit hungry.
 
He was about to say as much when Annaka cut in, gripping Keegan’s hand. “Oh, Keegan! You must dance with me,” she said, bouncing in her seat. “I have instructed the musicians that the next song they play should be the one that I taught you to dance to.”
 
Saul choked slightly as he took a drink from his goblet. “You learned how to dance?” he coughed, looking at Keegan.
 
Keegan nodded slightly. “Yeah. Don’t kill yourself laughing about it,” he said glumly.
 
Saul smirked and took another bite of meat. “Don’t worry. I won’t laugh. I’ll just sit here and watch,” he said.
 
Annaka patted Keegan’s hand. “Oh, do hurry! The end of this song is approaching.”
 
Keegan looked at Annaka apologetically. “I’m sorry, Princess, I don’t feel like dancing tonight,” he said.
 
Annaka’s merry face fell and became filled with bitter disappointment. “Oh, but I taught you how to dance to the next song coming up, and it is Erewhon’s very favorite.” She stopped and seemed to catch herself, then she grabbed Keegan’s hand imploringly. “Please? You are going to leave tomorrow, and I would like just one last dance with you.”
 
Keegan stared at the Princess for a long moment before sighing, torn between pleasing her and wanting to just go back to his room.
 
Saul slapped Keegan on the back. “Oh, go dance with her already!”
 
Keegan looked at Saul suspiciously. “Why?” he asked.
 
Saul spiked an eyebrow and crossed his arms. “Why? For my own pleasure of watching,” he said sarcastically then cocked his head. “And because you are going to make the little princess cry.”
 
Keegan looked back at Annaka and stared at her depressed face for a long moment before sighing and nodding his head. “Very well. Just for you,” he said, shooting a hard glance at Saul.
 
Annaka’s face lit up instantly, and she clasped her hands together. “Oh, good! Thank you!” she squeezed Keegan’s hand then pushed her chair noisily away from the table and stood to her feet.
 
“Annaka! Let the stewards pull out your chair for you,” the Queen said.
 
Annaka curtsied. “I am sorry, Aunt! I will remember next time.” She turned and grabbed Keegan’s hand. “Come on!”
 
Keegan stood, bowed to the King and Queen, and then followed Annaka down the pavilion and out toward the dance floor. Keegan noticed a look of bemusement cross Walneff’s face at the other side of the room, but he tried to ignore it. Several people bowed gracefully at Annaka as she pulled Keegan onto the dance floor, and she smiled brightly at them, never letting Keegan’s hand go.
 
“Ah! Young Princess Annaka! I am so glad to see you joining us!” Prince Derek said as he and Erewhon paused dancing and looked at the twosome.
 
Keegan saw a mixture of surprise and confusion wash over Erewhon’s face as she looked between him and Annaka. “How delightful,” she commented. “Annaka, you did not tell me that Keegan could dance,” she said with a smile at her sister.
 
Annaka’s eyes widened. “Oh, my! I am sorry, Erewhon. It must have completely slipped my mind.” She looked up at Keegan and a sparkle of extreme mischief flashed in her blue eyes. “Well, to make up for it, I will let you dance with Keegan.”
 
Erewhon’s mouth dropped open slightly, and she looked at Annaka with the same look of horrified shock that Keegan felt rippling inside his stomach. Before Erewhon or Keegan could protest, Annaka dropped Keegan’s hand and grabbed Prince Derek by the arm, pulling him away. “Derek, you must dance with me. I am eager to learn if your footwork is as light as it really looks. You simply seem to glide across the floor!”
 
Derek nodded at Keegan with narrowed eyes then smiled at Erewhon. “Please enjoy yourselves,” he said, glancing at Keegan once more before Annaka pulled him away into the crowd of dancers.
 
Erewhon and Keegan stood and stared at each other, dumbfounded and speechless as the song ended and the dancers around them clapped and prepared for the next song. Annaka chattered delightfully to Derek, saying something about how she just adored the next song and was so glad that he was dancing with her through it. Keegan looked down at the floor sheepishly. He should have known Annaka was up to something. He looked back up at Erewhon to apologize but instead became lost in the beautiful green eyes that stared back at him softly, almost tenderly.
 
The next song began with the touch of a harp and soft pipes to follow afterward. Keegan slowly reached out his right hand toward Erewhon then paused, staring at her. She stared at him for a moment, her face impassive, then she reached out and took his hand. Keegan recalled the steps that Annaka taught him, and soon he and Erewhon were gracefully moving across the dance floor, hand in hand.
 
Erewhon conducted each step of the song like a swimming swan. She was smooth and perfect in every spin and step. Her green eyes rarely moved from Keegan’s, and they stared at him with a soft, gentle light shining behind them, like she was in a dream. Keegan felt like he was in a dream, stepping in time with her, holding her small, fragile hands in his and gazing untiringly into her eyes. Breathing did not come easy to Keegan for some reason as he stared into Erewhon’s eyes, but he hardly noticed. He felt like he was flying, stretching out a pair of his own wings and dancing in the bright clouds of the sky above. 
 
There was a slight pause in the song as it neared the close, and this somehow affected Erewhon. She blinked and color rushed to her cheeks as she looked down. She looked back up at Keegan, but this time her eyes held extreme conflict in them. They both stopped dancing as she removed her hands from his and stepped away from him. She stared at him, her eyes glistening with sadness.
 
Keegan stepped back, gasping as if he had not taken a single breath while they had been dancing. His hands tingled and burned, and his heart raced as sweat formed into beads on his neck and back. 
 
He bowed. “I- I’m sorry. Good evening, My Lady.” And without looking back up, he turned and practically bolted for the courtyard doors. However, he managed to restrain himself just enough to assume a fast walk. He didn’t slow down when he made it outside but kept the same fast walking pace all the way across the stone yard, into the dark corridor, up the stairs, and down the corridor to his room. When he was in his room, he shut the door and slumped against it, feeling more relaxed now that he was enveloped in the darkness of his room, but his heart and mind still raced with anxiety.
 
What had happened? He didn’t understand what was affecting him or why. Why had dancing with the Princess elated him so? Why had being with her and breaking away from her frightened him so badly? All of those sensations were numbed as he ran the image of the prince and the words of the King concerning the prince through his memory: “Prince Derek…here…to court Erewhon.”
 
Keegan slid down the door and sat on the floor, the numbness he felt in his chest touching every part of his body and senses, just like it had after he had buried his father and mother. He stared into the darkness of his room, trying to understand. He had lost something, something that he held dear, and he didn’t even know what it was he had lost or why.
 
 
 



Chapter 18: Dark Mysteries
As he placed his things onto Ardor’s back, Keegan let a yawn escape his mouth. Saul walked up with a saddle in his arms and paused to look at Keegan. 
 
“Did you sleep well last night?” Saul asked.
 
“Yes. I slept fine,” Keegan lied. He had not slept well at all. He spent half the night awake, trying to stop thinking about Prince Derek and Princess Erewhon, and when he had finally gotten to sleep, he had another nightmare about the woman Demitreah. Saul seemed to study Keegan for a moment then shrugged and moved on to his horse’s stall.
 
Keegan stroked Ardor on the neck and let his mind wander to his nightmare. The witch had been hunting for him, searching for him and chasing him, but she never caught him. She then turned her attentions to Erewhon, forcing Keegan to come out of hiding to save the Princess. Three times it happened. The first two times Keegan was able to prevent the witch from taking Erewhon, but the third time, no matter what he did or how hard he tried, he was unable to save Erewhon. He chased after them and tried to fight the witch, he tried to rescue the Princess, but then a horrible dark shadow, like a dragon, swept over Keegan, and everything disappeared and went completely black.
 
