
DRAWN TO DISASTER 15

3. The History of Zarena

I woke to the glow of sunrise through the hut windows. Outside, waves 
lapped against  the dock,  gulls  called across  the bay,  and fishing crews 
chatted. I sat up and rubbed the bump on the back of my head. In the 
rosy  light,  the  terror  and  pain  of  the  previous  night  were  a  distant 
memory.

Laeka entered with a tray. “How are you feeling, Zarena?”
“Much better, thanks.” I picked up the fork and ate a piece of fish. 

“Laeka, have I gone crazy?”
“I don’t think so.” She patted my shoulder. “You’ve been through a 

lot of suffering, and you personified the source of the pain. But your dark 
night of the soul is over. Take heart in the love and beauty around you.” 
She set a teacup on the side table.

“So,” I said between bites, “I imagined Morgoz.”
“I’m sure of it. But the other Elders are on their way, to examine the 

evidence with us in the light of day.”
I nodded and drank the tea. A gray striped kitten jumped onto the 

bed and sniffed at my food. I held out a morsel of fish, which it licked off  
my fingers with its rough tongue.

“Silver! Don’t beg!” Laeka whisked the little cat off the bed. “If you 
like, Zarena, you can put a tidbit on the floor for her.”

I did, and Silver gobbled it.  Laeka left  with the dishes.  The kitten 
hopped on the bed, purring loudly as she curled up against my side. I 
stroked her fur  and gazed out  the window,  wondering what the other 
Elders would say. Had I experienced a delusion from the injury to my 
brain?  My frightening  visitor  seemed real  at  the  time,  but  now I  had 
doubts. As a historian, I wondered if my past held a clue.

Evidently Zan instilled a love of mystery in me when he formed me, 
because all my life I’ve been drawn to it. I can still remember the first time 
I unfurled an ancient  scroll  and breathed its  dusty scent as its  secrets 
unfolded in faded script before my wide eyes. After newcomer training I 
asked Laeka to assign me to the Library. She readily agreed because Ileia,  
the  elderly  historian,  had  been  working  alone  since  her  apprentice 
changed jobs.

Ileia had me file volumes and copy Zan’s Book of Wisdom for the next 
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year’s  newcomers.  This  freed  her  to  focus  on  her  passion,  writing  a 
complete  History of Za.  We lived in synchrony with the rhythms of Za, 
which now seem so artificial to me. The last evening of every work week, 
we walked down to Aquah to share news, stories, and songs around a 
beach fire. Fourth-Day was for rest and recreation. My mentor explained 
how our proximity to the equator caused mild weather variations over the 
seasons, each lasting four moon cycles of four weeks. I learned to identify 
wildlife from our walks. She had a Pyran stove, and she taught me to cook 
and garden. We fished from a rowboat and gathered clams and crabs off  
the beach.

Sometimes  nature  was  hostile  and  unpredictable.  During  my  first 
spring a hurricane drove us into the vault. The next day we hauled palm 
fronds from the courtyard, replaced thatch, and spread damp manuscripts 
to dry. A month later the volcano spewed lava, blotting out the sun with 
an ash cloud.

Ileia attributed these events to Morgoz the Dark Destroyer. I called 
him cruel, but she was philosophical. “As much as we despise Zan’s dark 
brother, he keeps us from taking the miracle of life for granted. That’s  
why we rejoice in the gifts from our patron spirit, and we honor those 
who show courage in the face of danger.” She sang me a comfort song 
while we waited for the sun to emerge. Looking back, I’m grateful Ileia 
taught me to soothe myself with simple truths. I now understand that our 
Creator designed Za culture, with its rustic charm, as an example for a 
cynical people.

In keeping with Ileia’s wisdom, the population of Za gathers every 
summer for  the  Unity  Games.  They’re  held at  Zanctiah,  on  the  ridge 
between the two peaks near the Temple of Zan. The three other tribes 
differ markedly from ours. The red-skinned Pyrans, who thrive around 
the volcano at the south vertex of our Z-shaped island, are fire-resistant 
like the dragons they ride.  These metalworkers and hunters have scaly 
necks, clawed feet, and short, reddish hair like burning flames.

