Chapter 1

Aelin, a boy born into a world he would never know.

Aelin, young child abandoned but one year after birth by his parents. Trained by a wizard to become a wizard. His future told by the stars to be the most magnificent in the kingdom.


Aelin, future Master of the Forgotten Arts. Savior to all who walk the earth.


Aelin had just woken from a deep sleep in his mentor’s cabin in the middle of The Forest of the Dark Moon, his home for his eighteen years of steady training.


It was still early in the morning, just before dawn, his hour to start another day of training with Master Sorvick.


He always thought of Master Sorvick, his teacher, as the father he never knew; having been abandoned by his parents, left by the side of a road. Master Sorvick had said that he had found Aelin by the road when he was traveling back to his cabin after visiting a shrine in the eastern lands. He knew little else about his past.


He was a tall young man, with light brown hair and the oddest shade of blue for eyes.

Aelin gets out of his bed – a small roll of blankets – to the smell of food cooking outside. He runs out the small door, which was really nothing but a sheet hanging over an opening in the wall, to see Master Sorvick slaving over a fire making breakfast, the usual stew of vegetables.


They never had much besides what was necessary, something to wear, something to eat, and somewhere to sleep.


Master Sorvick calls him over, “Come eat, Aelin.”


“Coming, Master!” Aelin replies. He comes and sits by the fire while Master Sorvick picks up a bowl and pours him some soup. They eat in silence.


After they both finish, Aelin starts to get up to head for the place they do morning meditation, but Master Sorvick touches his arm, says “I have other plans this morning.”


A little shocked, he looks over his shoulder and asks, “But we have always done morning meditation right after breakfast. What’s so different today?”


“I wanted to talk to you about something,” Sorvick replies.

“Is something wrong?”


“No, I just have some things I’ve wanted to tell you for a while. I just wanted to wait until I thought you were ready. Just listen to what I have to say. You have been training for, what, fifteen years now?”


“Yes, Master. When I was four you started training me.”


“Yes. Anyway, I think you’ve learned about all I can teach you. The rest you’ll have to learn on your own.”


“But, Master, I’m only nineteen! Surely there is more you can teach me!” Aelin pleads. “I know but a few simple spells! I can’t survive on my own, yet!”


“I have taught you everything you need. You’ve learned more than I expected, and more than some learn in a lifetime. You’ll be fine without me. I would only slow you down in my old age.”


“You’re not so old, Master!”


“I am nearly ninety. My purpose in life was to train you. In a druid’s dying moment, I was by his side. He said ‘There is one, yet a child, who will free our people! Find him, I pray you, find him!’ I didn’t know what he was talking about at the time. A few weeks latter, there was a message sent to me, it said that the kingdom was now under the rule of a new king. I Scanned the letter with a spell and found a hidden message, ‘He will destroy his own kingdom. He is not who he says he is. The boy is the only one who can stop him.’ Now I understood what the druid had said. I wasn’t sure what to do until one day I saw you in your little basket. I took one look into your eyes and knew that I had to take care of you and raise you to defeat the king who is not king.”


“What do you mean, ‘The king that is not king’? I don’t understand!”


“The man that claims to be king is a shape-shifter from another realm. He has not carried out his plans yet, because he knows you're out there, somewhere, and he wants to kill you before continuing with his plans. It’s a dangerous job, but you’re the only one who can expose him and destroy him,” Sorvick explains.

“How do you know he’s a shape-shifter? What proof do you have?”


“I have no proof, but I Sensed it when I went to his coronation.”


“So, what am I supposed to do?” Aelin asks.

“You will know when the time is right. For now, I will finish off your training by teaching you an ancient technique that should come in handy against the shape-shifter. It was used in the Great War nearly two thousand years ago and was nearly forgotten after the war ended. It is an advanced form of the Sensing spell that I taught you. It is used to sense not only a person’s thoughts but also lets you explore any of their memories. It starts off the same way as a basic Sensing, but after a few seconds into the spell, shift the energies so they—I’ve spoken too much again. I’ll just let you Read it from my mind. Just give me a moment to let my mind settle and focus…”

Chapter 2

The next morning went a little different than usual. Master Sorvick and Aelin went for a walk after their morning meditation instead of training. After their walk, Master Sorvick told Aelin to go gather some wood for a fire to cook stew for their lunch.


Aelin went out to get some wood and when he came back, he started the fire going. Master Sorvick had already mixed all the ingredients for the stew they were going to have. After they got the stew started on the fire, Master Sorvick said “You know you’re going to have to find the king as soon as you can. Maybe you should even leave after we eat.”


“How would I get there?” Aelin asks. “I’ve never even been out of the forest.”


“I’ll give you a map and you can pack some things then leave.”


After several minutes, the stew was ready. Master Sorvick pulls out two bowls and pours some stew out in each.


Aelin was about to start eating, when he notices Master Sorvick had put his bowl aside and was watching Aelin intently. Aelin looks up at him. “Why aren’t you eating your stew, Master?”


“Oh, I’m just letting it cool off. My old tongue can’t handle the heat as well as you younger kids.”


“It’s never bothered you before. What’s so different now?”


“Nothing. Just eat your stew.”


At the edge of his awareness, Aelin sensed something was wrong. The stew didn’t look nearly as hot as Master Sorvick usually preferred.


Just as Aelin was thinking that, about to take a sip of the stew, he smells a strange odour. He stops, frozen. He had smelled it before, long ago – he just couldn’t place where. Then it hit him, hard as a rock. He stands up quickly, throwing the stew away in the process. Master Sorvick gets to his feet. “So, I see Sorvick has taught you that already. I was hopeful that he wouldn’t have been so prudent, being as old as he is.”


“Who are you? What do you want?” Aelin gasped.


“I thought my intentions would have been very clear. As for who I am,” the image before Aelin starts to shift. Suddenly, a short, skinny man with completely smooth, dark black skin stands before him. He had dark pits for eyes. No hair on any part of his body, the image made Aelin think of a demon from the Other Plane. “I am your anointed king. Bow and tremble before me!”


“Never!”


“You will come to regret that response, boy!” And then, out of nowhere, five small bolts of light race toward Aelin. He sees them just in time to jump out of the way and attack in a counter spell. Fire arches out of Aelin’s fingers toward the imposter. The shape-shifter puts up a shield almost in time to stop the first impact of the spell.