Keegan felt a shudder starting to crawl up his spine, and he fought to keep it away. The darkness in his dream had been so great that he thought he would never be able to wake up. The shudder in Keegan’s spine turned icy hot, and a feverish feeling began to race up and down his back. At the same time, a glow in his chest began to pulse and ache as a strange sense of urgency washed over him. Ardor sensed the change and nuzzled Keegan gently then tossed his head up and snorted loudly as he began to paw the floor.
 
“Pharrgon,” Keegan gasped silently under his breath as he put a hand on his chest, the glow inside of him aching badly at the thought of the dragon.
 
“Keegan, are you all right?”
 
Keegan turned to see Walneff standing on the other side of Ardor’s stall, staring at him with a slight hint of concern showing in his diamond blue eyes.
 
Keegan shook his head. “I don’t know,” he answered in a shaky voice. “Something’s wrong.” He turned back to Ardor and began to stroke the tense muscles of the stallion’s neck. “Easy, Ardor. Easy,” he said, trying to console them both. He turned to look back at Walneff, but found the old man gone.
 
“Are you ready?” Saul asked as he led the big draft gelding out of his stall, redirecting Keegan’s attention. “The King wanted to see us off and wish us well. We had better not keep him waiting.”
 
Keegan nodded, feeling the ache in his chest beginning to dissipate. “Yeah. Ardor and I are both ready,” he said as he gripped Ardor by the reins and led him out of the stall. “We’ve been ready for a while now. We were just waiting on you,” he said, forcing a smile to his face.
 
Saul smirked, but his brown eyes did not sparkle with the normal merry light that they usually did when he or Keegan made a joke. “Well, there’s one in every crowd, I guess.” He seemed to study Keegan carefully for a moment, then he patted his big horse as it bobbed its head up and down impatiently. “Steady, Tormad! We’ll be gone soon.”
 
Just then, Walneff walked by them both, leading his dapple gray gelding behind him, saddled and packed. “Come now. We haven’t all day to just stand around.”
 
Keegan and Saul exchanged glances then quickly began to follow behind Walneff.
 
“I did not know you were coming, Walneff,” Saul said. “I thought…well, here is where we’d say goodbye.”
 
Walneff cleared his throat. “Plans change, young Saul. And with me, plans change a lot.”
 
Saul shrugged. “Oh, I see,” he mumbled silently.
 
“What exactly did your plans change to so suddenly?” Keegan asked.
 
“I have business near Lake Anuran,” Walneff replied, looking back. “And the change was not as sudden as you presume, Keegan. I knew I’d be going to Lake Anuran, especially after you went to visit your ‘friend’ so impulsively the other day. It was only a matter of time.” And with that he walked out past the doors and into the open grounds.
 
Saul looked at Keegan. “What did he mean by that?” he asked.
 
Keegan sighed and rubbed his chest where the ache still was. “I have a feeling that you and I will both find out soon.”
 
Ardor nudged Keegan and flicked his tail anxiously as they stepped out of the stable and into the sunshine. Walneff led them to the gates where the King, Queen, and the two Princesses were waiting for them.
 
Keegan’s eyes instinctively rested on Erewhon. She was holding Annaka’s hand but was looking at the Queen, who was speaking to her. She looked away from her aunt at the sound of the horse’s approach, her eyes turning directly to Keegan. Keegan looked away when their eyes met, feeling heat rush through him, intensifying the pain in his chest and making his gut twist nervously.
 
“My dear Walneff! You also are leaving us? This is most unexpected,” the Queen said.
 
“It is not as unexpected as it may seem,” Walneff replied. “I will ride with these two young men for a short time. Then I must be away on business to Lake Anuran.”
 
The Queen nodded slightly. “Well, I had hoped that you would stay a little longer with us this time, but, to be honest, I expected your stay to be brief.”
 
Walneff put his hand on his chest. “You must forgive me for my sudden departure. I go with a heavy heart.” 
 
The Queen nodded gracefully and then looked at the King. The King studied the three men standing before them, letting his gaze finally rest on Keegan. “I cannot think of any greater gift to give than that which you have given me, and not me only, but to all of us.” He stepped forward and placed his hand on Keegan’s shoulder. “I thank you, Keegan, for willingly giving aid to both of my nieces in their time of trouble. I thank Dayspring that He sent you to them. If ever you should need help, call on me, and I will do all I can for you.”
 
Keegan inclined his head. “And for your hospitality and the kindness you have shown me, I thank you. I am deeply grateful for it.”
 
The King nodded then stepped over to Saul and grasped his hand warmly. “Be careful, Saul. You are always welcome here, though I hope that you never come to us again in such an ill state of health as you did this first time.”
 
Saul smiled and shook the King’s hand. “I hope also to come again in good health,” he said. “I thank you for providing the wonderful care that got me back up on my feet and for the hospitality you have offered me.”
 
The King smiled at Saul and patted his hand, then looked over at Walneff. He stepped over to Walneff and seemed at a loss for words. He stared at the old man for a long moment, seemingly torn between formality and emotion. 
 
“What words can I say that you have not already heard, my friend?” he finally said with a slight chuckle and a hard swallow. “You have been like a father to me, and I am always greatly grieved when you leave but overjoyed when you return. For your return, I wait most eagerly.” He smiled. “Though I do wish you would keep in contact while you’re away.”
 
Walneff smiled kindly. “If I kept in contact, my return would be less joyous. And you need not grieve at my leaving, for we all come and go in this world. However, we all should look forward to the day when we will meet again in a better place, a place of peace, rest, and life,” Walneff said and placed his hand on the King’s arm.
 
The King embraced Walneff tightly for a moment then stepped back, his eyes glistening but his face firm. “Farewell, my friend, until we meet again.” He bowed to Walneff respectfully then turned and walked back to the queen’s side.
 
Annaka stepped away from Erewhon and walked up to Keegan. “I will miss you very much, Keegan. I hope I didn’t make your stay too miserable,” she said with a trembling lip.
 
Keegan smiled. “You could never make me miserable.” He flicked her chin with his finger. “Now, chin up, Princess. I have a gift for you.” He turned, pulled out his dagger, then cut a lock of hair from Ardor’s mane. 
 
“Ardor and I would both like you to have this,” he said as he twisted the lock of hair and held it out to Annaka. “It’s a lucky charm. Wherever you go, take it with you. It will bring you good luck.”
 
Annaka took the lock of hair like it was a precious jewel, then she wrapped her arms around Keegan’s waist and squeezed. “Thank you, Keegan. Thank you so much. Please, please do come back and see us,” she said as she stepped back.
 
Keegan nodded his head. “I will do my best,” he said.
 
Annaka turned and bid Saul and Walneff a brief goodbye before walking back to Erewhon’s side, holding the lock of Ardor’s hair in her hand tightly.
 
Erewhon took a step forward and inclined her regal head to all three of them before finally speaking. “All my feelings of gratitude and well wishes have been expressed by my uncle and sister. All that is left for me to say is farewell and may your journey be safe.” She glanced at Keegan briefly, her green eyes betraying sadness, and stepped back to Annaka’s side.
 
Walneff turned and mounted his horse, and Saul and Keegan quickly followed his example. The large gates opened, and the three urged their horses to move beyond them. Keegan looked behind his shoulder as the gates began to close behind him. He gave a gentle wave to Annaka then let his eyes linger on Erewhon until the gates closed with a clang, blocking her from his view.
 
