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MAGE 1: The Accidental Dragon
 
   


 
   
  
 



NEW TO THE JOB
 
   Sinth was not happy. He was not happy and things were not going well. He had been out of his apprenticeship for only ten days and here he was in a situation like this.
 
   He was a mage - a frost mage to be specific. Like most mages he had done his five years of training with a master mage and then was let out in the world to hopefully not screw things up too much.
 
   Sinth understood his place in the world well. 'Protect and Serve'. It was a nice motto. He looked down at his feet. The ice was spreading. How am I supposed to deal with this?
 
   Already the bandits he had been trying to convince to give up on their wicked ways were well off in the distance. They had saw him coming and dropped their loot. They probably had experience with mages before.
 
   The woman he saved lay on the ground. She was covered in ice and turning blue. He struggled a bit. His feet were stuck in a foot of ice.
 
   "Help!" he yelled.
 
   This had to be the most embarrassing moment of his life. Caught by his own spell. He looked at the ice. There has to be something I can do.
 
   He focused his mind and thought back to his master's teachings. Hundreds of lessons learned through hard experience flashed through his mind. He had been a lazy student.
 
   "If you ever get in a bad situation, do not cast this spell," he remembered his master saying.
 
   He pulled out his spell book as the block of ice that was forming slowly reached his chest. It was cold.
 
   I had to choose frost, he thought. He could have been a fire mage.
 
   He shook his head and pulled the small amulet he kept under his robes out. This was not a good idea, but he was out of ideas.
 
   "Wraith of demons, wicked world, let him forth into this abode," he intoned as he concentrated on the name he had looked up in his spell book.
 
   A hexogen gateway formed in the sky above him. It was massive. That's big, he thought in wonder. The one his master had formed was much smaller. He looked back at the spell book and saw the name. Oppps... wrong name.
 
   A pillar of ice flew through the portal and a purplish light filled the clear sky. A huge paw reached out from the portal and gripped the ice pillar. It was long and black in color with scales all over it.
 
   The king of dragons had arrived.
 
   It pulled its head through the portal and slowed squeezed its gigantic body through to float in the air above Sinth.
 
   Sinth starred. It had to be as big as a small castle and he could sense the sheer power of it even as it floated above him.
 
   The dragon looked at him immediately. His mind started to shred as the creature absorbed his mind. He lay limp on the iced that covered his chest.
 
   "Interesting, little human. I see your need." The monstrous voice shook the ice he lay on.
 
   He looked up and his eyes went wide. There was a big ball of purple fire forming in the dragon's mouth.
 
   "Ummm... no... please..." he begged.
 
   The fire rained down on him and the ice fell away. He felt a burning heat and his body completely incinerated. Ahhhh.... he screamed in his head.
 
   He shook his head. Dream fire.
 
   The ice was gone and Sinth collapsed to the ground. Ah, it hurts. Dream fire could remove something from reality and put it in another dimension. The dragon had skillfully removed the ice and left the two humans alive.
 
   He looked down at the woman. She was still breathing and slightly pink. The dragon must have taken the cold from her body as well.
 
   "Ah, that must be my sacrifice," the dragon said from behind him.
 
   He turned in shock. The dragon's big maw was right behind him.
 
   "Sacrifice?" he stuttered.
 
   "Yes, sacrifice," the dragon confirmed.
 
   "Me?" Sinth scuttled backwards a little.
 
   "No, not you. The other human." The dragon moved over top of Sinth and he felt its hot breath on his face as it stood high above him.
 
   "Ummm... sir... I mean... king of dragons," Sinth said.
 
   "Yes?" The dragon was looking at the woman hungrily.
 
   "I... um... how do I put this... I just saved her from some robbers and she isn't really a sacrifice..."
 
   The dragon looked at him with a raised eyebrow, or at least that was what he would have done if the dragon was human.
 
   "Ah, you have prepared some robbers for me. You are a thoughtful one, aren't you..." The dragon paused for a moment with a question in its eyes.
 
   "Sinth," he offered.
 
   "Sinth, yes, you look like a Sinth," the dragon said.
 
   Sinth had no idea what a Sinth was, it was just a name after all, but the dragon seemed to know. He nodded. At least he isn't going to eat me.
 
   The dragon looked around.
 
   "Well, where are they?"
 
   "They?"
 
   "The sacrificial robbers. I do love the evil ones. Very tasty, you know."
 
   "Oh."
 
   The dragon gave him a hungry look and glanced at the woman. Sinth smiled weakly.
 
   "I'll take you to them," he said.
 
   "Oh, good. Do hurry." The dragon looked at him impatiently.
 
   Sinth summoned a small disc of ice and cast a spell on it. He was going to have to find a way to get the dragon to go back to its dimension. It could stay for as long as he lived unless he banished it back. Unfortunately, the strength to banish this one would require a high mage or two.
 
   He hopped on top of the circular piece of ice and it hovered upwards. He hoped that the robbers were still running out in the open; otherwise, this would go badly.
 
   He flew along the green grass as the wind he had created pushed the ice pad along. The dragon flew along above him on its big wings.
 
   Sinth looked around. Where are they? He saw them running ahead of him.
 
   "Sir, just up ahead."
 
   The dragon saw them and shot forward with tremendous speed. Sinth would have thought that the dragon would have taken his time, but he flew low and inhaled.
 
   The five men flew up in the air and then disappeared into the dragon's mouth. It flew upwards and did a small barrel roll before flying back down to hover next to Sinth. It burped.
 
   "That was tasty, little Sinth." It still looked hungry.
 
   "I'm glad," Sinth said with more than a little fear.
 
   "So, Sinth, who should I eat next?"
 
   Sinth looked up at the dragon and saw he was completely serious.
 
   "Dragon, would it be alright if you returned home. There was a little mistake."
 
   The dragon looked at him for a moment and then lifted itself up in front of him with a stern look.
 
   "Sinth, aren't you an evil wizard? Why are you so squeamish? I thought we would kill a few villagers and maybe raid a castle or two." The dragon looked hurt.
 
   "Well, I'm not very evil and I meant to summon Argamen."
 
   The dragon laughed.
 
   "Argamen, that snow lizard? Why would you do that? You know how weak that ugly snake is?"
 
   Of course Sinth knew. That's why he wanted to summon him because he would have been easy to banish.
 
   The dragon looked down at him waiting. What am I supposed to do? The dragon looked at him sternly.
 
   "Little human, I am bored. Perhaps, I will find my own food."
 
   Sinth reached out a hand, but the dragon was moving back towards where they had left the woman. He realized what that one was about to do.
 
   He pulled out his spell book and looked up a spell. He was going to have to do something dangerous. Something he had always been bad at.
 
   He flew forward at top speed and started to catch up with the dragon lazily flying through the sky. Sinth concentrated. He vanished and appeared just next to the woman as the dragon started to inhale again. He flew into the air and used the ice pad to block the breath trying to pull him in.
 
   Fire burned over him for a second and he saw his disc starting to melt.
 
   I can’t let this happen!
 
   He lifted the woman into his arms. Her eyes snapped open and she screamed as the dragon's big maw came closer and closer. He looked behind him and put all his energy into forcing the pad to move upward. He shot upward.
 
   The world spun for a moment and he lost his bearings. The world was a mix of colors and he felt ill enough to vomit on the woman.
 
   Hold it together, Sinth. The ladies don’t like it when a man vomits on them. 
 
   Sinth spun midair and threw the woman into the air. She started falling immediately and he knew that he had no time at all to turn this situation around – something that he was not confident that he could do, but with no choice but become this beast’s lunch, he was feeling motivated.
 
   He threw his amulet out into the air in front of him and clasped his hands together. This was going to hurt – A LOT.
 
   The earth is my master and I am its servant. Time is a torturous master and she knows my will. Accept me if you must and take what you will. I beg of you – hear my call.
 
   He hoped that the God of Time wasn’t busy right now because as he ripped his hands apart and the world dimmed to a dullish gray, he was either going to die or the spell would have the effect that he hoped that it would achieve.
 
   Apparently today was his lucky day as the gray streaked and he felt his stomach lurch. The world moved into what could only be called ‘slow motion’, something that he heard they used in magic picture shows on other worlds.
 
   He grabbed his amulet out of the air and started to cast.
 
   His first spell as the dragon sped towards him was a blue ball of light. It flew out ahead of him and collided with the dragon’s maw.
 
   Damn.
 
   The spell had no effect whatsoever and, worse, the dragon blinked and suddenly sped up.
 
   That’s not good.
 
   With the dragon hurtling towards him, he had no choice but to choose avoidance – one of his lesser skills.
 
   He dropped out the light sled he was using and suddenly he was falling at max speed through the air as the world snapped into color and he barely skidded past the slightly disorientated dragon.
 
   “Holy…”
 
   He slammed his amulet down into the ground as he hit it feet first.
 
   His scream was so loud he swore that he broke the sound barrier several times over. He bounced back upwards and just barely managed to hitch the woman’s skirts as she passed him by.
 
   “Oh, that’s not bad.”
 
   He averted his eyes. His mother wouldn’t approve of what he was staring at.
 
   She screamed as she flipped around behind him.
 
   I have to think of something better. This is going to get me killed.
 
   He chuckled at the thought, even though his mind told him that that was probably madness coming on. He was going to die anyway, why delay it?
 
   “That’s it.”
 
   He cast another light sled and shot up past the dragon, who took half the woman’s skirt with it as it slipped by.
 
   He turned and kept on going straight upwards
 
   I hope you like fruit.
 
   The dragon performed a beautiful 10 out of 10 barrel roll and followed him upwards. Sinth cast his last spell as the creature flew up at him. He could feel the fires of the dragon's hot breath burning his back as it chased him upwards.
 
   The spell took and the dragon's mouth bit in. Blood poured from the space where he had been and the dragon shot passed.
 
   For a second there was a look of surprise on the dragon's face as it hurtled upwards and flew straight into the portal that it hadn't noticed in its rush to eat Sinth and the woman.
 
   One final word flew out of the portal as the dragon passed back into its realm.
 
   "Tomato juice???"
 
   Sinth had used the teleport spell again as he cast his most hated spell. It was a spell that transformed his body into a giant tomato and made a copy. Sinth hated tomatoes.
 
   He looked down at the woman in his arms. She was blinking and had a little red on her face from where it was raining down from the now closed portal.
 
   She blinked at him once and asked, "Is this tomato juice?"
 
   He laughed.
 
   It’s good to be alive, he thought to himself.
 
   Sinth looked up at the hole in the air. He had come pretty close to death today. If he hadn’t thought of that spell when he did he would be dragon food.
 
   Becoming dragon butt food would suck.
 
   The woman was looking at him grinning like a fool as he realized that he was almost a hero today.
 
   He looked back up at the tomato juice raining down. His smile disappeared. There was always a cost being a hero and he had made an enemy of a very powerful dragon today. That wasn’t good.
 
   Protect and serve, he thought, trying to shrug it off. That was until he realized that the populace probably needed to be protected from him. He guessed that was what being a mage was all about.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Mage 1.2: Dragon Fighter
 
   


 
   
  
 



After The Dragon
 
    Sinth trudged along the road. There was a sense of finality to it all. The dragon had been defeated and the maiden saved; however, holding the girl in his arms, cold to the touch and shivering, he didn't feel very heroic.
 
   "I am so sorry," he said again.
 
   Her eyes were wide open and the pupils were glazed over. She stared up at him, not accusingly, but in that glassy eyed way that people did when they were close to death; unfortunately, that was his fault too.
 
   He gripped his amulet underneath his long, slightly dirty, brown robes that were coated in a large amount of tomato juice. He placed the woman on the ground and pulled it out, turning it over and looking at the little mage imprinted on the silver-gold of the outside surface of the medallion. He had no choice and he knew it.
 
   He concentrated and felt the strength from his body slowly sap into the amulet. This was magic, dangerous, raw, and very likely to kill them. Still, that was the risk one ran being a mage.
 
   A small circular disc formed in the air near them. This was one of the very rare spells that he was able to cast with ease and that didn't backfire on him - often.
 
   He carefully picked the woman up and moved her over to the small circular platform. He got on, holding the woman up, and edged his foot forward and his toe down. The board shot straight ahead at a pace that was at least 20 times faster than walking.
 
   Actually, maybe 30, he thought, feeling a little worried, as he sped along the road with the woman in his arms, trying not to fall off.
 
   His mind turned back to its original argument as the world flashed by. This had all happened because of him. There was no doubt that he was at fault. In fact, the woman with her blue face, which was turning bluer by the moment, was in this state because of a spell he had decided to cast on a few bandits that were attacking her. The bandits had made the right decision and ran for their lives on seeing a mage in their midst.
 
   He twisted the board slightly to the left and the magic disk slipped around a corner and passed on to the path that led to the small town where there was no doubt a healer in residence.
 
   He picked up the pace a little as the woman started to choke. As if he didn't need anything else to feel guilty about her eyes started to move around in little circles to add to the cough. It looked like she was about ready to cross over. He was starting to sweat.
 
   He sped along the road.
 
   "You know, at least we beat the dragon," he said, trying to talk her into not dying in his arms.
 
   She didn't look up to denounce the fact, which made him feel better as it had been mostly luck. 
 
   "I bet that fat old dragon is really regretting being summoned into the world right about now."
 
   He thought about what he had just said, and realize that he'd been the one that summoned the dragon into the real world from wherever dragons lived. The fact that he'd been trying to summon a rather small but powerful worm, which had been beyond his ability anyway, was also part of his shame. 
 