“Not bad, kid. But this isn’t over! I’ll spit on your grave before I submit!” The shape-shifter disappears into the woods before Aelin can get another shot at him.


But where was Master Sorvick?


Aelin runs into the cabin to find his mentor sprawled on the floor – still alive, but in great pain.


“What happened?” Aelin cried.


“He…attacked me when you went…to get the wood.” Sorvick gasped. “Are you…alright?”


“Yes, I noticed the poison just in time. Who was that?” Aelin asks.


“The shape shifter. His name is…Daren. If he knew where to find you, how…much else might he know? You need to…stop him. Don’t let…my death be…in vain!”


“No! Hold on! I can use a Healing spell!”


“Don’t…waste your energy. You…need all you can…get. Take any…supplies you may need. Go to the…eastern city. I have…a map in one of…my packs. Take it. Follow the…river to the city.  Free our…people!” With these last words, Master Sorvick falls silent.


“Master? Master!” Aelin begins to shake him, “Master!” Aelin stands up, tears in his eyes.


He starts to gather the supplies he will need for his long journey. He didn’t know what he would find there, but he trusted he would find out.

Chapter 3

The next morning, Aelin heads out of the forest. During his journey, Aelin thinks a lot about what he might find when he arrives at the city. He thinks about how different and complicated life was suddenly becoming and how he enjoyed how his life had been only days earlier. He knew what was expected of him and what to expect from Master Sorvick.


Now all his certainty was gone. Now he was on his own in a strange world.


Soon, Aelin reached the edge of Forest of the Dark Moon. The sun shone brightly on the clear, summer grass and Aelin squints trying to see anything. Seeing the sun clearly was an odd sight for Aelin, having lived in the dense forest all his life.


After a few minutes, Aelin’s eyes adjust to the light. He looks far into the distance, hoping to see his destination, but all he sees is the flat, grassy fields, so Aelin continues east on his way to the city.

After walking for two days, Aelin finally reaches the gates of the city. Aelin walks into the city and the noise of people shopping in the market assails his ears. He was unaccustomed to such loud sounds but figures they are normal for a large city during the day.

Aelin makes his way through the market until he finds an alleyway leading to a quieter end of town. As he looks around, he sees many run down buildings and many people just sitting on the street with rags for cloths and small bags that must have been the rest of their possessions.

He considers staying in one of the run down buildings, but realizes he would still need food and was sure that if anyone here knew where to get some food, they wouldn’t tell anyone and keep it for themselves.


Aelin continues walking until he finds a large building that says, “Twin Swords Inn” and under the sign reads, “Best Food, Beds, and Women in the Kingdom.” He decides to check it out.


Aelin walks up the wooden stairs and enters the building. It is quiet, save for several people talking and laughing in the other room. He walks up to the counter and asks, “Can I do some work for some food and a place to sleep?”

“Well,” the man behind the counter replies “we’re not hiring right now, but I’ll let you talk to the boss. Maybe you two can sort something out.” The man turns and walks through a door behind him. Shortly after, he comes back with another man who says, “So, you want to do some work for food and a place to sleep? What can you do?”

“I’m a fast learner; I can do anything you want me to if you show me how.” Aelin replies quickly.


“Well I guess I can show you how to wash the dishes and see how you do. Our dishwasher and cook didn’t show up today, so I’ve been doing both jobs. I was a little worried because the evening rush is about to start and I couldn’t handle both jobs on my own.  If you want permanent work, I can’t guarantee anything ‘cause they may show up tomorrow so we’ll have to wait and see. Follow me around to the kitchen and I’ll get you started.”


The man walks around the counter and leads Aelin to the kitchen and shows him how to wash dishes. Aelin picks it up quickly and the manager is very impressed.
The next day the cook and dishwasher came back to work. The manager is furious.

“Where on earth were you two yesterday?” the manager yells.

Darrick, the shorter of the two, steps forward, “I can explain, sir. You see, me an’ Krell here was sick yesterday,” he says tentatively. “We didn’t want to make any of the customers sick too, ya know, so we just stayed home.”


“I suppose that’ll do, but next time at least send me a message or something. I’m just glad that boy showed up looking for some work when he did. Else I’d have a real problem.”


“A boy showed up?” Krell, the dishwasher, asks, instantly coming to attention.


“Yeah, showed up last night looking for work. I let him take over your job for the night. Why?” the owner asked. He thought it strange that Krell would be so interested.


Krell was the kind of person who usually didn’t get involved in anything that didn’t directly concern him.


“No reason,” Krell says quickly.


Darrick starts to head for his usual post in the kitchen to prepare for the evening rush, then turns back to face the owner, asks “By the way, where is Aelin going to be working tonight?”


“I’ll have him serving tables, I guess.”


“Oh, ok.” Darrick says. We’ll work around that then.

Krell hoped the manager wouldn’t notice that Darrick had called Aelin by name even though no one had ever mentioned it.


He didn’t.

Chapter 4

Darrick and Krell were busy doing their jobs in the kitchen. Darrick walks over to where Krell is working and says, “Talk about convenient, eh Krell?”

“Yeah. Had I known the boy would come here, I would have come here and acted like everything was normal, get the boy and some money for doing this man’s job.”


“Well, when are we gonna get this messy job done? I’m getting tired of this stupid body and the jobs these two have are terrible.”


“Stop complaining. We’ll get him latter tonight, when all the customers either leave or are too drunk to care.”


“What about the manager?”


“I’ll take care of him. You get the boy.”


It was getting late. Everyone started to clear out, even though the tavern would be open for another half hour. Everyone was either going home or going to their rooms upstairs.


Everyone except one man.


A man in a dark coat was sitting at a table in the center of the tavern. Aelin asks one of the servers if the man was alright. The young man said some of the other servers had gone to him, asking if he wanted a drink. Every time he just shrugged and said “…maybe latter.”

Aelin decides to go see if the man wanted anything now.


He walks over to the table, but when he gets there, the man looks up and says, “You must leave.”


“I’m sorry if I disturbed—“


“No, you must leave the building. Get out of here before they get you.”


“Who are ‘they’?”


“No time. Leave this building, turn left, and go straight until you reach the end. You should see a large, broken down, building. Go inside. Stay there until you receive a message.”


“What’s this all about?”