The icy hot feeling rushed up and down Keegan’s spine again, and the pain in his chest grew, as well as the feeling of urgency. Ardor began to prance and snort, sensing the change again. Keegan had to struggle to keep him under control as they trotted down the busy streets of Elinralis.
 
Walneff pulled up his horse and moved in beside Keegan and Ardor. “As soon as we are outside of the city, you must race for Pharrgon.”
 
“What about you and Saul? How will you keep up?” Keegan asked.
 
“Saul and I will keep up. That is all that matters,” he said.
 
“Walneff, I have never felt such urgency before. My chest aches with it,” Keegan rubbed his chest as he spoke, hardly believing that he was confiding in Walneff and slightly embarrassed that his voice cracked with some emotion as he spoke.
 
Walneff nodded. “I assume that it is the feeling of a dragon being hunted,” he said, looking at Keegan. “How do you intend to explain this to Saul?” he asked.
 
Keegan shrugged. “He’ll figure it out as soon as he sees Pharrgon. We’ll explain the rest later.”
 
Walneff sighed. “That will be for certain,” he mumbled.
 
It seemed to take ages for them to reach the Northern gate and pass under it and out into the open, but as soon as they had, Ardor began to prance and snort, straining against the bit as Keegan struggled to hold him from bolting until the gates were some distance behind them.
 
Keegan moved Ardor up beside Saul’s tall horse and looked up at him. “I’m in a hurry to get to Lake Anuran. My friend there needs help. Try to keep up.”
 
Saul spiked an eyebrow and looked back at Walneff but nodded his head in agreement.
 
Keegan gave the reins slack and let Ardor move into a lope. Once they had moved away from Saul and Walneff’s horses, he leaned forward and allowed Ardor to have his head. The golden stallion stretched his head out, pointed his nose into the wind, and galloped northward with fury. His ears lay flat against his head and his muscles were tense and tight as they flew across the ground with incredible speed. Keegan hoped that Walneff and Saul were able to keep up, but he wasn’t about to slow down for them.
 
Even at the speed they were traveling, ages crawled by as he and Ardor galloped. Finally, they topped a hill, and the vast Anuran Lake lay sprawled out before them in all its glistening glory. Keegan pulled Ardor to a sharp halt and looked back to find that Saul and Walneff were about three hills behind him, galloping hard to catch up. Ardor pawed the ground restlessly and turned in a circle, but Keegan held him in check, wanting to give Saul and Walneff a chance to catch up.
 
A giant roar drew Keegan’s attention back toward the lake, and he saw a large plume of black smoke rise into the air from Pharrgon’s boulders in the distance. Ardor whinnied and reared on his back legs, straining against the bit. Keegan reached back and drew his sword. Feeling a rush of energy course through him, he let the stallion have his head once again. They sped down the hill and charged out onto the beach of the lake, making straight for the boulders that surrounded the dragon’s cave.
 
As they galloped down the beach, another roar pierced the air, followed by an unrecognizable burning object that hurled through the air, over the boulders and beach, and crashed into the lake, leaving behind the foul stench of burnt flesh and hair. Ardor approached the mass of giant boulders and came to a quick stop, his hooves grinding against the small rocks and stones that were strewn across the area. Keegan jumped from Ardor’s back and charged up the sloping ground, picking his way through the maze of boulders and across the uneven ground as quickly as he could.
 
“Keegan!” Pharrgon’s protective roar alerted Keegan to a long, black blade that was whistling through the air straight for his neck.
 
He ducked under the blade, feeling the wind from it on the top of his head. He swung his sword blindly at a black mass in the corner of his eye as he jumped up on a large, flat rock that afforded him some higher, more stable ground. A tall, hideous creature snarled at Keegan as it raised its strange, black blade and gripped the hilt tightly, flexing the powerful muscles in its arms. Mottled black skin reminded Keegan of pond muck, and piercing yellow-orange eyes burned with bloodlust. A perfect set of white fangs were bared at Keegan.
 
The Roshar snarled again and strode up to the rock, swinging its long blade at Keegan’s legs. Keegan jumped over the black blade and swung his blade deftly for the beast’s head. The Roshar ducked under the blow then made a vicious swipe at Keegan’s legs with its clawed hand. Keegan jumped back from the swipe, but not before one of the claws tore down the leg of his pants. He jabbed at the Roshar then drew his dagger and ran forward, jumping over the head of the monster and landing on the ground behind it with a bend of his knees. He spun around to face it, just as it turned toward him. It raised its sword, but before it could swing, Keegan thrust his dagger forward into the abdomen of the beast.
 
The Roshar hissed and buckled over, its grip loosening on its sword. However, its large hand shot up and slapped against Keegan’s face with incredible force, sending Keegan flying several feet before hitting the ground. Keegan groaned and forced himself to his feet, still holding his sword tightly. He spotted the Roshar kneeling over a pool of its own dark blood and decided that the monster would soon be dead.
 
He turned and charged further up the slope, being more wary as he rounded the boulders. Finally, he came to the mouth of the cave, which was completely concealed in thick, black smoke. He heard a loud hiss from inside the cave and noticed that the smoke began to swirl quickly around the mouth of the cave. He felt a surge of hot air escape the cave, and he instantly dropped to the ground. A stream of red fire roared from the cave and disappeared into the air over his head. 
 
“You waste your flame, dragon!” a rough voice snarled from inside the cave.
 
A low growl echoed from deep inside the cave. “At least it creates smoke,” Pharrgon snarled.
 
“The smoke does not affect me,” the rough voice replied.
 
“But I know the fire does,” Pharrgon snarled, and another stream of flame exited the cave mouth.
 
Keegan stood slowly and peered into the cave but could see nothing. He covered his mouth tightly and stifled a cough from the thick smoke. He took better hold of his sword and placed his free arm over his mouth and nose. He then stepped up on a boulder and pulled himself up into the cave, blinking as his eyes smarted from the black smoke. Suddenly, something strong and large barreled into Keegan’s middle, punching him backwards out of the cave.
 
He heard Pharrgon roar angrily as he hit the rocky ground with a thud, and he barely had time to get to his feet before a great, black monster came flying out of the cave mouth. The large Roshar landed on both feet in front of Keegan and snarled, raising two short swords with strange marbled blades and aiming them for Keegan’s throat. He crossed the blades and jabbed them forward. Keegan ducked under the blades then jumped back at the Roshar, making another jab for him. He fell to one knee as a stone slipped out from under him, and he raised his sword to block a blow from one of the blades as he struggled to regain his footing.
 
“Keegan!” Pharrgon roared from the cave.
 
Keegan blocked another blow from one of the Roshar’s blades, but then the beast leaned in and slammed its elbow into Keegan’s chest. Keegan flew backwards for a few feet before landing on the ground. The rocks gave way under him, and he began sliding down the slope, unable to gain his breath, unable to bring the world into focus, and unable to stop his decent down the rocky slope. Finally, a boulder in the path stopped his roll down the slope. He raised his head and gasped for air, seeing nothing but a spinning world around him and feeling hot blood running down his face from a cut on his head.
 
He heard an angry roar from Pharrgon, along with the pounding and thrashing of the great dragon’s tail and the whizzing sound of arrows striking stone, but he also heard approaching footsteps. He blinked, forcing the world to stop spinning and to come back into focus. The large Roshar was approaching him coolly, with pleasure and confidence clearly written on its face. Keegan staggered up to his feet, still gasping for air, and raised his sword. The Roshar charged forward, swinging both swords independently on either side of Keegan.
 