   It all boiled down to the fact that Sinth wasn't a very good mage; in fact, he was certain that he was probably one of the worst mages in existence, or at least that was what his teachers told him at mage school. The dragon had been a mistake - a very big mistake, in both size and severity. He had only wanted to melt the ice that he had trapped the woman and himself in using the worm to dig their way out - the original plan. However, that had not been how things had worked out.
 
   The dragon had decided, as dragons tended to, that it was high time to destroy the human world. Sinth figured that was how every dragon usually thought, when finding themselves summoned here: The human world was probably a bit of a holiday destination for them and, with dragons been known for destroying things, they probably found it rather exciting to come here and annihilate humanity, or as much of it as dragonly possible, he corrected himself.
 
   The chase that had occurred after releasing the dragon into the world had resulted in Sinth using one of his least favorite spells: He had created a tomato version of himself, which the dragon had then eaten. He didn't think dragons liked tomato juice, neither did Sinth, but it was all he could think of at the time. The foolish thing had flown through the portal that it had come through and left them both safe and sound - almost.
 
   He looked down at the woman shivering in his arms. Her face was turning an even darker shade of blue. It was not a good sign.
 
   This I don’t feel good about. He had felt a minor sense of victory after defeating the dragon and, wanting to share it with someone, had immediately sought out the only other human being in the area, which was the woman in his arms. On landing, he had found her shivering on the ground in a pool of icy water. Sinth had had severe hypothermia a fair few times and he was pretty certain that this was her problem now. It was probably going to kill her if he didn't hurry up.
 
   He skidded into town.
 
   An old man tending to the outside of his store took one look at him holding the woman in his arms and then at his robes and pointed in the direction of the opposite side of town. 
 
   Sinth raced by. Mages carrying damsels in states of near death were not that uncommon in the world that they lived in. Mages were well known for being the least safe of any of the magic using community and often caused more trouble than they were worth.
 
   He raced down the street and turned a corner on seeing a small sign that said ‘Healer This Way’.
 
   He stopped in front of a small brown door and propped the woman up against the frame. He banged his fist on it and he heard annoyed yelling from inside in return.
 
   The door swung open and a grumpy, sleepy looking, face was pushed out through the doorway.
 
   "A mage," the man said with a look of disgust.
 
   Sinth helped the woman up and the man's eyebrows went up with her.
 
   "Had a bit of an accident, did you?"
 
   "Just help out, all right,"
 
   The man waved them in.
 
   The inside of the room was small and the walls were covered with dozens and dozens of small jars filled with things that Sinth would rather not think about.
 
   The healer snapped up a small pot of herbs and quickly mulched them in a little porcelain bowl that he used to mix his medicines.
 
   He spread the gooey green mass across the woman's hands, feet and face and spoke a few words.
 
   Healer magic wasn't like mage magic and it was a lot safer. The woman's skin color started to change gradually as the steaming green muck on her skin heated the inside of her body to the point where she was looking pleasantly rosy.
 
   Sinth started to sneak towards the door, but the man caught him halfway.
 
   "Money."
 
   That was the problem with healers. They never quite could let another magic user get away with causing a few problems, and maybe, just maybe, nearly killing someone. They always had to charge. Sinth wondered if there was anywhere in the world where healers did not charge. As he pulled out his wallet and handed over a few gold coins, he certainly wished that he was there right now.
 
   The healer pretty much pushed him out the door as soon as the coins changed hands. This was just all part of being a mage in this world. Mages were, by and large, considered to be extremely dangerous, extremely useless, and generally a nuisance. It didn't help that those nuisances were also the only form of lawmaker, judge and often juror in the lives of the people of this continent and served by doing a variety of useful community orientated jobs for little to no pay.
 
   An elderly woman spat as he was pushed outside. He had learnt to take it on the chin for most of his life, but today had been an exceptionally hard day. He gave her the finger and walked on. The next mage would suffer for his actions, but what could he do? Bad things just tended to go around.
 
   He walked down the street in the late evening air thinking about what he was going to do next. Probably when the woman awoke she would find the biggest, largest man she could find to beat him halfway to death. It wouldn't matter that he had just saved her. People generally tended to take nearly being eaten by a dragon and almost freezing to death very badly in Sinth's experience.
 
   He walked into his hotel room a few minutes later and sat down on the bed. Running his hands through his hair, he felt the exhaustion of a day using magic more than usual overcome him.
 
   He lay down and closed his eyes for a moment. He would only sleep for a little while and then he would get out of town as soon as he could. That's what he promised himself as he fell into sleep, not suspecting that his world was just about to be torn apart.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The dragon flew through the hole and slammed firmly into the ground. He moaned in agony feeling the tomato juice, which he was highly allergic to, burning his scaled skin and making small fire breathing maws tear into his hide.
 
   He was going to get that mage somehow, someway, if he could ever escape the confines of the timeless dragon world. The silly mage had somehow managed to defeat him. The dragon had no idea how that had happened, but he was certain that perhaps somewhere in the mind of that raggedy looking, skin and bones, filthy, irritating, idiot was a genius of sorts.
 
   He lay spread out, trying very hard not to itch his skin. The fires of the semi-volcanic world, which he called home, burned around him spreading an eerie glow of hot burning yellow and orange light on the rough and broken terrain around him and onwards into the distance.
 
   "Is just not fair," he said to himself, “I get to the human world and it was all taken away from me just like that. I hardly got to destroy anything at all!"
 
   Something black and blob-like moving in the distance in front of him caught his eye. This was an oddity, something that didn't belong in his world. He noted its size: Small, man shaped and dressed completely black.
 
   Lunch? He doubted it.
 
   The heat waves were so powerful that, even with his dragon eyes, he couldn't see the creature that was approaching him easily. He wondered what it might be: A ninja, a mage, one of those pirates, a god, anything was possible in the Free World.
 
   He dragged himself up to his feet and pushed forward with one mighty sweep of his wings. The world blurred and he landed in front of the black creature that stood within the domain of the fire dragons.
 
   It was a human, of all things to find here, and dressed in black with a silly grin on its face.
 
   There’s another oddity, he thought himself. Humans rarely grinned on seeing a massive dragon standing only centimeters away from them.
 
   "I've come to make a deal," the human said, never losing the smirk.
 
   The dragon laughed. It was a hearty long and powerful one, the effect of which was ruined by him itching his butt with his hind leg where the rash was really getting to him. 
 
   "Humans do not make deals with dragons, little fool."
 
   The human pulled something from the front of his cloak and the dragon immediately shied back.
 
   "A dark Mage. This is a rarity."
 
   The mage kept on grinning and pulled another item from his cloak, holding it up high, so the dragon, which was crunched up on his hind legs, could see well.
 
   It was a dragon slayer. The blade of the thin dagger, which contained a magical poison, could lay a dragon low for more than a few days, long enough to butcher him in his sleep, or, for the weak, kill immediately. This was a game changer that stood ready to be used at any given moment. One that, in the hands of this evil fool, would be deadly to the dragon. 
 
   "You have the right to talk a guess. I'm willing to listen."
 
   The human kept on grinning and held the dagger straight out in front of him. He started to throw it up into the air in great long arcs before catching it by the hilt every time. It was an impressive display of sheer insanity because if the blade touched his skin even once then the poison would turn him to dust in a moment.
 
   "I need you to destroy some things for me," he said.
 
   "Destroy?" the dragon echoed, tilting its head to the side. “Why didn’t you just say that before? My dance card is open, as you can see.”
 
   The dragon watched the human, still juggling the knife. Destroying things was something that dragons did best and enjoyed the most. This one could be very useful to me.
 
   "The world has too long been peaceful and tame and it needs a wake-up call." The mage caught the knife and held it up. “A big one.”
 
   The dragon immediately understood. Dark mages were dedicated to damaging and destroying the natural ways of life. They were by far the most powerful and most dangerous of mages, which was why he wasn't biting off the stupid human’s head right now. This one was an overachiever if he was willing to use a dragon to cause havoc. The fire dragon would deeply enjoy the opportunity to go back and perhaps decapitate that annoying runt who had made his skin ache like this. That would be worth a lot to him.
 
   "Why send me?" the dragon asked.
 
   The human smiled. It wasn't pretty. His teeth were sharpened to fine points and bloody, as if he'd just ripped into something fleshy only moments ago. It made him look like some form of large sea creature that had gobbled down a small fish. The dragon had eaten one of those a long time ago and had found it to be particularly tasty. He suspected if he tried to eat this mage he would also find him to be just as delicious.
 
   "Because you, my dear dragon, have met my friend Sinth."
 
   The dragon roared in fury. The dark mage had dared speak the name of that rather clever adversary that had fooled him only moments ago.
 
   "You dare mention that name in front of me. DO YOU SEEK DEATH SO STRONGLY?"
 
   The mage yawned and started flipping the knife once more. At least I messed up his hair a little. That will teach him for saying those words.
 
   The dragon scratched his hind leg with his front, remembering the pain that their young human had caused him. I will kill him.
 
   "What do you know of this human?"
 
   "I know that the young mage is probably laughing at you right now."
 
   "He would dare laugh at one such as me?"
 
   The dark mage raised an eyebrow and said, "Of course. He's probably celebrating right now, telling all that will listen about his victory over you."
 
   The dragon roared again. This time the rage in his mind overwhelmed the pain in his body. He felt a sense of desire to tear and render the human race into very tiny pieces, so he might enjoy swallowing them - one by one.
 
   "Take me to the world!"
 
   The mage brought his hand up and waved the knife in front of the dragon
 
   He pointed it towards the dragon’s wide open jaws.
 
   "Will you do as I say: fully and completely?"
 
   The dragon roared his acceptance at the mage and he started to chant.
 
   In next to no time at all, a portal opened up large enough for him to squeeze out into the human world. He could see the lights of a small town in the darkness on the other side.
 
   He cried out his agony. His itchiness was intense and his bloodlust overwhelming. He would destroy them all!
 
   He surged forward on his mighty wings and slid through the portal without another thought, aiming straight for the town on the other side like it was a luscious morsel of tasty food and him a famished dog willing to rend and tear to have his fill. He knew that this was the first of many, which he would tear apart with his claws and with his fire. The dragon would make this a nightmare for the humans to remember.
 
   He swooped down and laid a blast of flames through the centre. Small shapes running in the street were consumed by a gust of superheated dragon fire. Where there had been a street on lined with houses, there was now burning rubble. Any human who dared to live in those small shacks would have been incinerated by the power of his mighty flame.
 
   He cried out in pleasure and landed among the human’s homes. He swept his tail around, ripping even more up into the air, so he could hear the fearful screams of the little weaklings shouting in pain and agony as he destroyed them without a single care.
 
   His rage reached to its limit in one fowl scream of lusty rage and he took a deep breath, readying himself for the finale.
 
   The dragon came around in one the long massive circle of destruction from his position on top of a large house. He breathed out fire in a intense long burst that didn’t until he had completely a 360 degree spin that left him surrounded by hot burning red flames.
 
   He took another breath and performed his trick again; however, this time he didn't stop until everything within the town was burnt to the ground and he alone stood alive.
 
   “Damn you, human!” he screamed, feeling even more itchy. “I will destroy you and send you to the depths of hell!”
 
   He sprang into the air, seeing a running figure sprinting from one side of the village with his sharp eyes.
 
   He swooped up and, in his mind’s eye, saw the mage that had defeated him so surely only a short time ago. He flew down like an eagle in flight, picking the small shape up like a mouse from a field in its mouth.
 
   The human screamed once and then stopped screaming as the dragon started chewing. The flavor of the human blood was an inspiringly beautiful to his taste buds. This one was small and fleshy. Young is always best.
 
   He turned, looking for food, and saw more humans running from the village. He moved on with a firm desire to have more of these tasty treats, as any good dragon bent on destruction would. He was a nightmare and he had come.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The dark shape sat atop the hill in his black cloak and equally black clothing. He lifted his hands to the sky and brought them together as the dragon surged towards the town. He could see the skin of his fingers clearly in the first flash of fire the dragon let out. It was speckled with blackness from overuse of the dark magic.
 
   He bent his neck forward and under then pushed his hands out front to stretch the muscles of his aching back.
 
   Trudging through the dragon world had not been pleasant. He had needed to use a lot of magic to keep himself alive in that harsh and dangerous environment. It made him feel sicker than he should have been at his stage of the damage his magic was doing to him.
 
   He spun the dagger once more. It came down and he accidentally nicked his finger with the end of the blade.
 
   He chuckled at the pain of it and cast a quick spell to close the wound.
 
   That fool of a dragon had believed that this little toy he had bought from Smelter City was truly a dragon slayer. If the dragon had known how hard it was to come by one and produce the particular poison that they used on those blades then he would have realized that it would be highly unlikely that anybody, except the most wealthy, would have one of those powerful weapons in their possession.
 
   He watched the creature racing off into the distance. The town that he had chosen to demolish and wasn't too far away from where that fool Sinth had managed to defeat the dragon. He wondered if Sinth had run to it with the girl. It seemed possible, but he doubted it because the mage would have likely tried to fight back.
 
   He slowly got to his feet watching the fires burning in the town. This was only the beginning and he needed to ready himself for even more destruction in the near future.
 
   He found himself grinning again. He could barely contain his excitement at knowing that soon the world would be in flames, just as the dark magic within him was instructing him to with the plan it had supplied him.
 
   I shall live in the hail of death that comes and become like a god. He had high expectations and he knew it.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Guilt Trip
 
   Sinth awoke to agony. He had used too much magic yesterday and a rather unpleasant feeling of fiery pain was slowing moving up the sides of his head in what they called a magic hangover.
 