At the north vertex, the Terrans’ majestic village is wedged among icy 
crags above a mine and a stone quarry. Their farms and herds cover the 
plains. With tan skin, wavy golden manes, and powerful fur-tufted paws, 
they resemble their domesticated lions.

West of the wooded ridge between the peaks, silvery-white Aerans 
dwell  in  treehouses  near  their  eagles’  nests  and gather  fruit,  nuts,  and 
fibers. They have feathery plumage on their heads and talon-like feet.
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We Aquans have pale blue skin, finned lower limbs, and cobalt hair. 
The other water villagers live in huts on the eastern shore, where the river 
flows across pale sand into a tranquil harbor. They harvest sea creatures, 
ride swordfish, and make paper and rope.

During my first trip to the Games, I learned I wasn’t athletic, but I 
enjoyed the festivities anyway. Tents were scattered across the field like 
mushrooms after  a  rainfall.  The competitions began with Tug of War, 
using a thick rope across the river. Then came regional sports: Terrans 
kicked  a  leather  earth-ball  toward  wood frame goals,  Pyrans  passed  a 
flaming metal fire-ball to score in a metal basket, Aerans volleyed a rubber 
air-ball back and forth over a net, and Aquans played with a sponge water-
ball in the lake. Everyone feasted on Pyran venison, Terran bread, Aeran 
mangoes, and Aquan scallops. At night there was a bonfire, with lutes, 
flutes, xylophones, singing, and dancing. Morning brought the final event, 
Capture  the  Banner.  Players  tried  to  retrieve  the  other  team’s  banner 
without being tagged and jailed.

In  the  autumn  after  my  first  Games,  peace  was  shattered  by  an 
invasion of creatures of pure power—the Elementals. The volunteer Za 
Defense  Force  (ZDF)  was  mustered,  and  the  Elders  chose  four 
individuals to wear the Armor of Zan, which the Liege of Light provides 
every spring in case of attack. These oversized, self-propelled mechanical 
suits give each Hero heavy metal plating, lethal weapons, and the power 
to wield his element. Interface clamps anchor into the flesh to provide 
structural and neural integration. Heroes who survive are extracted from 
the depleted Armor, crippled forever by the equipment that enabled them 
to defend us.

The Elementals descended onto Zanctiah in a whirlwind. The Water 
Elemental flooded the Terran mines, and the Fire Elemental incinerated 
the Aeran gardens. The Air Elemental dumped a vortex of gravel in the 
lava  river,  diverting  molten  rock  into  Pyrah.  The  Earth  Elemental 
destroyed the dam with a tremor, inundating Aquah.

After  months  of  turmoil,  winter  finally  brought  victory,  and  we 
headed for the Commemoration in the Temple. Fieron, Elder of Pyrah, 
approached the podium first. Lean and broad-shouldered with a tuft of 
rust-colored hair, he was clad in crimson with ornate metal plating. He 
summoned the ZDF, who brandished swords, bows, harpoons, and rifles. 
The  Heroes  emerged  in  dented  and  scorched  armor  to  clamorous 
cheering.

© 2012 Lily Gee



18 Lily Gee

Then  the  fire  Elder  recounted  the  war.  After  a  futile  attempt  to 
overpower  their  respective  Elementals,  the  Heroes  had  collaborated. 
Using  her  electric  field  generator,  the  Water  Hero  hauled  the  Air 
Elemental up the volcano, where the Pyran sent heat beams to disperse its  
molecules. The Air Hero drew the Water Elemental into the foothills with 
a vacuum so the Terran could bury it  under a landslide.  As the Earth 
Hero distracted the Fire Elemental with flying sand, the Aquan diverted 
the river to extinguish it. The Fire Hero’s magnetic field trapped the Earth 
Elemental until the Aeran’s gale blew it into dust. Fieron’s account had a 
lot more vivid detail than my brief summary, of course.

Next to speak was Gradak, Elder of Terrah, a short, stocky fellow 
with a long gray mane. He eulogized each ZDF soldier who had been 
killed in the conflict.

Laeka, in a long tunic with multicolored shells, gave tributes to the 
islanders who had died of old age. Then came Oria, Elder of Aerah, a 
diminutive creature with a beaded headdress of iridescent feathers. She 
thanked Zan for the victory and requested provision for the coming year. 
Afterward a meal was served on the lawn by the cemetery. I didn’t really 
know anyone, so I ate quietly with Ileia while I stole admiring glances at 
the Heroes and soldiers.