Keegan felt a rush of energy enter him from his ring, and he was just barely able to block all of the Roshar’s lethal blows. He dropped and rolled off to the side as the Roshar once again crossed its two blades and thrust them at Keegan’s neck. He lunged forward with his sword aimed at the monster’s abdomen, which was protected by a strange, black armor. The Roshar used his blades to catch Keegan’s in mid thrust, locking their blades together. Keegan grit his teeth, and the Roshar tried to twist his sword from his hand. He twisted his sword slightly and pushed it forward, nicking the Roshar’s right wrist. The beast growled as its grip loosened on the sword, and Keegan was able to pull his sword free and knock the blade from the Roshar’s hand.
 
The monster watched his blade fly from his hand, seemingly unconcerned with its wound. It drew the wounded hand in close then slapped the back of it across Keegan’s face with a snarl. The force of the impact knocked Keegan up against the side of a boulder and stunned him, making the world start to spin around him again.
 
“Keegan!” Pharrgon’s desperate roar was followed by an angry hiss. The great golden dragon rounded a boulder and uttered a vicious hissing snarl as his eyes locked onto the Roshar standing before Keegan.
 
Suddenly, two arrows whizzed through the air and hit Pharrgon’s face, around his eyes, bouncing off his scales harmlessly, but making him flinch and back up, nonetheless. Keegan’s vision cleared just enough to see two other Roshar up on the boulders, firing arrows at Pharrgon, aiming for his eyes and nostrils. The great dragon shot fire into the air defensively, but the Roshar above avoided the flames easily and continued to fire arrows.
 
Keegan gritted his teeth and stood to his full height, anger fueling him on. The Roshar standing before him raised its blade and thrust it forward. Keegan deflected the blow with the cross guard of his sword, then he tilted his wrist and slammed the pommel of his sword into the Roshar’s face. The beast staggered back a few steps, and before he could retaliate, Keegan raised his sword parallel with the ground and thrust the tip forward toward the beast’s heart.
 
The Roshar saw the deadly stroke coming and moved sideways, roaring as Keegan’s blade embedded itself into its muscular shoulder. The Roshar glared at Keegan and jerked its arm back harshly, yanking the sword out of Keegan’s grasp, and causing Keegan to stumble forward where the beast’s fist met Keegan’s face with a crunch.
 
Keegan stumbled backward several steps, his ears ringing, and the world growing momentarily dark as he felt hot blood running from his nose and down his face. He caught a large rock to help hold himself steady, and he blinked to clear his vision. The Roshar grabbed Keegan’s sword by the blade and slowly pulled it free from its mangled shoulder, unperturbed by the pain. It kept its flaring yellow eyes locked on Keegan until the sword was dislodged, then it glanced at the bloodied blade just before throwing it away. Keegan watched helplessly as his blade clattered among the rocks several feet away. He looked back at the Roshar to see the beast striding toward him with fangs bared and sword raised.
 
“Keegan!” Pharrgon’s roar was more desperate than ever.
 
Keegan tried to move away, attempting to drop to the ground, but the Roshar caught him by the throat with a snarl and jerked its short sword forward. Icy hot pain ripped through Keegan’s shoulder as the beast drove the blade home and twisted, meaning to cause Keegan the same pain that the beast had just suffered. Keegan cried out in agony, but his cry was muffled by Pharrgon’s thunderous roar. The Roshar yanked his blade out of Keegan’s shoulder and snarled, setting the sharp edge next to Keegan’s throat.
 
Suddenly, huge ivory teeth clamped around the shoulder and torso of the Roshar, and yanked the beast away from Keegan. Pharrgon brutally slammed the monster to the ground, then put his foot over the top of the beast and snarled viciously, his golden eyes burning like giant pits of fire and a strong rumbling sound reverberating from his chest and belly. 
 
The Roshar, in a final attempt, lifted its marbled blade and cut across Pharrgon’s scales. The dragon roared, and Keegan gasped as he watched the blade cut through Pharrgon’s iron-hard scales as easily as a dull knife would cut through soft butter. Pharrgon grabbed the sword and yanked it away from the Roshar, flinging it against the boulders with a hiss. He lowered his open maw next to the Roshar and, with a dreadful snap of his jaws, severed the beast’s head from its shoulders. 
 
Keegan watched as the dragon raised his head and stepped back. Dark blood ran down his ivory teeth and golden lips until bright yellow flames came roaring from the dragon’s mouth, turning the Roshar’s decapitated body into ash. Another arrow whizzed through the air and bounced off Pharrgon’s brow, coming uncomfortably close to his eye. The dragon snarled angrily and slapped his tail on the ground, looking up at the Roshar archer.
 
The Roshar nocked another arrow onto his bowstring and pulled back, his bright yellow eyes taking careful aim, but he let go of the string, his arrow flying amiss, and dropped his bow as a glazed, painful look came into its eyes. Saul stood up behind the beast and gripped it by the shoulder, yanking his sword free from its back only to jab it forward once again. Pharrgon snarled and stood on his haunches, stretching out his long neck and opening his mouth.
 
Saul pulled his sword free from the beast again and then pushed it forward, right into the embrace of Pharrgon’s mouth. Pharrgon snapped his jaws shut and dropped the mangled beast onto the ground, turning it into a pile of gray ash. Keegan watched Saul stare at the dragon with a steely gaze for a moment before turning and disappearing from Keegan’s sight somewhere at the top of the boulder.
 
“Keegan!” Walneff’s voice echoing around the boulders was a comforting sound to Keegan, and he turned his head and watched as the old man came into view, scrambling around the large rocks with a bloodied sword in hand.
 
Walneff paused and looked first at Pharrgon then at Keegan, his eyes narrowing just before he began to hurry toward Keegan with renewed speed. Pharrgon turned from burning the body and moved near to Keegan, lowering his head next to him.
 
“Keegan is wounded,” he said as Walneff approached them.
 
“I could see that from over there,” Walneff replied with a nod of his head as he stopped next to Keegan and set his sword down, pulling Keegan’s red handled dagger from his belt. “Next time, use your dagger on a Roshar. Don’t leave it there for him to use on me,” Walneff said as he cut Keegan’s bloody sleeve off, wadding it up and pressing it against Keegan’s wound.
 
Keegan grimaced as the sudden pressure caused more pain. “He wasn’t dead yet?” He asked as Walneff grabbed his hand and laid it against his wound.
 
“Hold that in place until I cut some fresh rags,” Walneff said, digging into a pouch on his side. “It takes a great deal to kill a Roshar. A knife to the belly has rarely been effective,” he said as he pulled a handkerchief from his pouch and wadded it up, placing it behind Keegan’s shoulder.
 
“Someday you will have to tell me how you know so much about Roshar,” Keegan said, sucking in his breath as Walneff pushed the rag against his shoulder.
 
“Someday, perhaps,” Walneff said quietly.
 
“How is he?” Saul asked as he approached them.
 
Pharrgon’s eyes snapped up, locking onto the tall man, and he snarled, making Saul stop dead in his tracks.
 
“Peace, Pharrgon,” Walneff said as he continued to work at Keegan’s wound. “You know that Saul is a friend.” Walneff glanced back at Saul. “The knife pierced all the way through. It passed through the fleshy part of his shoulder, so there is only minor damage done.”
 
Keegan looked at Walneff, cringing as hot pain throbbed up and down his neck and arm from the wound on his shoulder. “Minor damage?” he scoffed “It doesn’t feel minor.”
 