   Raising one shaky hand to his forehead, he rubbed it across his face. His hand stunk of tomato juice and his body wasn't much better.
 
   I’ve got to get moving. I can’t afford to stay here much longer. With the coin the healer had taken from him that statement held a double meaning.
 
   He stood up, feeling the usual aches and pains in his bones that came after using magic to the extent that he had yesterday. Sinth walked into the small bathroom and grabbed the bucket of water that the hotel slid through the small hatch on the other side of the room every morning. It was no longer warm, but it felt good as he washed his strained body and chucked the remaining water over top of his head.
 
   Sinth stood in the confines of his bathroom, dripping wet, slightly cold, but feeling a little more alive
 
   He walked back into the tiny bedroom with its musty smelling bed and sat down on the one and only chair, letting his head hang forward as he contemplated his escape.
 
   Leaning forward and reaching under the bed, he pulled a small bag out from under a crumpled shirt. Inside was his spare clothing, a few magical aids and some knick knacks he had collected. It was the sum of his worldly possessions. 
 
   Sinth pulled out his second set of robes and forced his body to move enough to dress himself. When he had finished, he looked down at himself. His clothing was exactly same as his discarded robes, but slightly newer.
 
   He let out a long sigh. He had been living the life of a magician for a number of years now. Long ago he had realized that the pay wasn't particularly good and his robes reflected that. The edges were frayed and there were a few stains on the side from when he had gotten a little bit too excited and accidentally summoned one of the water elementals that was linked to another school of magic. The beast had shot a long squirt of foul inky black fluids at him. He tried not to remember what exactly those fluids were made up of as he adjusted his robes to hide a tear just above his left knee.
 
   There was a sound from the door and he looked over. One of the hotel staff must have jammed a newspaper underneath the door because there was one sitting right there.
 
   He walked over and picked it up.
 
   This must be a new service. They didn't give newspapers to people staying in the super, super, SUPER economy rooms as far as he knew. Perhaps someone had made a mistake?
 
   The image on the front page stayed his hand. He stood facing the doorway looking down at the shape on the page that he knew all too well.
 
   The newspaper dropped from his fingers as if to reject what he had seen. His hands spasmed and burned as thoughts poured through his mind at lightning speed. The image was of a burning town with a large fire dragon clearly defined in the picture on the top left hand side. The headline was Dragon Attacks, 143 Dead.
 
   He looked to the door and felt deeply ill. How likely was it that the woman would have told the healer about the dragon attack? How likely would it be that the healer would make the connection between Sinth the mage and the fire dragon, the same one that had attacked the town nearby?
 
   He sat down on his bed in indecision. The question wasn't whether to run or not; it was whether to run right now or to hide out for a little while beforehand.
 
   He looked down at the dragon burning the town and felt a surge of anger. It was his magic that did this. If he hadn't accidentally frozen the woman, himself and nearly the bandits and then tried to summon the ice worm to save them, then the town and all of its people would be alive.
 
   The weight of the world crushed down on him and he could feel his emotions being throttled by the knowledge, all too intimately realized, that he was at fault. The dragon attacking the town was his responsibility. He had killed 143 innocents. Sinth was damned.
 
   He clenched both of his fists, trying to contain the feeling of sadness and anger, which mixed and melted and reformed into what could easily become a bout of severe discontent and unhappiness. How could life throw this his way? He had only wanted to be in good mage, but now he was responsible for the deaths of what he could see in big, bold letters in the middle of the article were over a hundred deaths and hundreds more injuries in the surrounding area, some presumed eaten and others missing.
 
   A part of his heart cursed the magic that had done this to him and another part told him that he could not let the situation remain as it was.
 
   He grabbed his bag and threw it over his shoulder. He had a dragon to stop.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Flight Of The Frost Mage
 
   Sinth walked down the lane with his hood pulled right up over his head. One or two of the townsfolk had given him nasty looks already. He wondered if they knew who he really was and if they had a pitchfork handy somewhere.
 
   The town was quiet today. There was a sense of worry among the populence that was displayed on the crinkled faces of the worried looking elderly and in the words of the people that he heard as he walked by.
 
   The dragon was, by and large, the hottest topic in the area. Thankfully, it didn't seem that anybody had drawn the conclusion that it was him who had summoned the beast.
 
   He had gone to see the woman and enjoyed a wonderful dinner that had lead to various other events, one of which was finding out she was also a mage and of the fiery kind, and had a rather ‘unique prospective’ on being frozen. That unique prospective had involved nearly burning him to death and also using his amulet to cause him quite a lot of pain.
 
   The airfield came into view. In the free world, people either travelled by train or by airship. Sinth had been to various other worlds on his travels and found that flying was the easiest form of travel and much safer than trying to teleport to a location, which often ended in tears – that was if you could still cry after whatever bad thing happened to you happened.
 
   He skipped around the corner and came into sight of the field where the airships were penned up.
 
   The large elephants that were used to draw the airship through the air were standing around in a huddle in front of the only ship on the lot today. Sinth could hear from where he was that they were discussing the situation with the dragon. It seemed that magical beings were also concerned about the behavior of the dragon and were rather unimpressed with the entire situation.
 
   He walked over to the nearest elephant and tapped it on its hind leg.
 
   The creature looked back and roared. Sinth fell to the ground and cried out in fear.
 
   "Oh no, it's a mage," one of the elephants screamed in a two high voice for one that size.
 
   The other elephants formed a half circle around him. He looked up at them fearfully. They stood nearly six foot high and were floating slightly off the ground as elephants tended to do. Each of them was staring at him with exactly the same expression: It was that unique disgust that magical creatures often held towards his kind.
 
   He put up his hands and tried to look as innocent as possible. The elephants’ reactions weren’t particularly favorable and one of them even raised a fluffy eyebrow, while the others either cocked their heads to the side or scowled at him angrily.
 
   "What do you want?" the elephant that had screamed before said in a slightly calmer yet still high tone.
 
   "I need a ride,” Sinth said.
 
   "We don't take mages."
 
   One of the elephants hit him hard in the chest with its trunk. Sinth slid across the ground, but was unharmed.
 
   He looked around and realized that he was standing in the face of unified distaste. It was clear that he was going to need to move quickly if he wanted to turn the situation to his advantage.
 
   He got to his feet and brushed himself off. The elephants watched him with a slight sense of fear, perhaps suspecting that he was about to send off some magical blast of highly dangerous magic and get them all in deep, deep trouble or dead.
 
   "I just want to find out more about the dragon and I need to go to the town that it burnt down. Nothing special or dangerous to you."
 
   "Dragon? We don’t want anything to do with that.”
 
   The others nodded and he could hear murmurs of agreement from the back.
 
   "But the dragon is dangerous and needs to be stopped..."
 
   "Madness! You think you can play on the same level as a fire dragon, little human?" the elephant said, "Are you sure you are still completely sane?"
 
   Sinth was absolutely certain that he was in full possession of his wits and, by most people standards, was fairly normal, for a mage anyway.
 
   "Come on. I can pay."
 
   "You better get out of here fast. We don’t take well to fools," the lead elephant said, advancing.
 
   Sinth looked into those big eyes, slightly red rimmed and widened in barely controlled fear, and decided that he didn't want to face off with a six foot magical monster that could no doubt fly into the air and slammed down on to him, crushing him into the earth in a single blow.
 
   He turned and started walking away. Another human was walking towards him onto the green field.
 
   The human slowed and stopped in front of him.
 
   "Are you okay?" he asked.
 
   Sinth was certainly not okay. He had said to himself, earlier in his hotel room, that he wouldn't use magic. Unfortunately, he knew the distance between this town and the other was too great. The trip would require the use of magic and he wasn't ready to see what would happen to himself or anybody around him if he tried to cast something to get himself there fast. No doubt more people would be hurt or killed. Sinth couldn't stand the idea of doing even more damage.
 
   "They won't take me. It's because I’m a mage."
 
   "Well, I can certainly understand their hesitation. You lot are very dangerous after all," the human said, looking over to the elephants.
 
   "I’ll have a talk to them and see if I can perhaps convince them to take you where you want to go."
 
   The human walked over and started to talk to the elephants. He moved his hands about in the air and spoke quietly. The elephant shouted NO halfway through their conversation, but the man didn't stop talking. Sinth had to respect him for his bravery. It wasn't everyday that you found someone who was brave enough to stand up to an elephant.
 
   The man walked over and winked.
 
   "I managed to convince them.”
 
   "Thank you. Thank you so much."
 
   Sinth was overjoyed. Only a moment ago he had been in the depths of despair thinking that he would have to cast another spell and no doubt get himself into even more trouble than he was already in. However, here, this man had helped him to get the ride that he so desperately needed. He was thankful.
 
   "We should get on board," the man said, "The ship is due to leave in five minutes."
 
   Sinth walked on board with the man striding along next to him. He seemed like a cheerful type and clearly was very kind.
 
   "This is my third time on one of these,” Sinth said conversationally as they walked among the seats. “I find it pretty hard to fly.”
 
   "Really? I thought all mages flew through the sky with the ease of an angel on wings created of magic."
 
   "I doubt it. The last time I tried something like that and I ended up six feet below ground and my teachers had to dig me up. It took them a week because they kept on stopping for tea.”
 
   The man chuckled and patted Sinth on the back.
 
   "Well, don't try anything silly like that, ok. The captain on today’s flight is amazing."
 
   The man kept walking to the front and into the cockpit. Sinth followed him to the door and watched the man sit down.
 
   Things suddenly became a little clearer. He now understood how this man had been able to convince the elephant so easily to take a mage on board.
 
   One of the elephants gave them a dirty look through the window from where it was hooking itself up to the harness outside.
 
   "You're the pilot?" Sinth asked.
 
   "I’ve been flying for a few years and this is my ship. My name is Brent Wing. You had better get strapped up outback as we will be taking off shortly."
 
   Sinth hurried out back and sat down across from the only other passenger on the flight: An old man with a long silver cane and gold glasses.
 
   The ship took off and flew up into the air. Sinth’s stomach tensed, but he was happy because at least he wasn't using magic.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   He sat in the cockpit, chatting away to his new friend Brent. The man had turned out to be a really nice guy with a good sense of humor and a ready smile.
 
   They had talked about many things so far and Sinth had felt honest enough to admit his part in the situation with the dragon. Brent had nodded as if it was all completely normal and listened on as Sinth had told him about how the fight, saving the fire mage, her nearly burning him to a charred patty and his desire to find the dragon and send it back where it belonged.
 
   About an hour later, they were cruising along in the sky when the clouds started to fall together into a large black mass of thunder and rain.
 
   "It looks like we have a rainstorm coming," Brent noted, looking through the window at the clouds approaching them quickly.
 
   "Do we need to land and wait for it to pass over?" Sinth asked.
 
   Brent squinted at the clouds and shrugged his shoulders.
 
   “It doesn't look too bad. Maybe just a quick squall; nothing to worry about."
 
   They continued forward into the clouds, making their way into the darkness of the thunderstorm. Lightning crashed a little ahead of them in the dark mass of shifting half tones and deep blacks.
 
   Another lightning bolt cracked in the storm and the elephants shied slightly to the left, avoiding the heavy flash and probably the heat that would burn their fragile skin.
 
   They watched the lightning continue its bright crackling work from within the safety of the cockpit. Brent bought the ship up a little higher, so that they were safely inside the clouds. It wasn't a particularly bad storm and the wind was barely pushing the airship around.
 
   I guess we really will be ok.
 
   They sat watching as the lightning maidens did their twirling dance in the blackness of the theatre provided by the dark cloudy sky.
 
   One of the elephants screamed something out.
 
   "What did he say?" Sinth asked.
 
   "I don't know. I couldn't hear him."
 
   The elephant swerved to the left, dragging the others with it.
 
   The ship started to edge dangerously to the side and Brent pulled on the wheel, trying to bring the elephants back into alignment.
 
   Something dark and big passed in front of the glass windows of the cockpit.
 
   "Did you see that?” Brent asked, his voice sounding slightly shocked.
 
   Sinth watched for a few more seconds. Had he really seen what he thought he had seen? It seemed unlikely.
 
   The elephants started to head towards the ground and Brent let go of the ship’s controls.
 
   "I think we might just have found your dragon."
 
   Sinth still couldn't believe that he might have seen the dragon flying by.
 
   It has to be another dragon. It can’t be the dragon that I’m looking for, can it?
 
   They both looked into the distance waiting for it to appear, but it didn't. Sinth started to feel a little more agitated. Was the dragon behind them or hovering above them? Was it the one that had burned the town?
 
   There was another flash of lightning and the scaled monstrosity was clearly outlined in the sky, hovering around 100 meters ahead of the airship staring straight at them.
 
   Brent and Sinth looked at each other and then, more calmly than they felt, both put their hands on the dashboard as if to push away from the oncoming threat in front of them.
 
   The elephants screamed in fear and started to race in every which direction. Two of them on the left side ripped themselves free of the ropes tying them to the ship and another one on the right did the same. That left them with only one elephant to pull them forward, which wouldn’t be for long as the beast was obviously considering how it could break free from this trap.
 
   It gave one strong pull and the elephant was gone. They were floating on air alone.
 
   Sinth watched in absolute terror as the ship's nose started to dip.
 
   “We are falling,” he said, his voice cracking a little.
 
   “I know.”
 
   Brent went out back and Sinth watched as the dragon surged forward.
 
   It’s him or us. I have to act.
 
   He had no other choice but to fight the dragon in this situation, so he tore his amulet from inside his robe and held it out in front of him.
 