During the reconstruction I was assigned to help rebuild the dam. 
The weather was chilly and my muscles ached, but an air villager who’d 
been in my newcomer class kept us entertained. As the lake refilled,  a 
Pyran welder finished repairing the waterwheel. He gave it a push. Alara 
removed the plank blocking the flume, and the buckets dumped water on 
him. Yelling, he chased her around the lake and tackled her. They tumbled 
into  the  shallow water.  Everyone  joined  the  mud fight,  including  me. 
Mirth was welcome after the dark days of war.

Soon afterward Alara, who was the mail carrier for the southeast end 
of Za, invited me on her rounds. The Library receded as we soared into 
the sky on her eagle’s broad silver wings. I was thrilled by the wind in my 
hair and the glorious panorama of land and sea.

We landed on the Lighthouse parapet, and Alara handed the mail to 
the master keeper. “Jaanor’s the one person on Za more reclusive than 
you,”  she  teased  me.  I  recognized  the  apprentice,  Daxion,  from  our 
newcomer class. He showed us the perpetual fire behind the glass lens.

Then Alara delivered mail to the Pyrans around the geothermal plant 
and foundry. “When are you going to take me for a ride?” one asked. She 
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assured him, “Next time.” His reply: “That’s what you said last time!” As 
we lifted off, she called, “It’s still true, then!” Alara dropped me off at the 
Library, windblown and smiling.

Springtime  approached,  and  we  prepared  to  teach  the  newcomers 
Zan would soon deliver. I suggested giving each one a Za history booklet. 
Ileia agreed, “Write one. Remember, the unvarnished truth helps us learn 
from our  mistakes.”  In  summarizing  the  Ancient  Age  of  hunting  and 
gathering, the Stone Age of agriculture, the Classic Age of craftsmanship,  
and  the  Modern  Age  of  machinery,  I  imitated  my  teacher’s  objective 
approach, breathing life into the facts with contextual detail rather than 
editorial comments. It’s a narrative style I can’t resist even as I recount my 
own harrowing tale.

After  the  newcomer  history  class,  Gradak asked Ileia  to  help him 
prepare a booklet for an agriculture course. Then Fieron, Laeka, and Oria 
developed classes on mechanics, navigation, and astronomy. The Library 
was transforming from an archive into a learning center.

Oria took me aside during her class, clutched my hand in her tiny, 
feathered silver ones, and whispered, “The stars have prophesied that Zan 
has  an  important  destiny  for  you.”  I  was  puzzled  how an  apprentice 
historian like me, nose in the past, could affect the future, but I nodded. If 
the magnificent being who gave us life, protection, and guidance wanted 
to use me in his plan, who was I to question it?

Zan’s plan for harmonious living is the central tenet of Za society, but 
it’s ignored by other civilizations in our world. This has prompted our 
elders to keep tight control over outside influences. Many of the foreign 
inventions brought by our merchant ships have been beneficial, such as 
mining equipment, which we’ve learned to copy in our factories. Some 
innovations  have  required  regulation,  including  firearms,  which  were 
secured in the Armory after an appalling crime wave. Other imports have 
been banned altogether, such as a strength-enhancing spice that provoked 
a violent conflict between Pyrans and Terrans. To its credit, the Trading 
Company has never imported any slaves. But in my second year the sea 
delivered one to Za.

One night Jaanor and his dragon rescued a half-drowned, pig-faced 
humanoid.  He  was  a  native  of  Vorzollah,  an  island  north  of  the 
Continent.  He  pleaded  for  help,  claiming  a  warlord  had  enslaved  his 
people. Because the Vorzollans had once invaded Za, Gradak and Oria 
urged neutrality. Laeka argued that the war was in the past and even ugly, 
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porcine  creatures  deserved freedom. Fieron insisted  Zan had given us 
weapons in peacetime to defend the exploited.

Aeran  scouts  on  eagle-back  confirmed  the  castaway’s  story.  A 
notorious mercenary leader called the Dispatcher was forcing Vorzollans 
to mine a strange metal that caused burns and swelling. The Elders sent 
four Trading Company schooners with  the Heroes,  a  ZDF division,  a 
Vorzollan  dictionary,  and  dragons,  eagles,  swordfish,  and  lions.  The 
Zaians overwhelmed the Navdex mine guards with cannon fire and aerial 
attacks before rescuing the captives.