Walneff looked at Keegan, his eyes showing the slightest amusement. “At least you are feeling it. If it were a deadly wound, you probably would not be feeling a thing.”
 
Keegan closed his eyes and groaned as the pain intensified for a moment at Walneff’s probing.
 
Pharrgon snarled again. “You are hurting him,” he uttered in a low tone.
 
Walneff sighed and stopped what he was doing, looking up at the golden dragon. “One of the Roshar archers escaped. Go fly and see if you can track him.”
 
Pharrgon snorted. “He is gone. I would rather stay.”
 
Walneff huffed. “I cannot tell you what to do, but if you are going to stay, be silent and let me do my work!”
 
Keegan opened his eyes as Walneff grabbed the bottom of his shirt and began to rip it.
 
“I must use your shirt,” Walneff said, and he tore a strip from it. “You can get a new one later.”
 
Keegan grimaced and looked at Saul, who was watching Pharrgon with awe and intimidation written clearly on his face. “Don’t be afraid of Pharrgon,” Keegan said, drawing Saul’s attention. “He is a good friend and generally very agreeable. He’s just a little upset right now.”
 
Pharrgon snorted. “You could have been killed. Was I not supposed to be upset?”
 
Keegan smiled weakly, moving his hand away from his wound and reaching out to stroke the dragon’s soft nose scales.
 
“Hold it!” Walneff said, grabbing Keegan’s hand and pushing it back onto his wound.
 
Pharrgon sighed and flicked his tail irritably, while Saul cautiously came up next to Walneff.
 
“What can I do to help?” Saul asked.
 
Walneff nodded at Keegan’s shoulder. “Hold this here. And this here.” He employed both of Saul’s hands to hold wadded rags in place, then he stepped back, took Keegan’s knife, and ripped down the front of his robe, cutting out a long, wide strip of gray cloth. “Pharrgon, where is the knife that pierced Keegan?” he asked as he cut the strip from his robe.
 
Pharrgon turned and walked away, sniffing through the rocks on the ground while Walneff took the long strip of cloth and began to bind it around Keegan’s shoulder.
 
“The sword. It cut through Pharrgon’s scales,” Keegan said, groaning slightly as Walneff and Saul worked to tie up his bandages.
 
Walneff nodded. “Yes. I believe it is dragon metal,” he said, “which is a rare, valuable metal that can cut through the hardest of materials, especially dragon scales.”
 
Pharrgon returned with the blade hanging from his mouth.
 
“Saul, take the blade from Pharrgon,” Walneff ordered as he finished tucking the ends of the wrap around Keegan’s shoulder.
 
Saul hesitated for a moment until Pharrgon lowered his head and held the blade out, then he stepped forward cautiously, took the blade from Pharrgon’s mouth, his eyes widening at the sight of the dragon’s huge ivory teeth, and then stepped back to Walneff’s side.
 
Walneff took the sword from Saul and looked it over, nodding his head. “It is as I thought.” He handed the sword back to Saul. “Take this, and put it with my blankets on my horse. Then gather the horses and prepare to ride.” He turned to Keegan. “You will ride Pharrgon.” He looked up at the dragon. “Will you take him to the eastern side of the lake and wait for us in the Thieves Forest?”
 
Pharrgon nodded his majestic head and lowered himself to the ground, flattening himself out as much as possible to make the climb easier for Keegan.
 
“Keegan is going to ride the dragon?” Saul asked with high-pitched disbelief in his voice.
 
“I’ve done it before,” Keegan said, though he did note to himself that he had always ridden the dragon when he was in excellent health and physical condition.
 
Walneff turned and waved Saul off. “Go do what I told you to do! And hurry with it!” He turned and carefully wrapped his arm behind Keegan, supporting him and helping him to stand. Keegan was surprised at the Walneff’s steadiness, strength, and gentleness. It seemed a great contrast to the usual gruff and grumpy nature of an old man.
 
Keegan gritted his teeth as he and Walneff climbed up Pharrgon’s foreleg and up to his shoulders. He sat down at the base of the dragon’s neck with a sigh of relief, leaning forward and tucking his arms under his chest, resting the side of his face against Pharrgon’s warm, smooth scales.
 
Walneff took off his cape and put it over Keegan, making sure to tuck it securely around Keegan’s arms and legs. “It promises to be a warm day, but where dragons roam is often more brisk than where humans reside.”
 
It took Keegan a moment to understand that Walneff was saying the air in the sky can sometimes be cooler than that on the ground, especially when riding on a flying dragon.
 
“I’ll be fine,” Keegan said. “Pharrgon wouldn’t let me catch a cold.”
 
Walneff snorted and finished tucking the last of his cape around Keegan’s legs. “Well, it never hurts to take extra precautions.” He gently patted Keegan on the shoulder then climbed down the dragon’s leg. “We will meet you in the forest.”
 
“Very good.” Pharrgon stood carefully and turned his golden head around to look at Keegan. “Are you ready?” he asked.
 
Keegan sighed. “As ready as I will ever be,” he replied, grimacing as more pain rippled through his shoulder.
 
Pharrgon turned his face forward and began to weave his huge mass through and around the huge boulders, making his way toward the open beach where he could open his wings and take off into the air.
 
Keegan was amazed at how little movement he experienced while on the dragon’s back. On a horse, he would have felt every movement the animal made, but on Pharrgon, he felt like he was practically lying still. Only the slight tightening of Pharrgon’s muscles under him and the movement of the boulders on either side of them, told Keegan that they were moving. Pharrgon paused next to the body of the Roshar that Walneff must have killed and breathed fire onto it, turning it to dust before moving on.
 
Walneff and Saul were already at a full gallop down the beach with Ardor in tow when Pharrgon emerged from the cover of the giant boulders. Keegan braced himself as Pharrgon stretched his wings out and crouched back on his haunches. The dragon launched himself into the air gracefully but not with his full power. He began flapping his wings rapidly to make up for his loss of momentum, all the while keeping one eye on Keegan.
 
Keegan watched as the lake slowly moved under them. The dragon’s beating wings slowed to a measured pace. Pharrgon circled in the air and soared over Walneff and Saul, flying toward the tip of the lake where a few shepherds with their flock of sheep stood at the water’s brink, watching the spectacle. The sheep scattered in unison as Pharrgon approached, while their shepherds began running in circles, obviously panicking at the sight of the dragon coming at them. It was an amusing scene to watch, people running in circles and little white puffs of wool running in each direction, each one on its own, until Pharrgon again wheeled in the air and started heading east, ever gaining altitude.
 
Keegan raised his face up and smelled the cool, clear air, enjoying the warmth of the sun on his back and Pharrgon’s warm, soft scales under him. He finally lowered his head with a groan as his shoulder continued to throb. He closed his eyes, suddenly feeling tired.
 
Why had the Roshar attacked Pharrgon? Why did it seem these monsters were appearing out of nowhere, and why did it seem that they were focusing on him and Pharrgon?
 
Keegan sighed, feeling slumber knocking at the door of his consciousness. He would ask Pharrgon and Walneff his questions later. For now, he just wanted to sleep, sleep and relish in the comfort of being in the vast sky with Pharrgon, out of the reach of swords, pain, and fear. If he could, he would stay in the sky forever, but he knew it was impossible. Not even a dragon could stay in the sky forever.
 
 
 



Chapter 19: The Last Piece of Home
Keegan sighed as the rhythmic clopping of hooves against the ground began to bore him. He looked around, but the landscape was still the same: completely flat with miles of knee-high, yellow grass that waved and rolled with the wind, spreading out in every direction as far as the eye could see. The White Mountains to his left were the only thing breaking up the monotony.
 