   With only a few moments of thought and a few words of magic, he was able to conjure up a large ball of glowing frost energy in front of the ship. Sinth brought both of his hands out and then together with a loud clap. The ball squeezed into a smaller size version of itself and continued until he parted his hands, after which it stabilized.
 
   Brent came into the cockpit holding two parachutes with the old man behind him, who had already strapped his on.
 
   "What are you doing?" he asked in fear.
 
   "The best I can to save us."
 
   Brent looked from the small compacted ball to Sinth and then to the dragon and back. The old man came forward and squinted through the window.
 
   "I don't think that's going to do it, sonny-boy."
 
   The dragon was opening its mouth wide, anticipating an easy human lunch as it hurtled towards them. For some reason it didn't seem to see the small ball of ice magic in front of the ship. 
 
   Sinth summoned all of his will and pushed the ball forward towards the dragon.
 
   His frost ball hit the beast straight on the lower jaw. There was a cry of pain as ice spread over its face and it slipped by the ship, hitting it with one of its wings and sending it into a spin.
 
   Sinth and Brent collided with one another and were sucked out the window. The ship rotated above them as they fell through the air.
 
   He lost sight of Brent and found himself falling through a black mass of grayish clouds punctured occasionally by the flicker of a tiny bolt of lightning.
 
   Spinning wildly in the air through the cloud cover, Sinth tried to get control of his body. He had never really been very good at flying. Every single one of his past attempts had taught him that, if you are falling towards the ground at a very fast speed it is necessary to spread out your body as much as possible.
 
   He pushed his arms and his legs out to the side and tried to catch the air just right. He could feel his heart beating 1,000,000 miles an hour in his chest as he plummeted even faster towards the earth. It looked like he wasn’t very good at this spreading out thing. 
 
   Maybe I should go back to spinning. I might black out before I die on the ground down there.
 
   A series of sparks flew by him. Sinth looked up and saw what appeared to be the flaming wreckage of the airship he had just been on. The dragon must have decided to take its revenge on the ship, probably aiming to kill the small stinging bee that had dared defile its face by throwing a (highly ineffective) magical ball of ice at its jaw and causing it (presumably) very little pain.
 
   He watched the burning hulk moving towards him. The ship was moving faster than Sinth was. He could see it sliding down through the air like a burning fire ball of death towards them.
 
   Well, at least I’m going to die knowing I cast a spell perfectly. The magical ball of ice had worked well enough.
 
   He looked back up at the wreckage.
 
   “One more time!”
 
   He formed a ball with the ease of a mage, who had had a little bit of practice with the spell. It formed in front of him and he sent it off on its journey to the fiery shape of the ship above.
 
   Sinth just barely managed to hit the ship before it collided with him. Unfortunately, he had forgotten that the spell tended to push one back when released.
 
   Hurtling backwards at three times the speed he had been travelling before, he watched with blurry eyes as the ship exploded into 1 million tiny pieces and fluttered down towards him like some meteor shower of death.
 
   Time to get worried. The ground was pretty close now.
 
   Sinth started to scream, knowing that those sharp shards of wood would be the end of him.
 
   Trying to get stabilized again, he found that this time he was moving too fast and he could barely push his hands out or move his legs properly. The extra velocity of the spell had made it nearly impossible for him to get control.
 
   I’m going to die.
 
   Something dark and not clearly seen pounded into his side.
 
   He struggled with it for a second until he realized it was not the dragon. His savior, Brent, grabbed him as he passed by like some angel returning from the sky and held him close.
 
   They were just about to hit the ground when Brent yanked on the parachute chord and they plunged into a lake that was just below them.
 
   Water bubbled by in the early evening darkness. It was like being washed into the cold depths of hell.
 
   He tried to breathe in this hell and found it too fill with water for him to inhale. He fluttered downwards through the wetness and found his brain sinking into the depths of unconsciousness. Death’s icy fingers were on his heart and he feared that the world was no longer going to have him in it.
 
   Hands grasped him and dragged him upwards to what he guessed was the surface. They popped out of the water and he found Brent, who had saved him for the second time today, looking up in anguish at the burning shards of his large airship.
 
   “It’s totally destroyed,” he said in shock.
 
   Guilt hit him hard and he wanted to apologize. If he hadn't allowed the dragon into the real world and somehow failed to send it back then none of this would have ever happened. The burning shards, which were all that remained of the ship, were like little reminders of the tiny failings that he had made throughout his entire life.
 
   He cried out. Today he had nearly died twice because he tried to use magic. He could already feel his confidence slipping away. The reality of the situation was that he was a mage, who had no skill at magic and caused many more problems when compared to his classmates of the same year. He knew that he was hardly the worst mage in history, but he was running a pretty strong race for second right now.
 
   They dragged themselves from the lake to the shoreline lay panting on the sand along the edge. Something large flew over top of them, landing gracefully next door.
 
   They both looked up to see the old man gathering up his parachute with the ease of one who had considerable experience. He folded it into a nice square shape and fit the parachute back in the pack.
 
   Impressive. By the look on Brent’s face, he thought so too.
 
   Sinth slowly got to his feet and marveled at the skill of the old man. For a moment he had forgot all of the struggles and unhappiness in the joy of knowing that he hadn’t caused the death of one more person.
 
   He rolled onto his back and looked up at the sky. He hadn’t noticed it before, but rain was pouring down on them.
 
   Even the sky is crying for me.
 
    He was thankful for it because they were hiding his tears at the failure that his life had become as well.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The long road spread out ahead of him. The three survivors trudged along at a wary pace, after having spent most of the evening freezing and huddled around a small burning section of Brent’s airship. So far the walk had been mostly quiet with no one speaking of the dragon attack, with each holding his thoughts to himself.
 
   Sinth looked around the countryside through sad eyes. He couldn't get over what had happened in the skies above them. Only a few hours ago, he had felt so confident of his ability to take on the dragon and successfully beat it after having defeated it earlier, but now he was the one defeated. It was a painful lesson and one that he was not taking easily.
 
   Damn that dragon! Sinth knew that the reality was he wasn't ready or capable of even coming close to defeating the might of a fire dragon. He had just believed he could, which made him a fool.
 
   "I can't believe it destroyed my ship."
 
   Sinth reached over and patted Brent on the shoulder, feeling sympathy for the man's loss. From what he had told Sinth so far, he had worked very hard to obtain his ship, to gain the use of the elephants, and to get a license to even drive the thing. Sinth now understood that it hadn’t been an easy journey for the kind and brave man. Brent would have to start again. Sinth didn’t think the journey would be any easier for him this time – perhaps more difficult. 
 
   "So, Sinth, are you still set on going after that dragon?" Brent asked.
 
   Sinth looked the man in the eye. There was a spark there. The man was burning brightly for revenge.
 
   "I don't know. I don't think I can beat it, even if I can find it."
 
   The old man snorted loudly and laughed. They looked his way.
 
   "Youngsters always give up too easily in my opinion," he said, scratching his head and adjusting his gold glasses.
 
   Sinth raised his eyebrows.
 
   "Then what would you suggest we do?"
 
   The old man scratched his beard for awhile. Looking up to the sky in a thoughtful manner
 
   "If I were you I would start by finding the dragon and then seeing what I can do after that."
 
   Brent shrugged and said, "That's easier said than done."
 
   "That's where you youngsters always go wrong," the man said. "Sometimes you just have to look a little closely at things and the truth is easily found."
 
   The truth? He wondered what the man was talking about. The truth to him was that he had failed to defeat the dragon and finding it would now be next to impossible as it clearly had moved along from the town that it had attacked earlier.
 
   “Tell us how to find it then,” Brent said, sounding like he was looking to test the old man.
 
   "In my job as a reporter, I have learned many things in my life and sometimes you just have to follow the clues."
 
   "Clues?"
 
   "Yes."
 
    He reached into his pocket and pulled out a copy of yesterday's newspaper. It was folded up into a very small size and fit nicely into the confines of the man's pocket. He unfolded it and pointed to the picture of the dragon attack on the front.
 
   Sinth cringed on seeing the image of the dragon flying over the small burning town and Brent clenched his fists in anger, perhaps thinking of his airship burning like the houses were.
 
   "How long do you think it takes for a newspaper reporter to report on the happenings in an isolated village?"
 
   Sinth shrugged his shoulders and Brent shook his head. Neither of them had any idea.
 
   "In my experience it takes some time – a lot of it."
 
   He pointed to the date on the newspaper.
 
   "This clever reporter seems to have managed to get his story and a send it back to his headquarters from the town in record time," he said. "I wonder why that is. Any guesses?"
 
   Sinth shrugged his shoulders again, but Brent was nodding.
 
   "He knew about the event before it was going to happen."
 
   The old man nodded.
 
   "In my career as a newspaper reporter, I have almost never had a time where I was able to report events almost immediately, without having known what was going to occur before it even happened."
 
   "You think the reporter really knew? What sort of person would let 100s of people die without at least warning someone?" Sinth asked.
 
   The old man shrugged and smiled sadly.
 
   “My kind are not the most principled lot.” 
 
   Sinth looked away in anger.
 
   "So if we can find the reporter and find his source then we can easily find the dragon," Brent said, sounding happier than he should after learning someone had allowed the town to be destroyed for a newspaper headline. 
 
   "Exactly."
 
   All three of them looked at the newspaper for a moment. It was one of the larger news companies that had a wide reach and worked out of Smelter City using the super express route via airship to deliver almost everywhere.
 
   Sinth looked to the road in front of him. Smelter City was a fair way away, but they could make it in a day or two, if they took the train.
 
   He walked along the road feeling slightly sick and hopeful at the same time. Still, however he might feel, one thing was for sure, Sinth was on the dragon’s tail again. He wondered why that didn’t feel as good as it should have.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Smelter City 
 
   Sinth stared at the four story building. It was the highest building that he had seen in a very long time, aside from the castles owned of the type that greedy lords and ladies often inhabited.
 
   "This is the place according to the information the old man gave us," Brent said.
 
   Sinth and Brent walked through the two main doors at the front, which were opened of them by a large man of indistinguishable race. However, much like his other door opening brethren that graced the doors of every building on this street, he had the universal appearance of someone quite menacing.
 
   The interior of the building was as beautiful and as well designed as the exterior. The polished floors were exquisite, the wall hangings and paintings gorgeous and cleaners everywhere the eye could see. It was a testimony to extreme wealth and power and above it all hung a gold framed painting of the founder of it all (a fat man that just screamed Big Money).
 
   They walked to the reception desk and a young maiden jumped to her feet.
 
   "Welcome to the World," she nearly screamed, in a rather overly cheerful manner.
 
   Sinth nearly rolled his eyes at her. She was way too happy. The woman was working for one of the most vile and probably least kind employers in the entire city. She should have been in tears.
 
   "We're looking for Fat Bill," Sinth said holding up the front page of the newspaper and pointing to the article.
 
   "Do you have an appointment to see him?"
 
   "Unfortunately, we don't," he said.
 
   The woman's lips turned up slightly. They gave her face the slightest hint of contempt.
 
   Sinth could imagine what was going on in her head. She was thinking that two unimportant people had decided they wished to talk to one of the high and mighty reporters of the World Newspaper. Her standard method of operations no doubt told her that she should decline their request and tell them to go away.
 
   "I know, what you are thinking,” Sinth said. “We don't have an appointment and that’s not standard procedure, but we have something we would like to tell him about the dragon situation if we can. Can you let us by just this once?”
 
   "I see. How about you tell me and I pass it on?"
 
   There was a look of greed on her face that indicated that the information would not go much further than whoever would pay her the most for it.
 
   Sinth smiled at her, using his best, most innocent smile and said, "Unfortunately, it’s for his ears only, but it does relate to an attack by the dragon on an airship."
 
   The woman's eyes open slightly in interest. She would have made a great reporter by the way her nose was twitching and how she was clearly thinking about trying to draw the information out of them. It was really too bad because they had thought this through carefully. She wouldn’t be getting anything from them.
 
   "Is he here?"
 
   Sinth waited to see what she might say and Brent leaned over to flick through today's newspaper, which was sitting on the counter. The woman watched him with the eyes of a cat about to pounce on a mouse.
 
   In the end, she made the only decision she could. She wouldn’t get the money herself, but she would do her job and that was to let the company have it.
 
   "He's not here today, but I'll give you his address. You can go by his house today and talk to him, or can come back tomorrow”
 
   “Although there is a third option: If you tell me right away, I can tell another reporter. Your information would be safe and sound in the hold of one of the World’s best reporters," she added.
 
   Sinth nodded as if that was a stroke of brilliance.
 
   "What a wonderful idea, but this is the Bills ears only. Unfortunately, I just can't tell anybody else."
 
   The woman scrawled the address on a piece of paper and slapped it down on the reception desk. Sinth took it and noted that it was very close by.
 
   They walked back out the same door they had come in and strolled down the road towards where the man lived. Brent was grinning from ear to ear as they walked.
 
   "You sure do know how to talk your way into things."
 
   Sinth grinned back.
 
   "The secret to being good at it is being able to talk your way out and trust me I've had a lot of practice at that over the years."
 
   “I guess so,” Brent said.
 
   Sinth thought back over his list of errors. All the times he screwed up at school and tried to hide the fact passed through his mind. Most of the teachers, after awhile, had realized that he was good at lying and had stopped believing him, but it was still useful when encountering someone who didn't know about his special skill.
 
   They came around a corner and into a beautiful small road with trees lining both sides and streetlamps set at regular intervals. The buildings were noticeably better than in the other areas and the usual smog from the many furnaces of Smelter City didn't hang quite as low.
 