“Hurry! They’ll be here soon.” At that moment, the kitchen doors swung open. Krell steps out. “Run!”


Krell looks at the man in black, and then quickly gets his mind back to his mission. He looks back at Aelin, just in time to see him dash out the door.


Krell starts to chase after him, but suddenly finds himself behind a shield wall. He turns to the man, now standing, looking straight at him.


By now, the remaining servers had run due to fear, both from Krell and the man in black.


Aelin ran down the street to a building he was sure was the one the man meant.


He goes inside, not sure what he would find or how long he would wait. He wasn’t even sure if he should wait.


All these mixed feelings creep up on him while he walks through one of the dark halls in the huge building. While he explores, he starts to wonder what it had been before it was abandoned. The wood appeared to be rotting in some places, while others looked fine aside from a thick layer of dust.


He finds a door that is slightly open. He pushes the door open to get a better look.


And he stands frozen.


“Xan,” Krell says flatly. “I should have known you’d interfere. I think you’ve caused about as much trouble as I can handle.”


“And you and your gang of shape-shifters have caused about as many problems as I can handle.”

“Well, I believe this is going to be my best opportunity to kill you!” At that moment, Krell lashes out with a fierce spell. A ball of fire shoots from his hands, exploding shortly after; setting a few nearby tables on fire. But Xan had a shield up before the spell could hit him.


“You’re going to have to be faster than that!” Xan shouts, while attacking with a counter spell. Then, a large bolt of light races from one of his hands.


Krell jumps out of the way, ducking beneath a table in case the bolt reflected off one of the walls, it didn’t.


Krell got up in time to see a set of five smaller bolts of light race at him, too close to avoid.


Then, out of nowhere, a thin light surrounds his body; a shield. Krell turns to see Darrick standing in the door to the kitchen. “You need help, Krell?”


“I was startin’ to think you wouldn’t come.”


“And miss another chance to save your ass? Never!” Then Darrick fires a flaming arrow at Xan, who sidesteps the attack as if it weren’t even a threat.


“Enough of this.” Xan says simply before casting a holding spell on both of them.


“Nice try,” Krell said, then “What? I can’t break free!”


Xan states flatly “Try all you want, you won’t break that spell of holding. Nothing can break you out. And now to finish it off.”


Xan starts to cast a spell. After a few seconds, a bolt of ice flies from his hands.

Krell and Darrick turn to solid ice, then start to melt from the heat of the burning tables nearby.


“There, that’ll finish ‘em off.” Xan says to himself. Then he left the tavern, heading for his office.

Chapter 5

Aelin rubs his eyes. The door he had just opened led to a large, bright and well kept room. It had a large wooden desk with a bunch of papers piled on top. Several chairs were spread across the room, one behind the desk looking very comfortable.

There were no windows in this room. Aelin thought that made sense. The building was supposed to look like it was unused. If anyone saw this room through a window outside, they would probably come inside for a closer look, likely finding something that is best kept in the dark.


Aelin walks toward the desk. He starts sifting through some of the papers, doing his best not to disorganize them. He didn’t know what any of them meant so he continued exploring.


In an adjoining room he found several two-story beds with trunks beside each. Sleeping quarters. He continues searching.


The next room had a few tables and chairs set up. He was looking around when suddenly he heard footsteps coming toward the room he was in.


Xan appears in one of the doorways, says “Don’t worry; I’m just here to explain some things. I’m sure you have many questions.”


“After seeing this, I have several thousands of questions. Like how did you know someone was going to try to get me? Why were they trying to get me? How did you know where to find me? Why is—“


“Hold on! One question at a time! Ok,” Xan explains “I’m the head of an organization attempting to rid this realm of the shape-shifters. This organization is devoted to finding their targets and protecting them.”

“Do you know all of these shape-shifters targets?” Aelin asks.


“We know of every planed target, yes. But sometimes when one of them sees an opportunity, they take it. Those attacks we are unable to prevent. Thankfully, they are rare.”


“What about a man named Sorvick? Was he a target or a taken opportunity?”


“Ah, Sorvick. How I miss him,” Xan says reflectively.


“You knew my Master?” Aelin was surprised.


“Yes, I did. He was one of our men and my closest friend before his untimely death. I will miss him.” Xan was quiet for a moment, then “But to answer your first question, no, he was not targeted. The shape-shifter was unable to find its target, saw one of our members and tried to slow us down instead.”


“But how could he be one of your members? The only time he was away from the hut was when he went on his monthly visit to a shrine in the east.”


“Yes, that ‘shrine’ as he called it. He actually came here to report on how you were doing,” Xan explained.

“Why did he not just tell me the truth?”


“I suppose he thought it safer for you not to know. He also may not have wanted to answer some questions you may have asked had he told you the truth. Questions like what makes you so important.”


“Now that you brought it up, what does make me so important?” Aelin asks.

“We believe you are the only one who can stop the shape-shifters once and for all. We believe you are the only one who can master the arts of magic and summoning.”


“Summoning? How can I master something I’ve never even heard of?”

“You’re not going to do this tomorrow,” Xan said “It’s going to be a gradual training.”


“For how long?” Aelin asks, wondering if he would spend the rest of his life with his nose in an ancient book of some kind.


“However long it takes,” Xan says calmly. “It’s getting late, we should get some sleep.”


“Yeah, I guess it is getting late.” Aelin says before he lets out a long yawn.


“Follow me. I’ll take you to your room.”


Xan leads Aelin back to the small room with the beds in it. There was nothing very spectacular about the beds, but Aelin figures they are better than nothing. There were no windows, giving the room a daunting appearance.


“It’s not much, but at least it’s warm,” Xan says.


“It will certainly beat sleeping on the street. Thanks,” Aelin replies.


“Well, I’ll let you get some sleep, Aelin. Good night,” Xan says before turning and heading out the door.


Aelin crawls into the bed. It was more comfortable than he thought it looked. He lays his head on the pillow, closes his eyes and instantly falls asleep.


Aelin is in a dark room, not the one he had fallen asleep in


Aelin feels around, looking for a lantern or a way out. He feels a door knob and opens it.


Light floods in from the outer room, so bright that he has to squint and wait for them to adjust.

Within seconds, Aelin’s eyes become used to the light. He looks around for some clue as to where he is. He sees books lining the walls and a few tables, several with open books laying on them.