He had forgotten what the wild lands, the plains, were like. Everything was open and revealing; its vastness making him feel very small and, with no obstacles to take cover in, under, or around, making him feel exposed and vulnerable. There were no trees, no rocks, no hills, nothing to give characteristics to the land. Just miles and miles of wide, open flat ground. 
 
Keegan sighed again and rubbed his shoulder then began to scratch it, digging the ends of his fingers in and rubbing his still- healing wound as hard as he could.
 
“Stop doing that, Keegan!” Saul scolded. “You remember what Walneff said, so stop clawing at it.”
 
“I do remember what Walneff said, but if you had been stabbed in the shoulder by a sword, you would be doing the same thing!” Keegan said with an irritated tone but lowered his hand just the anyway. “Are we nearly there?” he asked.
 
Saul slapped the palm of his hand against his forehead. “You ask that question every five minutes. When will you stop?” He looked at Keegan.
 
Keegan frowned. “When I see the house, then I will stop.”
 
“Keegan, have patience,” Pharrgon said as he completed a ring of summersaults around the duo and their horses.
 
“Patience is for dragons,” Keegan muttered.
 
“But dragons must learn it, just as humans must,” Pharrgon replied.
 
Keegan made no reply. He was tired, uncomfortable, and anxious to have the journey over and to finally see Alia again. It seemed to Keegan that the last leg of this trip had been especially long. For two weeks they had been traveling, and for half of that Keegan had really been doing nothing except resting. Pharrgon had insisted that Keegan stay off horseback for the better part of a week. He instead took Keegan and flew ahead of Saul and Walneff then landed and made Keegan rest for the entire day until Walneff and Saul arrived later in the evening with the horses. Walneff would then tend to his wounds, plastering them with oil and herbs, and then he was forced to rest again.
 
Needless to say, by the fourth day, he was very restless, and, for some reason, when Walneff broke off from the group to go tend to “other matters”, Keegan’s restlessness increased. However, over this time, Saul had come to accept Keegan as a Valad Drakoan and had become good friends with Pharrgon, growing very fond the dragon. Keegan would never have imagined or even hoped for Saul to grow so close to the dragon and especially in such a short amount of time. It made him glad to hear Saul ask Pharrgon questions, advice, and listen intently to the dragon’s stories.
 
Saul sighed, drawing Keegan’s attention.
 
“What?” Keegan asked.
 
Saul shook his head. “Oh, nothing. I was just thinking of Walneff,” he replied. “I miss the old man. Even though he could be a bit sharp-tongued at times, I generally enjoyed his companionship. He was very brilliant and insightful.”
 
Pharrgon completed another ring of midair summersaults around them. “You are wise to say such, for among men, you will find none wiser than Walneff.”
 
Saul nodded his head. “I hope he is all right,” he said, “and that we see him again.”
 
Pharrgon seemed to chuckle. “You will see him again,” he said as he opened his wings and alighted on the ground softly, deciding to walk next to the horses for a bit.
 
For the next couple of hours, very little was said as the company walked. When the sun began to set, though, Keegan began to fidget in his saddle and claw at his shoulder again.
 
“Keegan. Calm down,” Pharrgon said softly.
 
Keegan huffed. “How can I be calm? I have not seen Alia in thirteen years! What will she think? What will she do when she sees how much I’ve changed?” Keegan asked as he nervously ran his fingers through his thick, long brown hair.
 
“Yes. You have changed,” Pharrgon replied calmly. “But, they are not men. They are women. Women have an understanding and gentleness in them, an ability to accept many things that men cannot. You are used to being unaccepted by men, but I have no doubt that these women will readily accept you.”
 
Keegan looked up at Pharrgon and found the great dragon looking down on him with a reassuring smile and a sparkle in his golden eyes.
 
“We are not far now,” Saul said. “Pharrgon, you are right that the girls will accept Keegan quickly, but I do not think that they will feel the same way about you.” Saul turned and looked at the dragon. “You should go into hiding until the time is right.”
 
“I will do so,” Pharrgon agreed, “but I will stay near enough to watch.” With that, he spread his wings and leapt into the air, making a low circle around the horses before soaring into the sky toward the White Mountains and disappearing from sight.
 
Keegan began to fidget and squirm in his saddle again. 
 
Saul rolled his eyes. “Keegan, let’s race.” And without further hesitation, he urged Tormad into a fast gallop.
 
Keegan followed suit on Ardor and found that the big draft horse was not easily outmatched, much to the displeasure of Ardor. The two horses galloped alongside each other for several minutes. Tormad was starting to break into a sweat and breathe heavily, but Ardor was still fresh and beginning to enjoy watching his rival wane in strength. But Tormad snorted and pushed himself forward, unwilling to hand the victory over to Ardor so easily. Presently, a small, mud house came into view. Saul and Keegan drew their horses in to a walk, ending the race.
 
“Here you are, Keegan: your journey’s end,” Saul said, looking at Keegan with a smile.
 
Keegan nodded without a smile and swallowed, taking a deep breath as he realized that his little sister would be under that roof. She was his last connection to his past, to home.
 
Their approach to the house seemed slow but too fast at the same time. What would Alia be like now? What kind of woman was she? What would she think of him? What would he do if she rejected him? When they could see moving shadows through the tiny window of the mud house, Keegan’s gut began to churn with anticipation and thousands of doubts and questions began to run through his mind.
 
“Hello, girls! I’m home!” Saul called out loudly, startling Keegan.
 
Saul looked at Keegan, noting his startled expression, and shrugged. “It’s better to let them know we are here than to surprise them. Surprises aren’t usually very nice in the wild.”
 
The door on the little house was flung open, and two women came rushing out with delight beaming on their faces. Their expressions changed to looks of surprise and confusion, however, when they saw Keegan. Saul halted his horse and stepped down to the ground, smiling lightly at the two women and glancing back at Keegan. He fiddled with his horse’s reins, showing some anxiousness.
 
Keegan sat silently in his saddle for a moment, searching the two female faces that looked from him to Saul with questioning glances. One of the girls had long, dark hair tied in two braids, and the other had fine, light red hair tied up in a bun that gleamed in the light of the setting sun. The latter stared at him with an odd expression forming on her face and, as he stared at her in return, a lump built in his throat. She looked so much like his mother; it was unmistakable who she was.
 
He sighed and slowly slipped off Ardor. Then he walked up to Saul’s side and stopped, staring at the red haired woman patiently. All were silent, not knowing what to say or do. Alia never took her eyes off Keegan’s face, and, gradually, her eyes began to shine as tears formed in them. Keegan stepped forward and extended his hand toward her. His eyes rested on a necklace that she wore, a necklace that he remembered Braidden and his father had given Alia the night before the massacre.
 
He opened his mouth to say something to her, but no words came. Only tears began to fill his eyes as he looked at her, so he closed his mouth and began to withdraw his hand and look away.
 
Alia reached out and grabbed his hand. “K- Keegan?” she asked in a barely audible whisper.
 
Keegan looked at her, feeling a rogue tear breaking away from his left eye and trailing down his face. He nodded his head, gripping her hand in his. She was silent for a moment, simply staring at him as if in shock, then she put a hand over her mouth, and the tears brimmed over her eyes as sobs began to shake her body. Keegan dropped Ardor’s reins and wrapped both his arms around his sister, pulling her in close and holding her tightly. He closed his eyes as the long forgotten tears of the past began to flow slowly down his face.
 