   They stopped in front of the building only to find the door open and a window broken with two people inside screaming obscenities at full volume.
 
   The people walked by quickening their pace, but Sinth and Brent waited outside staring at the scene going on through the window. The husband, who was probably Bill, was screaming at a woman, who by decoding the vulgarity of his speech, they decided must be his wife.
 
   The woman suddenly stormed out the door and purposely slammed Sinth to the ground. He was brushing himself off when the man came outside and started to scream at the woman stomping away down the street. Brent and Sinth were still staring when he looked at them.
 
   "What are you to looking out," he asked rudely.
 
   "We are looking for Fat Bill. Are you him?"
 
   The man looked at them rigidly.
 
   "I am Bill. What do you want?"
 
   "We’re here to talk about the dragon. We need to know how you knew about the attack on the town."
 
   The man stepped back through the doorway and quickly reached for the door. Thankfully, Brent was quicker and pushed his hand out to push the closing door frame open enough for them to step inside like two salesman selling junk to unsuspecting oldsters and continued the conversation in the entranceway.
 
   "Listen. We won't tell anybody about it. We just want to know what you know and who you found out from."
 
   The man's eyebrows went up and then a slow smile spread across his face. Sinth didn't like what he was seeing. He could tell just by looking at the man that this one was born dishonest. He wasn't sure how he knew, but he had sensed it before and he knew a liar when he met one. This man was no saint and he planned to use them, probably in the worst way possible.
 
   "Well, perhaps something can be arranged."
 
   The man beckoned them in and they walked down the hallway filled with antiques and various pieces of expensive looking furniture. They reached the kitchen and stepped inside and the man sat down at the table, gesturing to the seats opposite him.
 
   He leaned over to one of the drawers, opened it and pulled out a bottle of brandy and a single glass. He wasn’t offering them any and Sinth wasn't sure if he would take it anyway.
 
   Bill raised the bottle to them and grinned deviously.
 
   "I need two people to do a certain job for me."
 
   Sinth sensed that this was not going in the right direction.
 
   "You of course saw what was happening with my wife just now,” he began slowly. “Of course, as you might imagine from our little disagreement, we are having a few marital difficulties, as couples tend to now and then."
 
   He chugged back some whiskey from the bottle, not even bothering to use the glass in front of him, before continuing.
 
   "It looks like she has found a new man to satisfy whatever needs she has." 
 
   He squeezed his fat cheeks a little in one hand and ran his hand over his sweaty overly red face.
 
   "Now, I'm not the sort of guy to let that kind of behavior slide and I happen to know exactly who she is playing around with."
 
   "What does that have to do with us?"
 
   The man’s devious smile grew even wider. He tapped the bottle and it made a small pinging sound.
 
   "I need you to do me a favor."
 
   "A favor?"
 
   "The man she is playing around with is a rival reporter from the newspaper and I need you to steal his quill."
 
   "You want us to steal a writing implement?" Brent asked, not sounding impressed.
 
   "I don't know how much you know about reporting, but a reporter's job is actually fairly simple. All we need to do is dictate to our quills and the magic does the job for us."
 
   This was news to Sinth who had always thought that reporters put effort into doing these things themselves. However, that wasn't the case. Technology being what it was, magic was seeping its way into all professions and it seemed that news reporting was not immune to this effect.
 
   "So if we steal this man's quill, will you give us the information?"
 
   The man nodded and smiled, clearly trying to look trustable.
 
   Brent and Sinth looked at each other. This was not a good idea, but they didn't have any other options they could work on right now and Sinth doubted that they could convince the man to tell them what they needed to know without perhaps physically threatening him, which in this area, with this man's wealth, would land them on the headsman's block faster than they could say ‘ouch’.
 
   "Okay, we will give it a try," Sinth said, making his decision.
 
   The man told them everything they needed to know to find the house of the reporter, who he said was most likely still in residence, having not been on the job much of late due to his romance with the man's wife.
 
   Feeling a little dirty, but knowing that they needed to get the information that the man had, they stood up and left.
 
   “I sure hope he doesn’t try to stiff us,” Brent said as they walked down the road.
 
   Me too, Sinth thought, me too.
 
    
 
   ***** 
 
    
 
   The man's house was on the other side of town in an area with a similar style and feeling of wealth to the one that they had just left. It was a long walk and by the time they got there evening was just settling in. Sinth could see the land slowly starting to darken with the smog of Smelter City giving the sky a deep darkness that was only alleviated by the lamps, set at regular intervals along the road.
 
   "Are you really sure you want to do this?" Brent asked.
 
   "What choice do we have?"
 
   Brent shrugged his shoulders and confirmed what they both knew, which was that they were going to need to go through with this regardless of the situation.
 
   They walked down the street and did a quick pass of the building. It was a nice, single-storey job and not much different from the other reporter's house, except that it was more recently built and had newer looking glass windows at the front, which were open due to the hot summer evening warmth. Sinth couldn’t see any curtains and inside they could see a man talking to Bill's wife.
 
   "Do you think that's him?"
 
   "Well, I hope it is because if not Bill is in for a bit of a shock."
 
   They walked along past again and crossed the road so Sinth could sit on some stairs just across the road, while Brent turned to hide him from the occupants inside, so they could watch the two people as they pretended to make conversation.
 
   This is not going to be easy, he thought.
 
   In a nutshell, they were going to have to get into the house, get the quill and leave without anyone the wiser.
 
   Sinth had never been particularly good at stealing anything. He remembered one time when he had stolen a cookie from the cookie jar in the middle of the school principal's office. The man had easily tracked him down using the magical abilities on hand. What happened after that hadn’t been pleasant and, after the experience, he had always been a bit afraid of stealing. That being the case, he still had no choice if he wanted the information that he so dearly needed to find the dragon, which meant he would have to go through with this.
 
   "Maybe you could use your magic to create a distraction."
 
   Sinth shook his head. Not wanting to say that a distraction could end up in the destruction of the entire street.
 
   "I don't suppose you want to go in and do it the old fashion way. You know, a knock on the head and all?" Sinth asked.
 
   Brent flexed his muscles and then sighed. They both knew that trying to intimidate their way in would result in failure.
 
   They stood watching the place for a long time. The wife and lover moved around the house talking and later eating dinner.
 
   Sinth was thankful that they didn’t look out the window at all. If they had he was sure that at least one of them would have noted the two men who had been sitting across the road for almost two hours now.
 
   Another hour past and eventually Sinth got sick of waiting and realized that they were either going to have to sneak in after the two went to sleep, if they decided to ‘sleep’, or do something about the situation.
 
   He looked at Brent and the man winked. They were both thinking the same thing.
 
   With his amulet gripped underneath his ropes, he started to concentrate on a very simple and very safe spell. With very little effort at all the spell was cast and he felt the familiar drain of energy from his body that he had used to create the magic that was happening just over the road.
 
   Balls of ice formed above each of the candles in the room and in less than ten seconds all of the flames in the building were extinguished.
 
   Sinth got up and started towards the house, but stopped when he saw Brent standing still looking down the road still midstride.
 
   "What are you...?"
 
   He realized that there were dozens of little balls hanging floating in the air above the street. Some were over the candles, but others were aimed at windows and doors.
 
   With a cry he realized what was about to happen. He had miscalculated the spell and the results have been another misfire.
 
   Brent look like he was about to ask what was going on, but Sinth was already trying to fix the mistake before the spell was fully released.
 
   “Duck,” he cried as, regardless of this effort, the inevitable happened.
 
   All of the lights on the street suddenly went out as one and they were plunged into darkness.
 
   “That wasn’t so bad,” Brent said.
 
   Sinth kept silent. That was not the end of it.
 
   In a hail of shattering wood and glass almost every single light and every single candle in all of the houses on the block were extinguished by the small steel pellet like pieces of ice that did not recognize impediments such as windows, walls and doors as being barriers to their entry.
 
   They were plunged into complete darkness until Brent pulled something out from a side pocket and a flame appeared in front of him. Sinth looked down and noted that Brent was carrying a reasonable size pistol. He guessed by the flames sitting on the end that it was filled with fireballs. It was a common enough weapon, but illegal for citizens to own. It was a little bit of a surprise to find out that Brent had one and seem so proficient in using it.
 
   The man from the house came out with a lantern.
 
   "What the heck is going on here?" he asked.
 
   "I'm not sure," Sinth said, "But I believe I saw someone running down the road that way."
 
   The man looked where Sinth was pointing and then at the two of them and started running. Other people left their homes and started shouting as well. Some of them followed the man and others went back indoors to try and relight the candles that would be temporarily frozen.
 
   Sinth watched the man running and decided it was high time to get on with this. He rushed to the door and gave it a sharp push. The reporter hadn't closed it properly, so it slammed hard as they entered.
 
   They sprinted into the living room. Sinth stopped in shock when he saw what was going on in the light of Brent’s weapon.
 
   The woman had a box open on top of the fireplace and was stuffing what looked to be a fairly large amount of money into her purse.
 
   "Who are you?" she screamed.
 
   Sinth didn't know what to say. Here he was coming in to steal the quill and she was here taking the poor man's money. He realized that the devious Fat Bill and his wife weren’t that far off each other in behavior.
 
   Sinth ignored the woman and Brent came around to point his fireball throwing pistol at her. To her credit, she continued stuffing the remaining money into the front of her dress and started to edge around the two of them heading for the door. Brent jerked his pistol at her as she ran past, but didn’t fire.
 
   The quill was sitting on the fireplace next to the box the woman had been taking money from. Sinth scooped it up and started for the door.
 
   He stopped when he heard voices outside and someone loudly crying that there were thieves inside the building. He quickly realized that the woman had decided to use them as scapegoats for her crimes.
 
   She’s no different from her husband. They make a nice pair.
 
   Sinth turned to the back door of the living room only to find the reporter coming through from outside.
 
   A group of people entered on the other side surrounding them.
 
   Sinth didn't have any time to cast a spell because the people and the reporter were advancing too quickly.
 
   Thankfully, Brent decided to take the initiative and pointed his pistol at the window. He pulled the trigger and fired a single shot into the glass. The window shattered and Sinth saw his exit. They jumped through the flames in a shower of glass and raced down the street. He could hear people screaming and yelling behind them.
 
   The pursuit, what little there was of it, was short lived and, thankfully, they were able to lose their unfit overly wealthy followers with relative ease.
 
   Sinth slowed holding the quill in his hand and looked down at it. He felt bad about what he had done, but he was definitely glad that they had managed to survive that.
 
   The two one-time-thieves slowed to a walk and started towards Fat Bill’s house. Sinth was looking to get this over and done with now.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   They arrived back at Bill’s place shortly after making a careful circuit of the city to avoid any other pursuit that might be on its way.
 
   Sinth and Brent stopped in front of the building and knocked on the door. There was rustling inside and a slightly drunk, yet as evil as ever, Bill opened the door.
 
   "We got the quill," Sinth said, holding up the long slender item.
 
   Bill’s eyes went wide at the sight of his requested prize so near to his greedy hands.
 
   "Give it to me."
 
   "Not until you've told us what we want to know."
 
   Bill looked left and right and jerked his thumb inside.
 
   They walked into the kitchen and sat down as the man poured himself another drink. Sinth wondered if he ever stopped drinking and if he did what he was like.
 
   Sinth put the quill down on the table and looked at the man taking a sip of his whiskey from a glass this time.
 
   "Where can we find out where the dragon is?" Sinth asked.
 
   The man looked to the side and his eyes crinkled. Sinth had a strange suspicion that he was about to have something happen to him, but he wasn't going to enjoy it.
 
   "Unfortunately, I can't tell you."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "It is confidential and because of company policy I can't talk about it."
 
   "You mean you got us to go and steal this quill and yet you're not willing to tell us the information that you promised?" Brent asked.
 
   The man shrugged and took a sip of his whiskey. His hand slowly moved out towards the quill and caressed the end.
 
   "There's really not anything I can do," he said.
 
   Brent stood up and in one smooth motion drew the pistol he had used before.
 
   "I'm not ready to take ‘no’ for an answer."
 
   The man looked at the gun and then to Sinth.
 
   "You two are serious, I see. I underestimated you."
 
   Sinth looked from the gun to Brent to the man sitting behind the table. He hadn’t wanted to go this far, but after having gone to all the effort to steal the quill and nearly getting caught in the process, he wasn't feeling up to being blown off.
 
   The man's eyes told the truth of the situation. If he decided not to talk then he would have to find out whether Brent would really pull the trigger. Sinth looked at Brent holding the gun. He didn't see a single shake in the man's hand and the look on his face left no doubt that he was completely serious.
 
   The man sighed and picked up the quill.
 
   "I guess you have me then," he said, “My informant was a ghost."
 
   "A ghost?"
 
   "Yes. I met her when I was writing a piece about haunted castles a few weeks ago. She came to my house in the night just before the attack and told me that a dragon would be attacking a town and where I needed to be to take a picture of the entire event."
 
   "Did she say how she knew about the dragon attack?"
 
   The man shook his head.
 
   "She wouldn't say and I didn't dare ask."
 
   "And you didn't tell anybody?" Brent asked.
 
   The man looked guiltily at his glass of whiskey and shrugged again.
 
   "I do what I do because it makes me money. Can you blame me for being greedy?"
 
   "Where can we find this ghost now?" Sinth asked, ignoring Brent, who was looking at the man angrily.
 
   “She lives in a castle just outside of town. If you go out the West Gate it is only two or three kilometers down the road."
 
   Sinth stood up and walked to the door. He had had enough of the man and was eager to get on with finding the dragon.
 