Aelin walks around the large room, glancing at some of the books as he passes. He does not recognize any of it.

Until he sees a certain book on one of the tables. It was very familiar to him. The book is one that Sorvick had used to teach him. It was open to the last spell Sorvick had taught him, the advanced Sensing spell.

The spell was in about the first third of the book. Aelin starts flipping through the pages after the advanced Sensing; he had not been taught any of them.

“These are what you have potential to learn if you work hard enough,” a voice says from behind him.

Aelin jumps, turns around and sees Sorvick looking straight at him from across the room. “What’s going on? How can you be here? I saw you die!”

“Have you not noticed that you’re dreaming yet?” the figure asks.

“Well if I’m dreaming, how can you know?” Aelin asks.

The figure walks closer, says “I’m just a vision your master put in your mind to answer questions and teach. He put me here to finish the training he could not do in person.”

“But he said he was done teaching me everything he could. He was going to send me somewhere in a few days.”

“He knew someone was coming and that he would have to sacrifice himself to protect you. So he created this,” the figure waves his arms to encompass the room “to finish your training. Everything you learn here you will remember and understand with clarity out in the real world. Everything you know out there, you will know in here. All the rules of normal life are here – gravity, air, even pain – to make this place realistic.”
Aelin shivers, asks “Can I die here?”

“No. If you do something that would kill you, you will simply wake up. However, should this happen, there is no guarantee you can return here so be careful. Follow me. I’ll give you a short tour,” the figure starts to turn away.

“Just a second, I have one more question,” Aelin says.
The figure turns back. “Yes?”

“You’re not really Master Sorvick, so I’m just wondering what to call you.”
“Oh, I suppose you’re right. Hmm…You can call me by Sorvick’s middle name, James. I’ll show you around now.”

Aelin follows James through the large building.

There were three rooms off of the main library. The southern door led to a meditation room, which James said he could use to gain insight on a spell if he needed it.
The eastern door led to a training room where he could practice his attack or protective magic skills.

The western door led to another training room, this one was for practicing summons, as soon as Aelin learned any.

The final room, through the northern door, was the one Aelin had come in through. James said he would wake up after he went in that room, and that any time he came here, he would appear in that room.

The main library was divided into two sections, the eastern section held books on attack and protective magic, and the western section held books on summons.

The last thing James showed Aelin was the table in the center of the library which had a timer on it. James said it told the time in the real world, and that Aelin should pay attention to it, to make sure he didn’t stay too long because his body would die without nourishment.

James showed Aelin what the timing different positions of the timing device meant and, after Aelin understood, said he should be heading back to his own world.

Aelin said goodbye, then went to the room in the northern end of the library, and woke up.

Chapter 6
She had never been able to explore the city very much. Her father had said that everything she needed would be found in the palace.
But he was wrong. She needed something more than listening to the dull conversations of her father, brother and his friends.

If you could say Father had friends, she thought.

But now, her father was dead, her brother was in charge, and he didn’t care where she went or what she did. Serysa was free to do as she pleased, and right now, that was exploring the rest of the city outside the palace walls.
After exploring for a few hours, Serysa found herself passing the Twin Swords Inn, the boarder between the poor quarter of town and the high class area of town.

There were many buildings that looked as if they would collapse if a gust of wind happened to blow in the wrong direction.

Many of the people did not look very well either. Serysa tried not to be reminded of how tax raises by her father and brother had cause many of these people to be forced to live here, that it was not their own choice.

Serysa was thinking about this when out of nowhere, someone grabs her. She tries to free herself when someone else comes around a corner to help the first person.

“Be quiet. Give us all your gold and maybe we’ll let you go home,” the man in front of her says in a hoarse voice. He was wearing dark clothing, a hood, and standing in the shadows so Serysa couldn’t see his face. When she tilts her head to get a better look at him, he slaps her across the face hard enough to draw blood.

“I don’t know where you come from, but my rules are never hit a lady!”

Serysa turns her head to see a young boy in robes standing nearby, apparently preparing a spell.

A blinding light appears all around them and Serysa finds herself being picked up and carried off. She couldn’t see where.

So the legends are true, Serysa thought, Magic still exists.

Then she fainted.

Aelin took Serysa to the old building he had com to know as home. He puts her on one of the beds in the sleeping quarters and checks her over to be sure she was not hurt.
After several hours, Serysa wakes up. She was a little frightened at first, not knowing where she was, but then she saw Aelin and settled down.

“I thought you’d never wake up. I’m glad to see you’re alright,” Aelin says.

“Who are you? You saved my life and I don’t even know your name.”

“I’m Aelin. And you are…?”

“Serysa,” she says simply, hoping he wouldn’t know she was royalty. She would have given him a fake name, but when she looked into his eyes, she could not think of anything else to say. So she gave her real name. Had he used a spell on me?, she thought. No, I have not seen him prepare for one.

“Oh,” Aelin says “that’s a beautiful name. I’ve never heard it before.”

Serysa felt herself blush. He has put a spell on me, she thought, the spell of love. Is this what love feels like? If it is, how did I live without it? Then; “Where am I?”

“You’re…” Aelin thought if he should tell her. “You’re at a private hospital. I took you here to have the doctor assure me you were alright.”

“Where is the doctor? And where are the other patients? I don’t see anyone else here.”

Aelin’s heart stopped. What can I say now, he thought. Anything but the truth. “The doctor left to do a house call; he doesn’t get many patients here.” That would have to do.
“When will he be back? Do you know?”

“No, he didn’t tell me.” Then Aelin heard someone come into the building. “That might be him now.”

Aelin sends out a mental message to tell whoever was coming the situation and that they had to pretend to be a doctor.

“Ah, I see our patient is finally awake,” Xan says as he walked into the room.

So maybe he wasn’t lying, Serysa thought.

Surprised at who was with Aelin, Xan sent a mental message to him. Do you have any idea who this is?
No, should I?, Aelin asked

This is the princess, the king’s daughter! She shouldn’t even be outside the palace walls! We need to keep her here as long as we can, do you understand? If she’s helping her brother, she’s a major threat. If she isn’t, she could be the greatest help our organization could possibly hope for.

So how do you plan to keep her here?

Just leave that to me.

“Serysa, we’re going to need to keep you here for a while to be sure there isn’t anything else wrong with you that we didn’t notice,” Xan said. “If you leave and something happens to you, I couldn’t guarantee you would be able to find me.”