After a moment, Alia pulled back and looked at Keegan with a smile on her tear-streaked face. She pushed back a strand of his hair and cupped his face in her hands.
 
“You’re so handsome and so grown up,” she said with a cracked voice.
 
Keegan smiled and leaned his forehead against hers. “You look just like Mother,” he said.
 
Suddenly, another pair of arms wrapped themselves around Keegan’s middle, and he looked down to see the brown-haired woman hugging him. “It is so good to see you again, Keegan, especially when we were sure to never see you again,” she said, stepping back with a beaming smile. “I’m Brainna,” she added, a bit of blush coming into her cheeks.
 
Keegan smiled at her. “It is good to see you as well, Brainna,” he said. Now that she stood before him, he could see the strong resemblance between her and Eloria. Though their hair color was different, their pale skin, long eyelashes, and bright blue eyes were the same, as well as their smile.
 
Alia grabbed Keegan’s hand again and took one of Saul’s hands, as well. “Oh, please, both of you come inside. Brainna and I want to hear everything about your journey.” She smiled at Keegan, a happy tear rolling down her rosy cheek. “We have so much catching up to do.”
 
They tethered the horses and walked inside the tiny little house, closing the door firmly behind them, unaware of the dark shadow that lingered in the tall grass a far distance away. A pair of glowing red eyes watched the happy reunion until the door was shut, then the shadow rose to its full height, shook out a dark fur pelt and snarled before turning and loping away into the growing darkness.
 
As the last rays of light faded, a chilling howl rose to the sky, far in the distance. Then all was silent as the first star appeared.
 
 
 



Prologue: The Witch
She rubbed her slender, pale hands together as she paced back and forth in her crystal room. Her unblinking eyes, wide with fear, stared into nothing. Strange words fell from her lips. The crystal in the room began to hum until it, too, repeated her words in strange and eerie whispers. 
 
“Valad Drakoan.” The words hummed through the air, and a craze filled the woman’s eyes. With a loud shriek, she pulled a twisted, crystal dagger from her sleeve and drove it cleanly through the heart of a crystal table in the center of the room, creating a million cracks that spread across the surface.
 
“No! No! No! All my hard work cannot be undone now! It cannot! I REFUSE!” She screamed and pushed her fingers through her hair, gripping her scalp as she turned and stumbled to a window that overlooked a lake. The lake was flat and still. It stretched out for a mile, leading up to a giant, lone mountain surrounded by forest.
 
She stared at the imposing mountain for a long, long time in silence, until, from the mountainside, an enormous, hulking shadow leapt into the air. It extended a massive pair of wings and flapped them, pushing itself higher into the air. A bit of sunlight broke through the cloud cover in the sky. Blood-red scales glittered like rubies across the body of the enormous, airborne beast before the sunlight was once again obscured by the clouds above.
 
The woman relaxed. She lowered her hands from her head. A determined expression overcame her face. She squared her shoulders and straightened her dress then turned and looked at the large crystal table, the dagger still protruding from its center. She sauntered over to the table and smoothly pulled it loose, watching the cracks in the table heal and disappear until, once again, the table had a completely spotless and smooth appearance. She stared at the twisted form of the dagger. 
 
“I have not come this far to be undone by…by a mere man,” she said, confidence growing in her voice with every word. “This dream I have had of the Valad Drakoan means only one thing: I must be more cautious and quicker than ever.”
 
She hid the dagger in her sleeve and briskly walked over to a wall where a massive map hung, showing mountains, forests, and cities. “It is time for the darker resources,” she said, gliding her hands over the map, pausing at a city marked as Elinralis. “I must now, more than ever, capture the Princess and cause her heart to cease from beating. Only then can I succeed.”
 
She turned and walked to the door that led from her chamber into a large hall beyond. She flung the door open and strode purposefully down a huge crystal and marble hall, looking from side to side at the tall pillars and the smooth walls behind them. She paused and turned to her right, staring at a piece of blank wall. Deep within, five human figures were encased.
 
Each of the figures was in a restful pose and held a sword against his chest, like kings buried in stone. Though they appeared human, they were dark and shadowy with a transparent appearance. The witch walked up to the wall and drew the dagger from her sleeve. She held up her hand and pricked a finger then waited until thick, silver blood began to flow. As the small amount of blood left her skin, her face aged and her body weakened.
 
“Just a small amount…a small amount for a great cause,” she whispered as she stared at her blood. “Once the Princess is dead, this blood will never again be missed.”
 
She put the dagger back into her sleeve and then smeared the blood onto both of her palms, making them shine. She looked up at the figures encased in the wall and stepped forward. “I must bring you forth once again, dark ones. I have great need of you.” She planted her open palms against the smooth surface of the wall. “Come forth,” she whispered, long and low.
 
A groan from deep within the crystal building grew, echoing up and down the hall, causing the floor to tremble. Darkness began to swirl and spread within the crystal wall. The figures within the wall began to weave and move. Their moans filled the air, and their forms grew darker, denser, and more opaque.
 
The witch stepped back from the wall and watched, unblinking, as the darkness continued to spread across the wall. The forms within moved slowly, like shadows dancing eerily in moonlight. Then the moaning and groaning stopped. The darkness retracted and shrunk to a pinpoint. All became dreadfully silent.
 
The witch did not move a muscle.
 
Suddenly, the ice cracked and a dark, gauntleted hand pushed through the crystal wall and stretched out menacingly toward the witch. A thousand tiny cracks spread across the wall. Instead of shattering, the tiny pieces came alive, making the wall soft and flexible, creating an exit for the black shadow to step through.
 
Clad in black scale armor and black robes, a tall figure emerged from the wall. He wore a black war crown over a black hood, which completely concealed his face in shadow. He was strongly built, easily towering over seven feet tall. In his hands he held a claymore sword with a serrated Damascus blade, which nearly matched his height with its length.
 
The witch made a small bow and watched as the remaining four stepped from the wall. When the final wraith stepped through, there was a boom as the cracks in the wall sealed, and it again took on a solid appearance. There was a peal of thunder outside that shook the entire building. Then all was silent, leaving the five men standing before the witch queen in the massive crystal hall.
 
All of them were still until the giant gripped his sword and raised it against the witch. The woman lifted her hand and glared at the once-man, her eyes turning completely silver. The wraith screamed and fell to his knees, arching his back in pain. His comrades all raised their swords but moved away instead of forward to act.
 
The witch relaxed and stepped back as he fell to his knees. Her eyes returned to normal, and she slowly lowered her hand. She raised her chin with a look of superiority written on her face. The tall wraith seemed to take a moment to recover. Then he stood to his feet, towering over the witch. However, his sword tip remained pointed to the floor, and his shoulders slumped in a more submissive, calm manner.
 
The woman looked at each of them in turn before returning her eyes to their leader. “Once, you were mortal. Once, you were mighty. Once… you were my enemies,” she said, her words dark and loud, amplified by the crystal hall. “But I took you one by one, and I transformed you. And now, you are my most trusted and powerful servants.” She lowered her chin and glared at the giant. “I have called you from the darkness yet again to serve me. You are my eyes, my ears, my hands, my powers of strength and darkness. Go now, and do my every bidding.”
 
The shorter wraiths bowed to her, but the taller one stooped only slightly. “And what…” he hissed in a ghostly voice, “of Valad Drakoan?”
 
The witch released a hate-filled smile. “I am Demitreah. What is he to me? I shall deal with him,” she answered. “Trouble and terrors are soon to be leashed upon him. Death will be his only wish.”
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Bare hands wrestled a large stone, tugging it from the earth and away from an abruptly stationary plow disk. Saul approached Keegan’s side and added his calloused, gangly hands to the other half of the heavy rock. Together, they lifted it from the ground and swung it through the air, chucking it into a pile comprised of similar rocks. Finished, they paused for breath.
 