   Brent stood for a moment and then tipped over the man's glass of whiskey, spilling the contents on Bill’s lap. He pocketed his gun and walked after Sinth.
 
   They walked down the road to the West Gate. The evening was nearly over and soon the day would begin. If they hurried along, they might perhaps meet the ghost before she disappeared in the light of the early morning sun.
 
   Sinth walked forward eagerly, knowing that soon he would know where he could face off and defeat the dragon once more - or at least that was his hope this time.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Ghost House
 
    They walked down the road for a reasonable distance until they came to a sign that said haunted castle this way. The path leading towards the castle was dark and hidden by trees. They had been placed on either side.
 
   Sinth looked over to Brent and noticed that he was shaking.
 
   "Are you okay?"
 
   Brent shook his head.
 
   "I have a little problem with ghosts and haunted places."
 
   "What sort of problems are we talking about?"
 
   "I'm deeply afraid of both of them."
 
   Sinth looked at Brent’s face revealed by the moonlight flowing down from above. He could hear the man breathing slightly quicker than normal and noted that his eyes were wider than they should be. It was the classic fearful face of a man soon to be taken somewhere he was quite terrified off.
 
   Sinth looked to the path beside them.
 
   "You don't have to come if you don't want to."
 
   He could see Brent thinking it over. They stood for a moment until Brent started walking down the path.
 
   "I can't let you have all the fun," he said looking back, but still shaking.
 
   They walked down the path for about one hundred meters and came to the doors of the large castle. Haunted castles didn't usually look any different from a normal castle. They had the same big grey stone walls leading up to high towers and almost always had two large heavy wooden doors encased in iron with a few windows here and there. In fact, the main difference between the two was that haunted castles almost always had a big sign saying they were haunted above the doors and, as usual, a small admission box next to the door.
 
   Sinth pulled out the four gold coin fee. The sign painted in red paint, which looked like blood in the moonlight, requested two gold coins per adult under the age of 65 – an irony as very few people lived that long in the Free World.
 
   The doors swung open of their own accord and the inside of the castle was revealed. They stood on the border of the real and unreal looking into the courtyard beyond.
 
   Sinth took the first step and strolled in through the doors with very little care for his surroundings. Brent, on the other hand, went in hunched up, as if a ghost might jump out and attack him. The man was clearly not used to magical beings.
 
   There was a small light coming from a door on the far side of the courtyard. Sinth walked across the broken paving stones and stopped in front of it. He looked back to see Brent huddled in the dark behind him.
 
   Sinth put his head through the door and immediately chains were rattled and screams echo through the kitchen on the other side.
 
   "Excuse me."
 
   He waited for a moment until the sound of the chains and screaming settled down.
 
   A head slid through the wall. The man was eyeless and there was a big crack in his bared skull at the front.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   "I'm looking for a ghost that was interviewed by a reporter named Fat Bill. He’s from the World and pretty plump,” Sinth said. “Oh yeah… and he’s a mean old set of dragon’s balls – the lying, cheating type."
 
   "You must mean Jen. She was interviewed by the fatso a while back."
 
   Sinth shrugged.
 
   "Perhaps, I don't know her name."
 
   Several ghosts slipped into the kitchen from their various hiding places, sending Brent into a screaming fit as his fear peeked to its maximum level.
 
   The eyeless ghost looked through the wall at Brent running around in circles in the courtyard.
 
   "He sure is enjoying himself. You don’t see many like that these days," the ghost said, admiring the display of screaming going on outside. 
 
   Sinth stepped inside, noting that the ghosts in the room were sitting at a table drinking from silver cups filled with wine and snacking on a few power bars that had magically appeared on the table.
 
   "Where can I find Jen?" he asked.
 
   The ghost pointed to the ceiling and winked.
 
   "She's locked up in the tower."
 
   The others laughed.
 
   "Is it all right if we go up and visit her?" Sinth asked.
 
   "I don't think she would mind."
 
   One of the ghosts threw him a key and Sinth snatched it out of the air.
 
   "For the locks," the ghost said.
 
   Sinth went outside. It took him a fair few minutes to get Brent to go through the kitchen and into the hallway on the other side. They walked through the cold stone hallway and made their way up a set of stairs.
 
   Half way up they started to hear a strange sound much like a chicken being strangled.
 
   "What do you think that might be?" Brent asked in fear.
 
   Sinth kept on walking, tuning into the sound that was coming up from above.
 
   He eventually stopped and looked up.
 
   "I think it might be someone screaming."
 
   Brent started to shiver. They made their way to the very top of the stairs and stopped in front of a large black door with a series of silver locks binding it shut.
 
   The screaming on the other side of the door was disturbing in its intensity being so close to it. Sinth felt a slight sense of anxiety slipping into him. What sort of creature can make such a sound? he wondered to himself. Certainly something horrific had happened to Jen before she had died.
 
   He put the key into the first lock and screwed it around a few times until the locking mechanism finally gave in to his prodding. The other two were just as bad and by the time he got the door unlocked he was starting to curse the antique nature of them.
 
   The screaming inside suddenly stopped and they could hear feet running around inside of the room vigorously. Sinth put his ear to the door and listened for a moment.
 
   "It's definitely very energetic, isn't it?"
 
   He pushed the door open and revealed the occupant inside. The ghost came in two parts, it seemed. Its head was bouncing around on the desk in the far corner and its body was doing laps of the room.
 
   Sinth stared in utter disbelief at the sight. Brent, for his part, took a more logical approach and started screaming hysterically.
 
   The ghosts head screamed back and Sinth realized that the sound was actually coming from the body.
 
   He stepped inside and put his hands out to the side, trying to calm the ghost down.
 
   It mouth at him from its position on the desk and strange sounds started to come from the neck of the ghost’s body.
 
   “Oh, I see. That must be very inconvenient.”
 
   The ghost, without a working throat, couldn't make any sounds that resembled speech. He walked over to the head and leaned down so he was eye to eye with its head.
 
   "Would you like me to put your head back on your body," he asked.
 
   The head started to bounce around a little bit and he took that as nodding.
 
   He picked up Jen’s head, to Brent's disgust and extreme fear, and managed to get it in front of the headless body running around the room.
 
   Sinth brought her head up and popped it on top of the body. It stopped moving immediately and the ghost reached up to twist its head around so that it was on straight.
 
   "Thank you. I feel so much better. You would never believe how annoying it is trying to sing with your head popped off like that."
 
   The ghost demonstrated by lifting its head off and singing a few notes.
 
   Brent came into the room and slid down to the floor next to the door. The ghost glanced at him.
 
   "He sure is energetic, isn't he?"
 
   "I guess you could describe it that way."
 
   He looked around the room. It was a relatively sparse, but tidy little space. There were a few pictures of the ghost on the walls. In those she was a very attractive woman, who was very much alive and singing in large theatres in front of packed audiences.
 
   "You were an opera singer?"
 
   "I was and a very good one at that."
 
   “I see.”
 
   Sinth shuffled about. Not sure about how to approach the subject he needed to.
 
   "We've come here to ask about the dragon," Sinth said deciding on the direct approach.
 
   "I don't know anything about any dragon," the ghost said, its face revealing the lie.
 
   "We heard from Bill that you came to him in the night and told him about the dragon attack before it happened."
 
   The ghost looked uncomfortable.
 
   "Perhaps I did hear about it, but I thought the reporter would have told someone important rather than just write a stupid article about it."
 
   "How did you find out about it in the first place?"
 
   The ghost went over to the window and looked out.
 
   "I have a friend who told me about it."
 
   "Can we talk to him or her?"
 
   The ghost looked back at them.
 
   "Why do you want to know about the dragon in the first place?"
 
   Sinth looked back at Brent, who was watching the exchange with a look of fear in his eyes, and decided that things had gone well enough so far. He might as well tell the complete truth.
 
   "I'm the one who's responsible for setting it loose on the world," Sinth said matter-of-factly.
 
   The ghost’s head popped off and almost fell out the window. Sinth was just fast enough to catch it before it took the plunge.
 
   On righting the ghost’s head again, she said, "And you want to find the dragon again. That sounds suicidal. Why?"
 
   "It’s my responsibility to put him back in the place that he came from."
 
   They stood in silence watching each other for a while.
 
   "There is a witch that lives near the castle. We were drinking together one night and she let it slip. She told me all about the dragon and the coming attack. If you want to learn more about where you can find the dragon, then you want to talk to her."
 
   "Where can I find her?"
 
   The ghost pointed out the window.
 
   "Just over there," she said.
 
   He could see the lights of the small building where the witch must live in the distance.
 
   Sinth bowed his head in thanks and went to collect Brent, who was muttering to himself on the floor. He lifted the man up and put an arm under his shoulder as they traveled down the stairs. He looked back to see the ghost waving to him from the top.
 
   They struggled their way to the bottom of the stairs and through the kitchen. The ghosts were clanking their chains at a young couple, huddling close to each other in the courtyard, who started screaming when Sinth stumbled by still holding Brent up.
 
   He wondered what they were so afraid of until he looked closely at Brent. The man's face was as white as a ghost. It had been no surprise that the young couple might have thought that he was one.
 
   They walked through the forest and found a short path that led to the hut only a short distance away.
 
   Moving along it in the early morning darkness, Brent started to get a bit of life back into himself. It seemed that the further they got away from the haunted house, the better the man was feeling.
 
   Sinth reached the door with a sense of anticipation. He knocked three times and stood back to wait.
 
   There was some hurried movement inside and the door slid open slightly.
 
   "Who is it?"
 
   "We came from the castle to talk to you about the dragon."
 
   The door slid open a little more and a young woman stuck her head out.
 
   Sinth took a surprised breath on seeing the sheer beauty of the woman standing there, looking at them skeptically. She was wearing a long flowing black dress and had her hair out to either side over her shoulders.
 
   He grinned trying to not let his eyes slip down her figure.
 
   Thankfully, Brent saved him from making a complete fool of himself when he let the silence run on too long by sliding up against the door frame and asking, "I don't suppose you have something warm to drink. I’ve had a little bit of a rough time."
 
   The woman looked over and noticed his color.
 
   "Not good with ghosts?"
 
   She beckoned them inside and they followed in.
 
   The interior of the hut was rustic but pleasant. A small fire burned in the fireplace in the corner and there was the sweet smell of something being cooked in a small clay oven next to it.
 
   They sat down at the woman’s table and the witch poured them all a few hot cups of tea.
 
   "So I take it you visited Jen?" she asked.
 
   Sinth nodded.
 
   "Did you let her out?"
 
   "We left the door open for her. Why?"
 
   The witch scratched the table with one painted finger. 
 
   "I got a little angry with her few days ago during a drinking session for telling that reporter about what I saw. I’ve been feeling a little built guilty about locking her in that tower ever since."
 
   "Well, she is free now," Sinth said.
 
   Brent cringed a little at the idea of the ghost on the loose somewhere nearby, but maintained his calm very well this time.
 
   "How did you find out about the dragon?" Sinth asked.
 
   The witch pointed to a small board with a bunch of bones.
 
   "I sometimes tell the future to people. They usually see my sign next to the haunted house and come by for a visit," she said. "Somehow looking at ghosts terrifies people into wanting to know what their deaths will be like."
 
   "I understand completely," Brent commented.
 
   The witch gave him a sympathetic pat on the shoulder.
 
   "I was telling a future for a young couple a few days ago and I caught a glimpse through the eyes of a spirit of a powerful man or woman talking to a fire dragon. I was able to see a little bit of their future and it all slipped out when I was talking to Jen."
 
   Sinth sat back and took in the information. If this stunning beauty had been able to find out about the dragon and its attack before it happened with the previous attack, could she perform the same feat once more?
 
   "Do you think you could find the dragon again?"
 
   The woman shrugged.
 
   “I'm not even sure how I did it the first time and I doubt I can do it a second, but I am willing to try."
 
   Sinth clapped Brent on the shoulder.
 
   "Care to hear your future?"
 
   Brent chuckled.
 
   "I am sort of feeling the need after that little adventure," he said.
 
   The woman put a metal sheet across the fireplace and the room was plunged into semidarkness.
 
   "This doesn't involve ghosts does it?" Brent asked, obviously a little concerned.
 
   "Spirits," the woman said, picking up the board and the bones and putting them on the table, "Are most definitely used, but they aren't as scary as the ghosts and you can't see them."
 
   Brent started to tense up again and Sinth grinned. It was such an oddity that Brent, who was so brave with everything else, was deeply afraid of something as silly as the returned dead.
 
   "Are you ready?"
 
   Brent clenched his fists and nodded his head.
 
   The woman threw the bones across the board and started to chant a strange song.
 
   It was fascinating to watch her work. He had met witches at the Academy and the ones that he knew were much like nurses or doctors. They had a good working knowledge of magic, but not the mastery that mages were supposed to have. That made them safer, if less inclined to summon strange monsters or summon up hordes of kung-fu zombies, which Sinth had accidently done one spring day so many years ago. 
 
   He noted that the woman spell seemed to be working perfectly. For a second, he was a little envious.
 
   Strange shapes started to play across the remaining lights in the room and Brent huddled down into his chair.
 
   The woman started to speak in gibberish. Sinth listened as hard as he could, but he couldn’t understand a single word of what sounded like a language long dead.
 
   Suddenly, she stopped. Sinth and Brent cried out at the same time; where there had been at one point a beautiful woman sitting next to them, there was an old hag. Sinth tried to reconcile this new, more scary version of the woman he had just met with the older lady sitting next to them now. It was impossible.
 