“I guess that would be alright,” Serysa says stealing a glance at Aelin.

“Good. I’ll let Aelin show you around.” Xan says. Then to Aelin, Just be sure she doesn’t go into the main office. She could become trouble if she learns about us before we want her to. Xan turns to leave, then turned his head back. “Oh, one more thing; we lock the doors when no one’s here. To ensure nobody breaks in to hurt our patients.”

Or to ensure our patients don’t break out and hurt us, Aelin thought. “Don’t worry; I’ll be sure to take care of everything,” Aelin says.

Aelin gave Serysa a quick tour of the “private hospital”.
All except one room. When Serysa asked why he wasn’t showing her that room, Aelin simply said it was a just storage closet.

Serysa didn’t say anything and Aelin just continued the tour.


But she had a feeling there was more than just a storage closet behind the door.


The next day Serysa was alone in the building.

Or so she thought.


She decided that she would see what was in the one room she was not shown. Sure, Aelin had said it was simply for storage, but what was it storing?


That was a question that she had been asking herself all night. Along with many other questions.


Xan had said he was a doctor, but where were his tools? If they were in that storage room, why was she not supposed to see them?

She had to find out for herself.

Serysa found her way through the halls and was standing in front of the door. She tries to open the door, and finds it to be locked. Finally!, she thought, a chance to test my training.
Serysa pulls a small wire from her pocket, carefully inserts it into the lock, and moves it into position until she hears a slight click. I’m glad I took that thief training class while visiting the Northern Kingdome, Serysa thought.

She opens the door, sees nothing but a bright light for a few seconds. Then an outline of a person takes shape.

She felt fear, anxiety, and tension.

I was sure nobody was here!
“I knew it was only a matter of time before you would come.”

Xan, Serysa thought, but he doesn’t sound angry. Why?
“I…I’m sorry for sneaking in here.” Serysa says in a frightened voice. Her eyes were beginning to see more clearly now. She looks up. Xan was…smiling?

“Don’t be. You can’t fight fate. I guess you were meant to see all this.” Xan gestures with his hand to encompass the room.

“What…exactly…is this place. It can’t be a hospital. And I’m sure you’re no doctor. What’s going on?”

Xan sighs, “The truth will not be easy to accept,” he warns.

“Nonetheless, I’d like to hear it,” Serysa counters.

“Very well,” Xan says, “Here it goes…

“Your brother, Zalen, is not who he says he is.”

“What do you mean?” Serysa asks, irritated.

“Just hear me out. We don’t know exactly when, though we have suspicions, but your brother was captured and replaced by a shape-shifter. Our Order has been tracking him for awhile, attempting to find and restore your brother to power.”

“But I’ve spoken to him recently; he remembers everything about our childhood.”

“A simple Mind Fusion, no doubt. It transfers ones memories while killing the recipient of the spell. Very effective. However, it makes our job harder. If we kill the man in your brother’s form, the kingdom may fall. You are the only one left of your bloodline and many citizens may not accept a female ruler.”

“Why didn’t you tell me any of this earlier?”

“For that I’m truly sorry, but we had to be sure that you would not simply go tell the man wearing your brother’s form where we are.”

“How do you know I won’t now? How am I supposed to trust someone who lied to me?” Serysa asks suspiciously.

“In answer to your first question, we can never be sure of the future. As for the second, I have no answer. Only you can say why you might trust someone. All I can say is right now, you hold our lives in your hands. The choice is yours, help us or go to the palace and tell of what you’ve heard.”
“I’m not sure what to do…” Serysa says slowly.
“Then think about it for a while and when you decide, you’re free to stay or leave.”
Xan turns to go sit at his desk. Serysa, still standing in the doorway, turns to return to the room she was staying in to think.

“Well, I guess we won’t know her response for awhile.” Aelin says to Xan, stepping out of the shadows after Serysa left.

“We had to tell her the truth if we wanted her help, and the truth meant risking our lives. I’ve sent everyone not needed at the moment to our cave near West Waters, incase she goes to Daren.”

“Daren? That’s the shape-shifter’s real name, right?” Aelin asks.
“That was the name he went by the first time we found him,” Xan says. “No one knows his real name.”

“So what do we do now?”

“Now we wait, and prepare to leave should Serysa decide not to help us.”

“Is there anything we can do to…influence her decision, or at least speed it up?”
“That wouldn’t be wise. No matter what spell you use on someone, in the end it’s their will that decides. Using magic could cause her to fear us.”

“I guess your right. I’m going to go rest in my room,” Aelin says sounding tired.
“Very well, I have some notes to look at and things to gather incase we need to leave. You may want to gather your things as well.”

Aelin nods, then turns and leaves for his room.

He didn’t own much, so he had nothing to gather. His time would be best spent training.

Chapter 7
“No, you’re losing focus again. Concentrate harder.”

“This one’s too hard, James. I can’t do it.” Aelin says.

“Yes you can. Just focus.”

“I’ll try one more time.” Aelin focuses on the target at the end of the room. He closes his eyes and starts to chant. His hands started getting warmer, then they glowed.

Suddenly a long column of fire races from his hands, consuming the target in flame.

“I told you, nothing is impossible if you try!” James shouts excitedly.

Aelin opened his eyes to see what had happened, says “That’s an interesting spell.”

“And powerful. Be careful with this one; it will destroy anything in its path.” James walks over to the table where the spell book is kept. “Would you like to continue, or is this enough for today?” he asks.
“I suppose that will be enough, but when will I learn summons?” Aelin asks.

“Be patient. There are things you need to learn first.”

“Like what? How to protect myself from my own creature?” Aelin asks sarcastically.

James turns back to Aelin, looks straight at him. “Exactly. Without the proper warding, any creature you call could break free of your command and attack you out of rage.”

“I had no idea it could be so dangerous,” Aelin says. “I thought if you summon a creature, it would bend to your will.”

“Unfortunately, no. When you are stronger, I will teach you these protective magics. Then, when you master them, you’ll be able to try summoning.” Then on a lighter note, “Well, I suppose it’s time for you to return.”

“Alright.” Aelin walks to the northern room, enters, and shuts the door.