Meanwhile, classes continued at the Library. Ileia encouraged visitors 
to donate copies of architectural drawings, technical studies, philosophical 
essays, fiction, and poetry. By fall we were tripping over stacks of paper, 
so two stone masons came to enlarge the building. I took a liking to the 
lanky apprentice, Gavron, whom I’d noticed among his burly Terran ZDF 
comrades  at  the  Commemoration.  I  brought  them  refreshments  so  I 
could watch Gavron work. I found myself fascinated by the lean muscles 
of his arms, his tousled golden-tan hair, and his gentle, lopsided smile.

When the addition was finished, the master mason climbed onto the 
wagon seat and shook the donkey’s reins. Gavron lingered to thank me. 
Then he sprinted after the wagon and vaulted into the back. Ileia stood at 
the gate, a broad grin on her deeply lined face.

A  month  later  our  soldiers  returned  victorious.  At  the 
Commemoration, Fieron described how airborne forces had bombed the 
enemy’s garrisons on Vorzollah.  Terrans stormed the beaches on lion-
back, followed by freed slaves with mining tools. The natives slew their 
overlords and rejoined their countrymen.

Gradak recounted the assault on the enemy fortress. Our forces had 
encountered a ring of buried explosives before battling fierce anthropoids 
with artillery. The Dispatcher, his burly bodyguard, and a female associate 
escaped on dark dragons.

Laeka  told  of  wrought  iron  and  leather  gifts  from  the  grateful 
Vorzollans. Halfway home the Zaians experienced nausea and headaches. 
The Pyran commander suspected treachery, but the Aquan Hero washed 
the holds of poisonous dust and the soldiers recovered.

Then Oria presented astral research suggesting Morgoz had sent the 
Elementals. This was not the first time the dark spirit had tried to conquer 
us. At the beginning of the Classic Age, Za fell to a cruel pirate captain. 
Then the first mate, a taciturn giant with purple eyes and metal gloves, 
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single-handedly  overthrew  the  captain  and  crew.  The  people  of  Za 
rejoiced until they realized this uncanny being would replace the captain as 
the one holding  Za in  bondage.  When they rose against  him,  Morgoz 
transformed into a vortex and vanished.

After the eulogies and prayer, Gavron threaded through the throng to 
greet  me.  “I’m trying to talk  Perian into building  a gazebo beside the 
Library.”

To  my  embarrassment,  his  friend  Lygor  added,  “The  Temple  of 
Zarena.”

Gavron caught him in a playful headlock.
Over  dinner  I  told  Gavron how Ileia  was  teaching  me about  life, 

nature, and cooking as well  as history.  He grumbled that Perian was a 
strict taskmaster, but he admired the old mason’s skill. I asked him what it 
was like to be a soldier, and he described it as messy and tiring. He missed 
his earth-ball  teammate who’d been killed in the war, but he knew his 
friend wouldn’t want him to mope. Too soon the meal was over, and we 
returned to our homes.

Once we organized the new shelves, Ileia resumed her project. When 
she finished the Classic Age, we celebrated with dinner on the terrace. She 
thanked me for helping with the research. “And for retrieving books from 
the top shelf,” she added with a grin.

When  the  former  apprentice  historian,  Kimi,  returned  to  build  a 
waterfall in the courtyard, she marveled at all the activity.  “But I’d still  
rather play in the water,” she snickered, splashing me. She told me about 
her new job working for the  water  engineer as we soaked each other. 
Then we walked to the stream to catch fish for the pond. She was a friend 
of the swordfish trainer, so the following Fourth-Day we rode the waves 
astride the graceful creatures.

One winter afternoon Alara dangled a letter in front of me:
Zarena, may I come visit you next Fourth-Day? —Gavron.
He wanted to see me again! Blushing, I scribbled a response. Alara 

winked as she tucked it in her mail bag. “And I thought you cared only 
about your books.”