   Her head had been slowly lowering towards Brent’s. It stopped when she was completely staring directly into his extremely frightened eyes.
 
   "You will die a good death," the new incantation of the woman said in a voice ripe with age.
 
   She turned to Sinth.
 
   "Sadly, you will not."
 
   Brent was smiling happily, but Sinth certainly wasn’t. Clearly, there was magic afoot and the woman was the real deal, but it was not a good thing knowing that you are going to die, a terrible death, or at least a bad one.
 
   He steeled himself and asked the question that he needed to ask.
 
   "Where is the dragon or where will it strike next?"
 
   "The one you seek can be found upon the coast. In three days time, he will burn a seaside town to the ground."
 
   More death and more responsibility. Sinth could already feel the weight bearing down on his shoulders. I must stop the dragon before it’s too late.
 
   "What is the name of the town?"
 
   The old woman cackled for a moment and her skin started to change color from a sickly gray to a healthy pink. He knew that he had no more time.
 
   "Where is the town?" he said more firmly.
 
   Brent and Sinth stood from the table over the woman, hoping for an answer. Unfortunately, she had changed right before their eyes and they knew that their chance was gone.
 
   The gorgeous witch breathed hard and coughed occasionally as her lungs cleared and the age faded from her body.
 
   "I'm sorry. I cannot tell you the answer you seek."
 
   Sinth sat back down on the chair feeling dejected. They had been so close and now they were so far away.
 
   "Can you do it again?" Brent asked.
 
   "Not for another day. When it is a strong one like that, it is rare that I can get in contact again in such a short time."
 
   The woman went over to the fire and removed the metal plate. The light showed the disappointed faces of the two sitting at the table.
 
   "Can you tell us anything else? Did you perhaps see anything or have any clues that might be able to help us find this place?"
 
   The woman thought for a moment.
 
   "I saw an event in the old one’s mind. They were throwing chickens."
 
   "Chickens?"
 
   "Yes, very, very large chickens."
 
   Brent slapped the table.
 
   "I know where we need to go," Brent said. "There’s an event held just up the coast. I used to have to carry lots of passengers there."
 
   "Can you take me there?" Sinth asked.
 
   Brent smiled and said, "Of course."
 
   The woman went over to the small clay oven in the corner and removed some little cakes. They were steaming hot. She put one in front of each of them and took one for herself.
 
   "At least rest before you continue,” she said.
 
   Sinth bit into the cake. It was delicious.
 
   Just as Brent was about to bite into his, the door opened and in the opening stood Jen, the opera singing ghost.
 
   Brent’s eyes went hilariously wide on seeing her. In one hand, she was holding her head and in the other hand she was holding a big bottle of wine.
 
   The cake never quite reached Brent's mouth because the scream that was admitted from it and his hands flying into the air sent the cake into the fire.
 
   Sinth and the witch laughed as Brent hid under the table as the ghost came over to sit down.
 
   "Anyone for a drink?”
 
   Sinth smiled. They could do with a little rest before they continued as both knew that they would not be able to take the train anywhere until the morning.
 
   He didn’t really need to think it over. They were safe if they stayed here from those who might still be looking for two thieves.
 
   Sinth looked over to the pretty witch. A bit of relaxation would do him good he decided, that was if he could get Brent up from under the table. A task that might prove impossible by the way the man was sucking his thumb.
 
   


 
   
  
 



The Chicken Throwing Tournament
 
    They had arrived in the morning. The weather outside was a little stormy, but a large number of people were out and about in the small township.
 
   Sinth looked out the window at the light rain battering down on the cobble stone road that ran through the centre of town. There were perhaps 20 houses in all in the township itself and, he had heard, a fair few dozen families in the rural area outside. The town wasn’t very famous for much; however, it was apparently the chicken throwing event capital of the Free World and highly popular among all the races. In fact, Sinth had even seen some ninja from the far-off continent across the sea walking around and a few pirates from the Pirate Isles. It was a rarity to see either on this side of the world and Sinth couldn't help but stare at the black clothing of the sword wielding men and the antics of the pirates who stumbled around drunk 99% of the time.
 
   The world we live in is so much wider than I remember. When did we become this global?
 
   He sipped his beer and wondered at the magic of chicken throwing: An event popular around the world it would seem.
 
   He looked at the mechanical clock on the wall that was running off a small tube of liquid demonstone. The bartender had told them that the signup would be today and that it was in a small field just off the edge of the town.
 
   He and Brent had discussed their tactics and had decided that the best way to be among the crowd when the dragon attacked would be being a part of the competition. Brent would be the lookout and work the edges, while Sinth would go to the center and take part in the game, so that he could be close to where the dragon most likely would attack.
 
   "It's almost time. I should get going."
 
   Brent nodded and sipped on his beer as Sinth got up and walked to the door.
 
   Sinth stepped outside and found himself stepping right into the path of a young lady rushing through the rain with her head down and umbrella up.
 
   They collided and fell to the ground.
 
   Tangled up with the young woman, Sinth immediately noticed the warm honey-like smell of her perfume and the softness of her hips and breasts pressed up against him. It would have been all too wonderful, if he hadn't been staring into the face of a buck tooth monster.
 
   She didn't make to move, so he gently levered himself up to the side and brushed himself off.
 
   "You need to be more careful when you're running like that."
 
   The young woman snorted. It sounded like a pig rolling in the mud, enjoying the warm pleasure of the muddy goodness.
 
   He closed his eyes, trying not to see that face. She was truly hideous and it was hard not to stare at that pimpled face or her big warted nose.
 
   “YOU should be more careful. I was looking where I was going.”
 
   He opened his mouth again and tried not to gag. The woman took his silence as assent and nodded as if he had learned a valuable lesson in manners.
 
   "Anyway, I'm sorry from knocking you over," she said finally when it became clear that he wasn’t going to say anything.
 
   Sinth patted himself off and chuckled. He didn't really mind, but the woman's appearance had shocked him.
 
   "It's okay. I should be more careful in the first place."
 
   He started to walk off towards the field where the registration was.
 
   She walked along beside him and took a careful look at him.
 
   "Are you a mage?"
 
   His muscles tensed as one, knowing that soon she would start screaming and yelling at him for whatever some silly mage had done to her in the past. It was highly likely that the townspeople would think he had done something bad to her and join in.
 
   "I am a mage, but I don't want any problems and I'm not causing any either."
 
   The woman grimaced and he nearly started to run in fear at that ugly crinkled face.
 
   "I don't mean it like that. My grandmother is a mage too."
 
   He realized that the woman was probably well aware of what mages went through every single day in terms of discrimination.
 
   "I'm sorry for being rude. As you probably know, my kind isn't particularly well loved,"
 
   "Well, that's because you lot cause so many problems."
 
   They walked in silence until they reached the registration field.
 
   "Are you participating in the event as well?"
 
   The woman shook her head.
 
   "No, my father runs it. He’s the town's mayor"
 
   "Oh, I see."
 
   He stopped in front of the registration area, reading the admissions information on a board there and pulling out a few coins.
 
   The girl said goodbye and he went to the front of the registration booth. An older man gave him a form to sign. It said if he happened to be hurt during the competition that he would not blame anybody from township.
 
   He looked at the form for a moment wondering exactly what type of competition involving throwing chickens could damage someone enough to blame anybody. If anyone was likely to get hurt, it would be the chickens.
 
   He quickly signed the form and gave it back to the old man at the desk before walking back down the line.
 
   His mind was now filled with the next task, which was battling again with the dragon. The first time he had faced it he had won through trickery; the second time he had only found the deepest of failures. His confidence was still hurting and he still feared to use magic.
 
   Sinth walked through the crowd with a sense of foreboding for what would come tomorrow. He knew that it would be a true test of himself and his mind. Unfortunately, he wasn't sure he was up to the challenge. It was not a pretty thought.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The day of the great chicken throwing competition began. Sinth entered into the earlier heats, quickly becoming a crowd favorite.
 
   He stood in the sun of the midday afternoon and looked up to the sky. The dragon had not made its play, nor turned up so far. In fact, there had been no sign of it, which was causing him some concern.
 
   He had seen Brent earlier and the man hadn't seen anything either. Sinth wondered how long it would take before they learned whether the oracle's viewing would come to be or not.
 
   He went to the small pen and grabbed a feisty looking chicken. The small bird attacked his hands, trying to draw blood. He had quickly learned from watching others that the more wild and feral the bird the further it flew.
 
   He came up to the line and lined up his shot, carefully aiming for the 10 yard mark, which was three marks down from the end of the throwing range.
 
   With the experience of a man used to throwing dozens and dozens of blocks of frozen ice, usually when digging himself out of one of his spells that had gone wrong, he threw the chicken a good 15 yards.
 
   The competitors around him clapped and the crowd roared in excitement. He never would have thought that he would be in a chicken throwing competition, let alone doing well in one. It was an oddity.
 
   The young ugly woman stood in the crowd. He still wasn't going to get used to seeing the woman's appearance any time soon, but they had talked for a little bit before the heats started and he realized that she was actually a very nice girl with a good nature.
 
   She cheered and clapped him on as he waved over to her.
 
   The day dragged onwards and the heats continued. Sinth faced-off against ninjas and pirates and managed to come out on top, although, barely.
 
   He looked to the sky again as he was preparing his final throw of the evening. The dragon still hadn't shown up and he was thinking that today would probably turn out to be a waste of time.
 
   He brought the chicken back, a truly feisty nightmare of a beast, and threw it as hard as he could straight for the final line of the course.
 
   It was an excellent throw, but it never landed because, at that very moment, the dragon decided to make its attack on the tournament.
 
   It raced out over the tree line, just a short distance away, and let loose a big stream of fire.
 
   Brent, who was standing further out into the crowd, fired off a few rounds from his fireball pistol. They slammed into the scaled hide of the dragon and stopped it momentarily from burning the crowd to a crisp.
 
   A single shot had hit it just under the front of its foremost left leg. The beast screamed in agony and turned its head from side to side looking for the one that had stung it.
 
   Sinth had decided that the best course of action was by far the most dangerous. This did not sit well with the side of him that had decided that casting dangerous spells was a very bad idea, but in this situation extremes were called for.
 
   Gripping his amulet as hard as he could, he spoke the final words of his spell and spread his arms wide as a long blue ice blade appeared in front of him. It was an arc of shiny ice that would bring pain and death to anything that it came in contact with.
 
   He brought his hands back across each other and sent the ice blade spinning in a rotational arc towards the dragon, who was drawing its head back for another large blast of flame.
 
   The ice blade slammed into the creature's neck. It cut deep, but was mostly deflected by the hardened scales of the powerful reptile.
 
   Sinth fell to his knees. The energy drain of using such a spell was huge and he could feel his body slowly sinking down into nothingness.
 
   He dragged himself to his feet with an effort of will and gripped his amulet firmly. A few words later, the ice blade was in front of him again.
 
   He could feel his knees shaking with the effort of sustaining this extremely powerful and potent spell. He knew that if he was able to get the right angle he would be able to pierce between the scales and tear a mighty hole in the hide of the dragon.
 
   Valuable seconds past as he struggled inside to hold strong. People running and screaming slipped into his consciousness as he dwindled in and out of focus.
 
   Sinth tried to concentrate only on the dragon, but it was difficult.
 
   The dragon skimmed around in an arc and came back towards him. Brent let loose a few more precise shots that whacked into the head and belly of the beast.
 
   It didn't slow the dragon, but it kept him from opening up his big jaw and bursting forth another round of fire.
 
   With all of his remaining strength, Sinth spun the disc one more time.
 
   He saw the dragon roar and let forth a mighty burst of flame. It incinerated the ice blade and the flames sped down towards him.
 
   Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a shadow moving his way. The flames poured down on him, but he did not feel them burn. He wondered if perhaps this was death and it had been mercifully swift.
 
   The sandaled feet of the person standing over him, with their scorched skirt, was real enough to convince him that he was alive and bought him back towards reality.
 
   He looked up to see an older lady holding a blue amulet just like his own. The woman was casting something.
 
   The dragon came around once more, and this time stopped in midair.
 
   It was no doubt as surprised as he was at what was above the two humans standing below it.
 
   A massive ice blade hung in the air above the tournament grounds. The old woman bought her hands across and the blade was sent into a heavy arc.
 
   The dragon sent forth another blast of flame, but the ice blade carried through them and raced towards the belly of the beast.
 
   The creature was able to get high enough into the air to avoid the blade. However, it didn't miss. The end of the dragon’s tail flopped onto the ground below it. The look in its eyes was one of utter surprise.
 
   "Damn you!” it screamed as it raced into the air and up into the clouds.
 
   Sinth sunk down to lie looking up at the sky. The older woman turned and sunk down to the ground next to him, breathing hard.
 
   "Grandma, what are you doing? You know the healers told you not to exert yourself."
 
   The old woman groaned loudly as the young ugly daughter of the events coordinator strode over and put her fists on her hips in a perfect pose of angry youth.
 
   "Some things just have to be done," she said. "I believe your young friend here would have died if I hadn't helped him."
 
   Sinth wasn't feeling like arguing. He also knew the truth that today he had been saved by the older mage sitting beside him. If she had not been here today, He would have failed again.
 
   The young woman bent down and helped her grandmother up.
 
   "Come on, youngster." The old lady said beckoning to him. "I think we have something we need to talk about."
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   He had explained himself many times over, but the old lady still didn't believe them.
 
   "It takes a tremendous amount of power to summon a fire dragon. Are you sure that you brought that exact dragon into the world?"
 
   Sinth was sure. In fact, he was deeply certain that the dragon was the same one that assaulted him earlier. He nodded.
 