“Ah, thank you, Keegan. I’m so glad I procrastinated to turn this piece of ground the last couple of seasons. Your arrival was very timely. Now I am only doing half of the work,” Saul teased as he wiped grime from his face.
 
Keegan smiled breathlessly, “Don’t mention it.” He pointed at a water barrel resting in the shade of the small house where the girls were cooking. “Want some water?”
 
Saul nodded, stepping behind the plow and taking the reins in hand. “Yes, please. Bring it to me, will you? I don’t want to stop just yet.” He clicked to Tormad and jiggled the reins, signaling to the big chestnut horse that he was ready to work again. Tormad threw his weight into the harness. His muscles bulged as he dug his hooves into the ground and pulled the plow forward, causing the disk to rip into the earth and turn on its side.
 
Keegan watched them plow for a few feet before he made his way to the house. The shade where the water barrel stood brought instant gratification to Keegan. He dipped his hands into the cool water and splashed some of it across his face. Then he grabbed the dipper and plunked it into the water, filling it for a drink.
 
As he drank, a sudden rush of wind ran across his sweaty body and cooled him. A mass of golden scales landed in front of the little house. Pharrgon, who had a hart in his right paw, looked at Keegan. The two of them regarded each other for a moment before Pharrgon lumbered up closer to the door and dropped the hart. Keegan thought he saw some concern in Pharrgon’s eyes, but an exclamation of joy broke his train of thought.
 
“Oh, Pharrgon! This hart--it is simply wonderful!” Alia examined the dead animal that Pharrgon had brought while Brainna clapped her hands in delight and danced on her toes.
 
“Venison! Oh, how we will feast! It has been so long since we had meat of any sort! How I will savor it!” Brainna exclaimed.
 
Keegan smiled as the girls began to lavish praises on Pharrgon’s hunting skills. They had only been introduced to the dragon eight days earlier, but already they adored him. His introduction had not been easy. For the first two days, both girls screamed in fear every time they saw Pharrgon. But as soon as the big dragon started producing food and sweet poems, the girls began to warm up to him. He even brought a few trinkets as presents from some treasure stash completely unknown to Keegan to ease their misgivings of him. When it came to charming girls, Keegan would have never guessed Pharrgon was so skilled. 
 
Keegan chuckled at the girls now as they delighted in the new gift of meat the dragon had just brought them. He finished with his water, filled a pail for Saul, and then walked out into the field again, leaving Pharrgon and the girls to hang the hart for cleaning.
 
Saul reined Tormad into a halt as Keegan approached. He gladly took the water and drank straight from the pail. While Saul drank, Pharrgon took to the air and flew directly toward the two men. He landed next to them, cooling them with the wind from his wings and squashing the freshly turned earth under his massive feet.
 
Keegan noticed right away that Pharrgon seemed disturbed. The golden brown spines on the dragon’s back shifted up and down, and the tip of his tail twitched back and forth ever so slightly. “Pharrgon? What is the matter?” Keegan asked.
 
Saul lowered his pail and looked from Keegan to the dragon with a questioning expression.
 
“I smell something,” Pharrgon replied with a hint of a growl behind his voice. The way he said the words made Keegan think back to the day after the massacre. They had been outside the village, and Pharrgon had caught the scent of the Dorr Wolf Keegan had wounded. It made a shudder of cold anger crawl through Keegan’s gut.
 
“What do you smell?” Keegan asked.
 
Pharrgon snorted. “I cannot be certain. It is trying to mask its scent from me.”
 
Keegan spiked an eyebrow, and Saul asked the question they both were wondering. “Where did you smell this scent?”
 
Pharrgon glanced toward the Dragon’s Forest in the distance. “The edge of the forest was where it was particularly strong. However, I smelled traces of it leading here.”
 
Saul did not need to hear any more. He dropped his pail to the ground and began to unhitch Tormad from the plow.
 
“Did you see Ardor?” Keegan asked as he picked up the pail from the ground.
 
“Yes. He was grazing toward the east.” Pharrgon sniffed the air as he spoke, “I do not wish the girls to be alarmed.”
 
Keegan nodded in understanding. “Don’t worry. They won’t be alarmed if I can possibly prevent it.”
 
Pharrgon looked at Keegan sharply. “Be prepared to let your words fall to the wayside. I smell Master Walneff now. The smell of evil and the approach of a Dayspeaker are always cause for alarm.” With that, he spread his wings and jumped into the air. Keegan raised both eyebrows this time, and adrenaline began to pulse through his veins.
 
“The last time I saw him this uptight was when you got your shoulder stabbed,” Saul said as he began to lead Tormad toward the house.
 
Keegan nodded and instinctively put a hand to his shoulder before letting out a loud whistle for Ardor. A majestic whinny reached their ears from the distance, and a short moment later, Ardor came from around the house. His coat glistened. His mane and tail glittered. He trotted around the men, coming up alongside Keegan as they walked, but he did not drop his head and relax as he usually did. Instead, his head remained high, his ears alert, and his body tense.
 
When they reached the house, Saul loosely tied Tormad to the hitching post and quickly began to remove the harness.
 
“Oh! Keegan and Saul! We did not expect you to finish so soon,” Brainna exclaimed as she stepped outside of the door. She reached out to pet Ardor, but the stallion jerked his head away and snorted, prancing in a nervous circle.
 
“Oh, my. Whatever is the matter with Ardor?” she asked in soft alarm.
 
Alia came to the door then. Her sharp eyes studied Ardor and then moved on to Saul hurriedly removing the harness from his horse. Keegan’s hardened expression.
 
“Ardor is just, eh, feeling his oats,” Keegan replied to Brainna, putting a hand on her shoulder to help reduce her alarm. “Would you mind going in and grabbing Saul’s sword, Brainna? We were going to practice some sparring moves.”
 
Brainna looked at him suspiciously but smiled and nodded before going into the house.
 
Alia folded her hands in front of her and raised her chin. “I suppose you will want your sword, too?” 
 
Keegan nodded. “It’s beside the door.”
 
Alia picked up his sword and handed it to him before he finished speaking.
 
Before he even had the weapon strapped to his side, both Tormad and Ardor jumped. A howl arched through the air from the tall yellow grass across the field. A tan beast the size of a horse burst from the cover of the grass and began to tear across the freshly plowed field straight for the house. Behind it, several creatures were rising up from the ground, throwing off earth-caked cloaks that had allowed them to blend into the grass and soil, revealing mottled black skin and leather armor. Several of them released fiendish howls before charging after the camouflaged wolf, brandishing deadly weapons in their powerful hands.
 
Alia and Brainna both screamed, and the horses bolted. Saul took his sword from Brainna, drawing the blade and throwing the scabbard aside. 
 
“Get inside!” Keegan yelled at the girls, pushing them into the house and slamming the door. “Lock it!”
 
“Keegan! That thing!” Saul yelled.
 
Keegan turned to see the Dorr Wolf only a hundred feet away. It was rapidly closing the distance between them. It roared as it jumped into the air, aiming a mouthful of yellow teeth right at the two men.
 
“Move, you fools!” Walneff’s voice rang out a split second before a gray horse and green rider jumped into the path of the wolf. The horse screamed just before the wolf collided into them with a bang, turning the scene of gallant horse and rider into an exploding mass of fur, hooves, claws, and crimson blood.
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