Aelin wakes in his room, content with the spells he has learned. He crawls out of bed, picks up his small bag of belongings, and heads toward Xan’s office.
Aelin resists the urge to check on Serysa, knowing that might rush her too quickly, and continues on his way to ask Xan if there was any word.

He knocks on the door and from inside the room hears Xan say, “Come in.”

When Aelin opens the door, he is surprised to see Serysa sitting across from Xan at his desk.

“Ah, we were just about to go talk to you. Serysa has informed me of her decision,” Xan says.

Aelin, now at full attention, says, “And?

“And I will help you, under two conditions,” Serysa says slowly.

“Which are?” Aelin asks.

“One, I can choose to leave anytime and two, I am informed of everything that goes on as if I am one of your own men.”

I don’t know about this Xan, Aelin sends telepathically.

We have to trust her if we want her help, Xan sends.
I agree, but telling her everything? If she chooses to leave, she’ll tell the shape-shifter all our secrets.

What would you suggest?, Xan asks.
You have a point there, Aelin agrees, so we tell her everything.

Yes, nothing but the truth, Xan says. Then aloud, “Fine nothing but the truth, and you can leave at any time.”

“Good, I was hopping you would agree. So what are you really up to?” Serysa asks.

They tell her about the shape-shifters, her supposed brother, everything.

After the long conversation was over, Xan says “Now I hope you understand why we had to try to keep you here as long as we could.”

“You were hoping I would be willing to help you get to my brother,” Serysa replies, still tying to grasp all the information they had just told her.

“Yes, and I say we gather our men and take him out now, before he finds us.” Aelin says with a fire in his eyes.

“Patience, we need a plan first. If we rush in now we could fall right into a trap.” Xan explains.

“You’re right; I just want to finish him off before he causes more deaths,” Aelin says, calming down.

“So what is the plan?” Serysa asks.

“First, I’m going to call our men back. This might take several days because I’m going to have to tell them not to all come at once, it could draw unwanted attention. In the mean time, we need to try and find Daren’s weakness. That’s where I hope you can help, Serysa. We need to get into the castle undetected. Do you know how we can do this?” Xan asks.
“I can show you a secret way in, but the guards will be everywhere. It will be hard enough to even walk around the city without them taking me straight to Daren, and you to the dungeon. He’d say you kidnapped me and would have you executed.” Serysa says with a shiver, remembering times when some of his soldiers had displeased him and had been executed in the most violent ways Serysa had ever seen.

“Then we need a distraction of some kind. Perhaps we could pay someone to start a riot in the streets,” Aelin suggests.

“That might work. I know someone who may be able to help us, his name is Tren. Many people think he’s crazy but he’s really very brilliant. I’ll go try to talk to him.” Xan says, turning to leave.

“And what are we supposed to do?” Aelin asks.

“Wait here and chat or something. I shouldn’t be very long.” Xan replies, just as he leaves the room.

Aelin and Serysa sit awkwardly in Xan’s office for a few minutes not saying anything. Aelin wasn’t sure what to say, having never been alone with a woman before, at least not one that was awake. Several times he thought of saying something, but stopped himself.
Serysa was feeling equally awkward because Aelin had saved her life and she had fallen in love. She wanted to talk to him about how he felt, but wasn’t sure how to start.

Then, out of nowhere, Aelin asks nervously, “So what’s it like living in the castle?”

“It’s alright. I get waited on hand and foot, which is nice I guess. But I never get a chance to be alone, to just relax with my thoughts. Every time I try there’s always people asking me if I’d like a drink, or if I’m warm enough, or something. That’s why I like to sneak out for walks in the town even though it’s dangerous,” Serysa explains. Then, “What about you? How do you live from day to day?”

Aelin thinks for a moment, then replies “Well, a few days ago I would have said ‘I wake up, eat stew for breakfast, then spend the day training, living off anything I find in the forest’. But now I’m not sure.”

“You mean you didn’t always live in the city?” Serysa asks a little surprised.
“No, I lived with my master Sorvick all my life, out in the forest training to be a summoner. Then one day we were attacked by one of the shape-shifters, your ‘brother’. He killed my master and left. With my master’s dying words he told me to come here and free humanity.”

“Amazing,” Serysa says. “I’ll do all I can to help you. I only wish I had known about the shape-shifters earlier and had been able to help save your master.”

“What’s done is done. All we can do now is try to help the living. But Sorvick’s help will be missed,” Aelin says sadly.
“Your right. I’m glad to have met you.”

“I’m glad to have met you as well,” Aelin says with a smile.

The two of them talked for several hours, but were both preoccupied wondering what was taking Xan so long. He said he’d be back shortly.

By the time Xan arrived at the ally where Tren lived, it was getting late. When he reached the door, he pushed the small button Tren called a ‘door bell’. After several minutes, a short man with long, grey hair came to the door.
“Ah, Xan, nice to see you. Come in, come in.” The man talked quickly, with a bit of a squeak in his voice.

Xan enters the large building while Tren make sure no one had seen them enter before closing the door. Then Tren asks “To what do I owe this visit?”

“I was wondering if I could cont on you to cause a diversion. Nothing too extravagant or destructive, just enough to keep the guards between our base and the castle busy.” Xan explains.

“Oh, yes, yes, yes, I see. Perfect timing actually. I’m just about to finish my newest invention. Still needs testing. After a few tweaks it can be ready for tomorrow. Will that not be to late, I hope?”

“No, tomorrow will be fine,” Xan says. “What are you working on this time, if I may ask?” Xan asks, raising his eyes suspiciously. The last time he had asked for a diversion from Tren, he saw two ten foot tall metallic monsters terrorizing citizens. Xan hoped it wouldn’t  be as bad this time.

“Just wait and see, wait and see. You’ll know when I start the test, then you can do what you need to do,” Tren says.
“That’s what I thought you’d say. Anyway, I should start heading back. Thank you again for your help,” Xan says while turning to leave.

As Xan left the building, he couldn’t help but worry what Tren had planned.

Xan began making his way back through the dark streets toward the old building he called home. While he walked, he tried to consider all the possible things Tren had in mind for a diversion.

Suddenly, he notices an old man by the side of the road. The man was almost completely bald and the little hair he had was very white. He was hunched over and appeared to barely be able to walk, let alone stand.

The man looks over at Xan and says something, but Xan can’t make out what he said. Xan walks closer to him and says “I’m sorry, I couldn’t hear you. What did you say?”