Gavron arrived on a lion  named Max.  I  climbed onto  the  beast’s 
broad  back,  and  Gavron  reached  around  me  to  grasp  the  mane.  We 
followed the path through marshes teeming with egrets and crossed the 
stone  bridge.  Aquans  were  swimming,  surfing,  and  boating.  Streams 
cascaded  from  the  Zanctiah  plateau  into  landscaped  pools.  In  the 
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foothills, herds grazed among the flowers, and earth-ball players’ shouts 
echoed off the cliffs. Near Mount Glazah’s icy summit, the granite lions 
flanking the Terran gates wore blankets of snow. We stopped on a crag 
near the northern lighthouse to eat.

Then Max descended through the conifer forest into the jungle along 
the western cliff. Creatures buzzed, chirped, and croaked as they foraged 
for food and mates. We glimpsed wooden huts in a huge teak tree on the 
ridge and Aeran eagle-riders practicing aerobatic maneuvers above. In the 
fire region, the huge cat stepped over magma-laced rock. Factories and 
basalt houses studded the jagged slopes of Mount Flagrah. Pyrans setting 
off fireworks paused to wave at us. After peering into the crater at sprays 
of glowing lava, we returned to the cool of the water region. The grass 
around the southern Lighthouse waved in the evening breeze.

Back at the Library, I thanked Gavron for the ride. He smoothed my 
tangled hair, promised to come by after the newcomer class, and kissed 
my cheek before getting back on his lion. I stumbled inside, dizzy with 
bliss.

My third year was the one Morgoz marred with tragedy. The day the 
newcomer history class ended, a horde of enormous scorpions overran 
the Terran mines. They caved in half the tunnels and occupied the main 
shaft.

In the midst of the crisis, Gavron sent me a note, and I eagerly tore it  
open. My mouth fell open as I read. He’d been chosen for the Armor of 
Zan!

“He’s  the  youngest  Hero  in  the  history  of  Za,”  Ileia  remarked. 
“Gradak must have a lot of confidence in his character.”

I was overwhelmed by a mixture of pride and fear—Gavron would be 
thrust into the dangerous war with the scorpions.

News  came  from  the  mines.  ZDF  weapons  bounced  off  the 
scorpions’ chitinous shells, so the Fire, Air, and Water Heroes confused 
them with clouds of steam while Gavron tunneled to the trapped miners. 
To distract  me from worry,  Ileia  sent  me to  Aquah to interview past 
Water Heroes and ZDF members for her History. Meanwhile, the Heroes 
discovered they could repel  the scorpions with fire,  which made them 
spasm.

Alara continued her rounds flanked by two Aeran soldiers, and Ileia 
suggested I interview retired Air Heroes. I stayed in the lively nest Alara 
shared with three other girls. It was decorated with textiles, feathers, and 
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beads, and someone was always singing or playing music. The Air Heroes’ 
war stories were just as colorful. Then Alara took me to Pyrah, where I 
found  the  fire  tribesmen  to  be  kind  under  their  cocky  exteriors.  The 
veterans recounted swashbuckling adventures with dramatic flair.

I wanted to go to Terrah to see how the war was progressing, but 
Ileia had misgivings about sending me too near the scorpions. Since they 
emerged only at night, she finally allowed a day trip.

I arrived in the earth village, and the veterans paused their strategy 
games to give me long-winded accounts laced with philosophy.  Just as 
Alara  returned  for  me,  a  messenger  announced  that  the  Heroes  had 
retrieved a metal collar, possibly a mind control device, from one of the 
scorpions. They had discovered a new tunnel off the main mine shaft and 
were setting out to pursue the mastermind behind the scorpion army.

As we soared over the foothills, I worried about Gavron and wished 
I’d been able to see him. Then Alara yelled “Tornado!” and I saw the 
ravaged Library.

Jaanor had already found Ileia under a fallen tree, streaked with blue 
blood. He was pressing his hands on her arteries to stem the flow.

Tears streamed down my face. “Please don’t die, Ileia.”
“It’s all right, Zarena,” she said softly. “Death gives meaning to our 

lives. I’ve been blessed with many rich years, and I have you to carry on 
my love of life and history.”

My  teacher,  my  mentor,  my  friend—I  was  losing  her!  “I’ll  never 
forget what you taught me, Ileia. And I’ll finish your work,” I sobbed.