“Do you know which way to the medical station?” the man asks in a very tired, scratchy voice.

Xan turns and points down the street he had come. “Yes, it’s just over-“

The man interrupts, “Good,” then in a sharper, younger-sounding tone, “because you’ll need it!” The man changes his stance, standing like a young boy wrestling with a rival. He reaches out his hand and shoots a large, electrical ball at Xan.

Xan turns in time to see the attack, but not soon enough to avoid it. The attack paralyzes his right arm, severely limiting his choice of attacks.

“Do you think you can win? I hold all the cards! You and your pathetic resistance group will never accomplish more than small victories against me! My only regret is that I didn’t bother to destroy you sooner,” Daren says with a dry smile.

“I will never submit!” Xan shouts while preparing a relatively low power spell. 
An acid arrow flies from Xan’s hand. It strikes Daren in the heart but bounces away causing no damage. Xan looks confused.
“A ring of protection,” Daren says. “I am immune to all low level magic, and with your arm paralyzed it seems you can’t harm me.” Daren laughs and fires another electrical ball, completely paralyzing Xan.
“Now, how would you like to die?” Daren says with a dark smile. “I could do it quickly with a lightning bolt, or I could let you suffer for an hour or so. No, I have the perfect idea.” Daren casts a spell and the whole ground around Xan begins to feel warm. The temperature grows hotter and hotter over several minutes. “And now for the finale.” A blast of lightning shoots from the clouds above, striking Xan, completely incinerating him on contact.

Daren smiles to himself, still in the form of the old man. Take away the base and the house of cards will fall, he thought while making his way back to the castle.
Chapter 8
Aelin and Serysa had fallen asleep in the office room after waiting late into the night for Xan to return. Aelin had just woken up and decided to check in Xan’s room to see if he had returned late and went to sleep.
When he finds no sign of Xan, he returns to wake up Serysa who was still sleeping on one of the chair in Xan’s office.

“Serysa, wake up.” Aelin shakes her until she opens her eyes.

“What’s wrong?” she asks.

“Xan didn’t come back last night; I think something happened to him.”

“Do you think one of the shape-shifters got him? What should we do?” Serysa asks, trying to control her panic

“I think we need to hope he was able to arrange a diversion and we just need to carry out our plan without him.” Aelin says, though he doesn’t like the idea.
Then they hear a loud cry from outside. They both rush to a pair of windows where they look out of small cracks in the boards. They see a huge metallic bird swooping low, picking up a citizen as it passes by. Aelin says, “I don’t know if this is the diversion Xan planned, but I think it will do. Come on, let’s get into the castle.”

Serysa and Aelin ran into the streets, heading toward the castle. No one seemed to care about who they were or what they were doing, they were all concentrating on the great bird.

After they get closer to the castle, Serysa leads Aelin to a small tunnel hidden behind several rocks and bushes on the eastern side of the castle wall. They crawl through the tunnel not saying anything out of fear that someone might hear them. Finally they come to a brick wall. Serysa pushes one of the large stones aside and crawls through; Aelin follows.

They were in a large, dark, damp hallway that seemed to be a dungeon of some kind. Serysa said “We’re in the castle’s prison. We can sneak around and find the information we need to plan a full attack. The stairs to the upper levels are this way.”

Serysa leads Aelin down the hall, past several empty cells, torture rooms and other halls that branch off from the one they followed. Aelin could feel and smell the dampness in the air and occasionally thought he heard a scream.

Serysa says, “The stairs are just around this corner.” They turn the corner and see the stairs.

“Thank you for your help, dear sister,” a voice says from the shadows. Then a shape starts to emerge from the wall. Daren. “I’m afraid I can’t let you leave, however.”

Aelin prepares for an attack, but finds his legs are tangled in a web of plants that seem to grow from the stone. “You’ll find it quite hard to walk with those things latched on to you. I wouldn’t try to get out, they may decide to sting you. This spell is a personal favorite, although it doesn’t necessarily do damage to my opponent, it is quite effective and allows me to choose how my foe dies. Too bad I didn’t get a chance to use it on your friend Xan.”

“You’re sick and twisted! All of your kind should die.” Aelin spat.

“Hmm, I don’t feel much like dying today. I’m growing tired of listening to your wining. Although it may not be as fun as listening to you scream to death, I think I’ll let you sleep through this.” Daren readies the spell, then casts it on Aelin.

Aelin, using all his strength, is unable to fight the urge to sleep and falls silent.

Daren considers killing him, but thought of a better plan. How long can his body survive while in a deep sleep?, he thought. He then casts a permanent sleep spell on Aelin.

As for the girl, he couldn’t kill her. What would the citizens think? I’ll keep her locked in the dungeon and bring her out under a mind control spell when I need to.
Aelin awakes in the dream world where he does his training. I guess he thought I’d be trapped in sleep. To bad for him, Aelin thought. He leaves the room he woke up in and turns to go back in. The door was locked.
“Hmm, it seems someone put a powerful spell on you to trap you here,” James says coming up behind Aelin.

“But how can I leave?” Aelin asks.
“The only way you can leave now is if someone dispels the magic or if you destroy this place. But as I said, if you destroy this place, you can’t come back.”

“Well, I doubt there’s anyone who can help me on the outside. I’ll have to destroy this place.” 

Aelin was preparing a spell when James says, “You should probably finish you’re training before you do that. Then you will have no need to return.”

Aelin let the magic power diminish and settle. “You’re right. Teach me the magic and summoning I need to stop Daren.”

“Very well. But always remember, use this power only for the good of humanity, otherwise you’re no better than he is.”

Aelin trained with James non-stop for several days, fighting hard to become the great summoner he knew he could be. He learned all the protective spells he needed and several new abilities, then he finally learned his first summon.

As he continued his training, he learned how to control the monsters he called, even choosing which monsters to call. His power grew stronger and stronger until one day he knew he had to return.

“I’ll miss you, Master.” Aelin says reflectively.

“I wish we had more time. You have so much potential. But I know that your body in the real world is growing weak. You must return.”
“I will fight to free humanity from this great evil; I won’t let you or Xan die in vain. You both taught me so much and I could never repay either of you. Thanks.”

Aelin prepares a strong earth-quake attack that would destroy him and this world, allowing him to awaken in the real world. After the energy reached its peak, Aelin closed his eyes and released the power, destroying everything.