Her head slumped onto my shoulder.
I helped the Elder prepare Ileia’s body with herbs and oils, and we 

buried her at Zanctiah.
After Perian and his new apprentice repaired the damage, the Library 

was eerily quiet. With a swirl of wind Morgoz had silenced my mentor’s 
squeaking pen, shuffling steps, and soft voice. How I missed her in those 
dark days. Now I was the official Historian of Za, responsible for all the 
island’s records. I replaced missing volumes with copies of the originals in 
the vault. Then I resumed Ileia’s History. Working late every night, I wove 
Zaian accounts, foreign texts, and my interviews into the chronicle.

A few visitors interrupted the lonely, gray fog. Daxion’s easy-going 
humor lifted my spirits,  Alara served me tea on the terrace,  and Kimi 
stopped by to check on the pond. At last I finished the  History. When I 
had  almost  completed  the  copy,  Alara  showed  up with  news  of  Za’s 
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victory. All the Heroes had survived!
At the Commemoration, Gavron limped into the hall,  his forehead 

bandaged under his helmet, and I smiled through tears of relief. I soon 
discovered, as the fire Elder recounted the battles, that my favorite Hero 
had been the bravest of all. The foursome had traveled down a twisting 
tunnel for two weeks, battling scorpions from side passageways. In a giant 
cave  they  found  a  freakish  humanoid  with  scorpion  claws  and  tail 
crouching at a console. Xargovax the Scorpion Lord sent them sprawling 
into his minions with a powerful sonic pulse.

The  Heroes  grappled  with  paralyzing  tails  and  crushing  pincers. 
Warning the others to hit the floor, the Air Hero stirred up a whirlwind to 
disrupt the villain’s sound waves and scatter the scorpions. The arachnids 
returned with a vengeance. The Fire Hero held them off until the Water 
Hero could project a force field.

With the others protected, Gavron used his gravity control module to 
levitate.  He put his  armored gloves on the rock ceiling and brought it 
crashing down. Dusty light streamed in. The scorpions retreated into the 
shadows. Xargovax crawled from the wrecked console, cursing.

Beaming  with  pride  for  his  villager,  Gradak  continued  the  story. 
Gavron hurled rocks at Xargovax, who retaliated with sonic blasts. The 
Terran Hero finally grabbed the beast’s tail and clamped his legs around 
the claws. He rocketed upward and let go, allowing Xargovax to plummet 
to his death into his ruined lair. After Gavron dug out the other Heroes, 
the Fire Hero burned the console.  Gavron caved in the tunnel behind 
them as they returned to Za.

The sanctuary erupted into cheering,  and the Heroes clanged their 
fists together. Then Laeka gave a moving tribute to my teacher.

After  Oria’s  blessing,  I  found Gavron.  He  hugged  me against  his 
armor and expressed his condolences over Ileia. He seemed too tired to 
talk much, but before we parted, he said he would visit me after he’d been 
extracted.

Days  passed,  and  I  finished  copying  the  History.  The  newcomers 
arrived in their villages. Still,  I heard nothing from Gavron. I began to 
wonder if he’d fallen in love with one of the female Heroes, and my heart 
ached.

Finally he sent word he would arrive the following day. I donned my 
silk tunic, baked a redfish with herbs, and set the terrace table. When his 
lion approached on the eastern horizon, I resisted the urge to run to him. 
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I wanted to see if he was still interested in me. Perhaps he had come only 
to offer his war stories for the History.

As Gavron slid off the great cat, I noticed his gaunt face and scarred 
limbs. He raised an eyebrow when I pulled out a notepad, but he dutifully 
answered  my  questions  as  he  ate.  After  his  third  cookie,  he  finally 
admitted his frustration. “No one expects me to work now, but I’m too 
young to play juma-juvo in the square and ramble about my glory days. 
I’m not sure what to do. Maybe I’ll teach classes.”

“You’re  a  credit  to  our  country,  Gavron,”  I  smiled,  wishing  he’d 
given me a sign he still wanted me. I set out the leftovers for Max and 
headed inside with the dishes. Sighing, I pushed the pump handle to fill 
the sink.

Gavron hobbled into the kitchen and set his glass on the counter. 
“Zarena,  I  can’t  offer  you  much.  If  you’ve  found someone  new,  I’m 
happy for you.” He raised his eyes from the floor. “But thank you for our 
day  together.  When  things  were  dark  I  thought  of  you,  leaning  back 
against me, sunlit and laughing.”

I felt  foolish for being insecure.  I  slid my hands around his  neck. 
“Gavron, I was so afraid I would lose you,” I whispered. He blinked in 
surprise before pulling me against him. He kissed me, and it felt like the 
earth moved beneath our feet.

The sun was sinking as we walked outside. He asked if I would like 
him to build a gazebo, even though in his condition the work would go 
slowly. I told him the longer it took, the better. “I’ll take my time, then,” 
he smiled, brushing a strand of hair from my eyes. Then he grabbed the 
mane of his restless lion. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Zarena.”

My  heart  flush  with  hope,  my  lips  still  tingling  from  his  kiss,  I 
watched him recede down the path.

For the second time, Gavron was unable to keep his promise. The 
earth had moved under our feet, and before long a larger quake rocked the 
island while Mount Flagrah spewed magma. I fled to high ground with my 
fellow Aquans to watch an enormous tsunami crash over the village. Then 
the moon moved in front of the sun. The eclipse immersed the island in 
blackness for an hour before giving way to a brief, fiery sunset.

After a chilly night, everyone returned home to repair the damage. I 
was picking up debris when Alara arrived with the news. Max had made it  
back to Terrah, but his rider was dead.

The next days were a blurry memory. I remembered Gavron telling 
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me his slain friend wouldn’t want him to grieve long, but I wanted to stay 
in bed the rest of my life. Alara reminded me to eat. Oria said Ileia’s death 
was  necessary  for  my  destiny,  and  Gradak  shared  my  sorrow  over 
Gavron. The burial was a simple affair, since his life would be celebrated 
fully at the next Commemoration. Once again I turned to my work for 
comfort, adding the scorpion war and the great cataclysm to the History.

A month after Morgoz destroyed my sweetheart, Oria summoned me 
to her treehouse.  She gestured at  the computations  covering the desk. 
“Zarena, since the earthquake and volcanic eruption, our planet’s axis of 
rotation has shifted. We weren’t supposed to have an eclipse this year, 
much less a total one. In summer we’ll point more directly at the sun, and 
in winter the daylight will be reduced to a few hours. And the poles are 
still drifting.”

My eyes widened. “How can this be?”
“Signs point to Morgoz,” she replied grimly. “This may be the Dark 

Time foretold in the stars. Will you do some research for me?”
I delved into the archives to learn more about this dire shape-shifter. 

Despite his secretive ways, I found a few accounts of him appearing in  
semi-mechanical form to deal with corrupt arms merchants. Those who 
tried to swindle him met with swift retaliation. He allegedly had an island 
stronghold, but no one had ever returned from it.

I  perused  the  new  science  section.  With  the  planetary  axis 
destabilized, blistering summers would make the Aquan bay simmer, the 
Aeran  jungle  steam,  the  Terran  plains  parch,  and  the  Pyran  plateaus 
scorch.  Harsh  winters  would  thicken  the  northern  glaciers  and  cause 
devastating avalanches.

When  the  newcomers  arrived  at  the  Library,  I  set  aside  my 
investigation. I was nervous about teaching alone, but I knew the material 
backwards and forwards, and the youngsters were responsive.

The day they left was graven in my memory. While I reshelved books 
and swept the floor, I resolved to ask for an apprentice. Work had been 
my refuge, but by now time had blunted the grief. I would devote plenty 
of attention to my new helper, as Ileia had done for me.

Later that day, Alara dropped off a letter from Lygor, but I wasn’t 
ready to brave the emotions it would evoke. I set it aside to read after  
dinner. Then Daxion came by asking if he could help clean up, and I sent  
him back to the lighthouse with a few cookies.

And that was when Morgoz the Dark Destroyer showed up on my 
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doorstep to offer me a job.
Or did he?
Maybe Laeka was right. My past certainly supported her hallucination 

theory. Morgoz had robbed me of the two people I loved in the same 
year. Then, after I’d researched his dark history, I suffered a brain injury.  
It was hard to question his vivid presence, but the simplest explanation 
was my abysmal luck with the weather.

At  this  point  I  had  no  inkling  that  my  short  life  was  backstory, 
carefully crafted to prepare me for the drama to come. All I knew was 
how traumatic it had been. Wincing, I lay back against the pillow.
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