Chapter 9
Aelin awoke in his bed in the rebel base, unsure as to how he arrived there. He sat up in the bed looking for any clues. Serysa walks in the room, appearing surprised at Aelin being awake.
“I didn’t think you would wake up,” Serysa says. “You were asleep for several days.”

“How did we get out of the castle?” Aelin asks

“After Daren put you to sleep, we were both put in the dungeon. At the end of the first day, someone came down with a key saying he’d stolen it from the guard and wanted to help us escape. I returned here, hoping you would wake up but wasn’t sure if you would. I’m glad to see you’re alright,” Serysa explains.

“Well, now we need to get back into the castle and kill Daren.” Aelin says.
“But he’ll just beat us again. There’s no guarantee that we could escape him again,” Serysa says.

“But I’m stronger now, I can beat him. We have to at least try,” Aelin argues.

“Fine,” Serysa says defeated. I’ll have to think of something else.
They left the building and Aelin was shocked. The streets were in a mess, the buildings were partially destroyed. The city was in ruin.

“What happened?” Aelin asks. 

“While you were asleep, Daren frightened all the citizens into submission. The army of shape-shifters came through the gateway from the other dimension and destroyed everything,” Serysa explains. “I didn’t say anything because I thought it best for you to see for yourself.”
“I’ll have to put a stop to this,” Aelin says heading toward the castle.

When they reach the tunnel and crawl their way through, Serysa says, “Now you can get your revenge on Daren.” Aelin looks up, surprised at the strong tone in her voice. “If you can get through me!” Serysa lashes out with a vine-whip that seemed to appear from nowhere.

Aelin dodges the attack and puts up a high level barrier against magic. “What are you doing?” he shouts.
“I’m trying to please my master, Daren,” Serysa says in a voice that Aelin knew was not hers. “I was instructed to record your body’s declining health while you slept. But when you woke up, I knew I had to kill you. I decided that I’d kill you here so I wouldn’t have to drag your body far for proof of your death.” The shape-shifter lashes out with a blaze of colour to blind Aelin.

Aelin reflects the spell back, blinding the creature with its own spell. “Now, is the real Serysa alive? Where is she? Tell me what I want to know!” Aelin yells.

“I will tell you nothing!” The shape-shifter says angrily.

“I will get the knowledge I want one way or another,” Aelin says. Then he uses the advanced Sensing spell his master had taught him before he died. She’s alive…being held in an unknown area of the prison. “Now that I have the information I need, you will die.”
The shape-shifter felt static flowing though the ground, building in intensity. He wanted to run, but didn’t know where. Then it was too late. A strong current went up his legs, frying his brain to a crisp. He fell to the ground, reverting to a pile of black ooze on the dungeon floor.

Aelin doesn’t even spare the man a second glace before summoning a creature to find the real Serysa. A pack of blood hounds come to his call and he orders them to find Serysa’s scent.
He arrives at a cell with a large metallic gate and three small bars covering a hole for a window. Aelin peers inside and seeing her shouts, “Serysa! Are you alright?”

“Aelin? Is that you? I though they would have killed you,” Serysa says standing up and rushing towards the door.

“Stay back, I’m going to melt the door. It will get very hot.” Aelin calls a great fire creature that melts the iron door with its intense heat.
When the door finally cools, Serysa runs out and wraps her arms around Aelin. “I thought I’d never see you again. I’m glad you’re safe.”
“I’m glad you’re alright too,” Aelin says. “Now lets get out of the castle.”

“But don’t you want to stop Daren?” Serysa asks surprised.

“And I’m going to completely destroy him,” Aelin says darkly. “He needs to learn not to mess with the people I care about.”
They crawl out of the castle prison through the secret tunnel, then walk around to the front. Aelin strikes the two guards with the spell he column of fire spell he had learned. Then he summons a great beast to break the gates down.

They walk through the gate and up to the steps of the castle. Aelin shouts, “Daren! You and me, right now! You’ve caused me enough suffering all my life! If it weren’t for you, I never would have needed to spend my entire life training! If it weren’t for you, Master Sorvick wouldn’t have been killed! If it weren’t for you, Xan would still be alive!”

“And if it weren’t for me, you never would have met any of them in the first place,” Daren says, appearing through a teleportation field behind Aelin in the courtyard.

Aelin turns to face Daren. “Now you will pay. Come forth my great army!” Aelin shouts.

The ground begins to shake, then an army of massive, hideously deformed creatures rise from out of the cracks in the ground. Seeing the creatures, Daren hurls large, spike-shaped shards of ice at them. The creatures became enraged; one of them picks him up and crushes him in his strong grip.

Daren manages to change shape and slip through the creature’s hand, but falls into one of the large cracks. He tries to change into a hawk to escape the pit, but Aelin causes a great whirl wind, forcing Daren deeper into the endless chasm.

With his enemy destroyed Aelin allows himself a smile of triumph. He then orders the creatures to return to their realm, but none of them will respond to him.

The creatures went on a rampage, destroying everything in their path. I didn’t use any of the protective magic James taught me before summoning these high level creatures, Aelin realizes. I have no control.
“Run, get out of here!” Aelin shouts to Serysa. “I’ll try to stop these creatures.” By now the creatures had moved on to destroying the castle and had already taken most of it down. Some had moved on to destroying other areas of the town.

“What have I done?” Aelin says to himself. He prepares a fireball spell and throws it at one of the creatures. It turns toward him, takes a deep breath, and blows a great flame directly at Aelin, incinerating him instantly. Then the creature continues his rampage.

Serysa turns in time to see Aelin killed in the fire. With a scream, she runs toward the pile of ash that remained of the man she had loved. She collects as much of the ash as she could carry and rushes off to the rebel base. While buildings lay in flame and ruin, Serysa sits in Xan’s office, putting Aelin’s ashes into a small clay jar while she cries.
Eventually, the creatures returned to their realm leaving the entire city in ruin.

Serysa went for a walk outside the city to the small river west of the city. She carries the clay jar containing Aelin’s ashes.

She opens the jar, and a sudden gust of wind picks up the ashes. The ashes settle on the river which carries them to the western ocean.
She turns and heads back to the ruined city. It was now her responsibility to take the crown and rebuild her shattered kingdom.
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