   "Well, it certainly is quite the quest you’ve got yourself on," the events coordinator said from the corner.
 
   He had to agree and now he knew that it was well over the top of his head. He was a fool. He had realized it was not his place to stop the dragon. There were proper channels for these sorts of things and he had been avoiding them, knowing what they would do to him when they found out what he had done.
 
   "Reminds me of when I was young," Sarah, the grandmother of the ugly daughter, said.
 
   "I just did what I needed to do."
 
   "You nearly got everybody killed," the events coordinator said from the corner.
 
   The old woman rolled her eyes and looked at her son with a look of annoyance. He closed his mouth firmly and drew his fingers across it, throwing the imaginary key across his shoulder.
 
   "But I think we were close this time," Brent said from his position at the table.
 
   "Ten people were burned severely and several people were injured today. If you had told us about his earlier we could have done something to stop it."
 
   Sinth shoulders went down a little more. He had been so sure, even through all of the self-doubt, that he would succeed in taking down the dragon. However, his overconfidence had nearly cost people’s lives. There was no way in his mind that he could imagine a situation where he might feel more ashamed.
 
   The old lady looked down at him, sitting on the floor looking sorry for himself.
 
   "When I was learning magic, mages were trained to be tough and capable. You have shown neither of these, but are still a chip above some of the fools the Academy is letting through these days."
 
   She bent down to one knee, grunting slightly as her old bones groaned in protest.
 
   "I see a mage, who doesn't trust himself or his magic."
 
   She reached out and took hold of his shoulder.
 
   "Normally, I should turn you into the authorities; however, you didn't back down today," she said. "I think that makes you either a fool or a brave fool."
 
   "Grandma..."
 
   "Shhhh, young one. I'm not going to do anything dangerous."
 
   Sinth looked up wondering what the young girl was talking about.
 
   "There is a curse that might help you find what you need."
 
   "A curse?"
 
   The woman nodded.
 
   "I have a foolish granddaughter, who was once playing around with a rather powerful magic item. The item could create illusions of sorts. Unfortunately, it's not very reliable... or it wasn't, I should say."
 
   "And this unreliable item can help us?"
 
   "In a way it can, but I'm not sure if you should trust it."
 
   Sinth was ready to trust anything at this point in time. If the woman wasn't going to report him to the authorities then that meant he would be avoiding jail for now. He was well aware of what the mage council would do to him after finding out that he had consistently risked the general populace and brought the source of harm upon the world.
 
   "Where can I find it?"
 
   The woman's face crinkled a little.
 
   "I threw the orb of illusion away after what happened. I couldn't stand to look at it for a moment more."
 
   "Then how are we supposed to find the orb?"
 
   The young woman in the corner started shuffling her feet and the old woman looked back at her.
 
   "If you were cursed and I do a few minor modifications, you would be able to sense its location - sort of like having a compass in your mind."
 
   Brent was looking directly at the young woman. He had the look of a man who was just starting to see something, but couldn't find the words to express exactly what he understood.
 
   "How can I get cursed than?"
 
   "All you need to do is kiss my granddaughter and the curse will be passed on to you."
 
   Sinth for a moment considered the woman's words. In big, bold letters in his mind he could see the word 'scam' floating there.
 
   "Something tells me that when I accept the curse, you are going to turn me over to the authorities."
 
   The old woman laughed and slapped her knee.
 
   "You young people sure aren't very trusting, are you?"
 
   "Would you be if you were me?"
 
   "I guess I wouldn't..."
 
   She glanced around the room and spread her hands.
 
   "But do you have a better solution?"
 
   "You could come with us and fight the dragon," Sinth said.
 
   The old woman stretched her hand out in front of her. She clenched it for a moment and then released. It shook violently when she did.
 
   "When I was younger, I might have decided to fight the big red beast," she said, "but am older than I was and my body is fading."
 
   She looked straight into Sinth's eyes.
 
   "I can't help you. You'll have to do it by yourself - you and your friend."
 
   Sinth stared back. He could see the slightly grey tint and the age spots on what should have normally been healthy, yet aged skin.
 
   "I guess I have to trust you then."
 
   The old woman stood up and walked over to the young girl standing next to her father in the corner. She took her by the hand and led her over to Sinth sitting on the floor.
 
   He slowly rose to his feet, looking into that ugly face, and tried to imagine what it would be like kissing those pimply lips. Inwardly, he tried not to gag.
 
   "Are you sure about this?" the granddaughter asked.
 
   Sinth shrugged and said, "What choice do I have?"
 
   The old woman brought out her amulet and it started to glow as she focused.
 
   "Ready when you are."
 
   Sinth leaned forward and pursed his lips. He closed eyes and hoped that it wouldn't take too long.
 
   He was extremely surprised when he felt soft, well formed lips touching his own.
 
   He opened his eyes to see the young woman's face suddenly change.
 
   She stepped back and blinked touching her beautiful face and smiling. He was shocked at the change. Where there had been warts and red rashes; there was perfect, wonderful skin. Her eyes were deep blue and her hair had turned a shining gold. She was probably the most stunning woman Sinth had ever met.
 
   Sinth brought his hand up and touched his face. Everybody in the room was looking at him in disgust and he guessed he looked just as bad as the girl had a moment ago.
 
   He looked to the old woman. One eyebrow was raised and he could see the question in her eyes.
 
   He could feel something hot and burning sitting on the left side of his head. He reached up and he scratched his head and the old woman smiled.
 
   "You can feel it, can't you?"
 
   He guessed he could.
 
   The young woman bent over and smiled at him. Everyone else in the room had faces painted with looks of distaste, but she smiled and he knew that she was seeing the real Sinth inside of him.
 
   "How long before you leave?"
 
   He shrugged his shoulders.
 
   "As long as it takes for me to find something to hide this face."
 
   It looked like his quest wasn't over after all.
 
   


 
   
  
 



The Lone Archer
 
   They had been travelling for days now and were getting closer to the mountains. He could see the bleak grey spikes of what were known as the Dragon Spear: The mountain range that bordered on the Madlands and an area that few would go willingly.
 
   The way ahead was a long road that snaked around into the mountains. The untraveled length of it spread out before them. Sinth sincerely doubted that anyone had tread this way in a long time and they were way off the normal beaten track.
 
   "Are you sure it wants us to go that way?" Brent asked for the millionth time.
 
   "I'm about as sure as a burning spot in my head can be," Sinth said with a small groan, scratching the sore spot underneath the hooded cloak that the old mage had given him.
 
   As they walked down the road, the sound of wood hitting wood came to their ears.
 
   "Do you think that might be a human?" Brent asked.
 
   Sinth shrugged, not knowing what to make of the sound.
 
   "It could be some sort of strange wood hitting beast."
 
   "I sort of doubt that," Brent said, listening carefully.
 
   They trod down the road, keeping a careful eye out for magical beasts, dangerous people of any kind, or Sinth's strange wood hitting beast.
 
   In the end, the reality was more impressive. A slender woman in her 20s stood firing arrow after arrow without pause into a tree a fair distance away.
 
   "She's pretty good, isn't she?"
 
   Sinth nodded. She had been firing arrows consistently for as long as they had been walking towards her and he could see that many of the arrows were hitting the tree around about the same point.
 
   She saw them and put a hand up.
 
   Sinth walked over to the field. He noted that the arrows were all placed in a small patch around each other on the tree.
 
   "You're pretty good with that bow."
 
   "Thanks," she said with a grin. "I get a lot of practice out these ways."
 
   She looked them over.
 
   "We don't usually see people in these parts. What are you doing in the area?"
 
   "Just on a bit of a stroll. We are adventurers."
 
   She laughed. It was a pretty sound like birds chirping in the woods.
 
   "Well, there's not much to see around here. That is if you aren't here to see the occasional dragon fly by."
 
   Sinth's ears immediately perked up.
 
   "You have a dragon problem?"
 
   The young woman ran her hands through her red hair.
 
   "You could call it that. The young ones that live up in the mountains with the older dragons sometimes come down and try to raid the farms in the area," she said. "It's why they have me."
 
   "You?"
 
   The woman pulled out a small badge from the front of her green shirt for them to look at.
 
   "My name is Joan. I'm a dragon slayer."
 
   "A dragon slayer? I don't think I've heard of anything like that," Brent said, squinting at the small gold badge with the dragon in the centre.
 
   Sinth, on the other hand, knew exactly what a dragon slayer was and also knew that if she found out about his situation that she had the power to take him in, or execute him on the spot. The dragon slayers were a tough and rowdy lot. The woman didn't look tough, or rowdy for that matter, but you never really knew.
 
   "I see you've heard about our reputation," she said, noting Sinth's behavior.
 
   "Yeah, something like that."
 
   He tried to pull Brent in the direction of the road, but the woman casually grabbed his arm.
 
   "You wouldn't be..."
 
   She got a good look at his face behind the scarf that he was wearing to hide the illusion that he was afflicted with and pulled back immediately. The look in her eyes was one that Sinth was used to on people hearing that he was a mage; unfortunately, this time it was in relationship to his looks and not the magical nature of his occupation.
 
   She stuttered something and released his arm.
 
   Sinth started walking quickly in the other direction towards the road. Brent looked from the dragon slayer to his departing companion and followed behind.
 
   He rushed down the road and didn't stop walking until she was long gone out of sight. Sinth didn't want to have anything to do with a dragon slayer. He was glad that his ugly face had saved him.
 
   "Why did you run off?"
 
   "Because she could have taken us in."
 
   Brent looked back a little worried. Perhaps he was glad that they had managed to get away so easily as well too.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Hours later, they found themselves at the base of a large peak. It was cold and the wind blew through them freezing them in the clothing they were wearing, which was only meant for summer.
 
   The mountains were a harsh place and many weary travelers succumbed to the cold of these high peaks.
 
   Sinth’s head was starting to hurt more and more. He took that as a sign that they were getting closer.
 
   About a quarter of the way up, Brent put his hand up and requested a rest. They sat down on a log and shared out the small amount of food that they had with them. It was brutal and unpleasant, but it was food and filled their stomachs with a pleasant feeling of fullness.
 
   Sinth looked up at the mountains, remembering what the young dragon slayer had said about dragons in those peaks. He wondered where the orb of illusion might be among them.
 
   He hoped that none of the dragons had hoarded it away or that it was deep within the earth. The area around the Madlands was dangerous and any of the underground caves could hold a variety of different monsters from gnomes to dark dwarves to worse things.
 
   They shared some water between them and Sinth made to stand up.
 
   In the distance something roared and Sinth and Brent looked up to the sky to see a small dragon flying down from one of the peaks towards them.
 
   "Can he see us?"
 
   Sinth didn't know how good a dragon's eyesight was, but he wasn't taking any chances. There was a small stand of trees just down the path that they had come up. Sinth and Brent started running quickly down the hill towards it.
 
   The dragon above them veered along with them, like an eagle tracking a mouse in a field. It was clear that it was aiming for them.
 
   The dragon roared and shot down from the sky towards them. Sinth and Brent were almost at the stand of trees when the monster shot over them and landed on the path in front of them.
 
   "I see my lunch has arrived," it said.
 
   Sinth reached for his amulet and Brent for his small gun. The dragon pulled its head back and prepared a burst of fire.
 
   Sinth was halfway through a spell, when an arrow shot out of the woods and hit the dragon in the throat.
 
   It stood out coated in a golden light from the beast's neck.
 
   The creature's eyes widened in terror as the golden light expanded and created a large gaping hole.
 
   Several other arrows shot out hitting key points. The dragon cried out in agony and burst into the sky.
 
   Sinth and Brent spun to see the young archer from before.
 
   "You too sure know how to get yourselves in trouble, don't you?"
 
   Brent stared and Sinth backed away.
 
   The woman hadn't released the arrow from her bow. She drew the arrow back and let fly. It hit the ground just behind Sinth’s foot and he stopped moving.
 
   "How about you tell me why you are really here?"
 
   "I'm afraid I can't tell you," Sinth said.
 
   "How about we try that arrow thing again? Maybe this time I won't miss."
 
   Sinth stood on the edge of a cliff of decision. On one side, he could tell her everything and take the risk; on the other side, he could try lying and hope that she believed him.
 
   Brent took the opportunity away from him.
 
   "We are searching for a magical item that we need for a quest that we are on."
 
   The woman lowered her bow.
 
   "What type of magical item?"
 
   "It's called the orb of illusion."
 
   The woman shrugged.
 
   "I've never heard of it. Where is it?"
 
   Brent looked at him and nodded. For some reason the man trusted the woman and it looked like he would have to be honest either way.
 
   "It is right there," Sinth said, pointing straight at the tip of a big mountain.
 
   The woman came over and sighted up along his arm. She looked over at him with a look of concern on her face.
 
   "Are you sure?"
 
   "Certain."
 
   She turned to them and shook her head.
 
   "I think you both should go down the mountain."
 
   "Why?"
 
   She pointed at the mountain in the direction that Sinth had been pointing.
 
   "Up there is the mountain top home of Barry, the oldest and most powerful dragon on the mountain," she said. "He has been sleeping, from what I've been told, for the last few years, but when he wakes he is known to cause massive destruction."
 
   She looked from Sinth to Brent.
 
   "I highly recommend that we leave now before you two end up dead and I end up pealing you off a rock somewhere."
 
   Sinth looked up at the mountain. Sure, there might be some all-powerful mighty dragon up there, but he would be facing an even mightier dragon in the near future. If he backed away from this, could he really face up to the real deal when they faced off again? 
 
   "I'm going up there," he said, gripping his amulet in his hand.
 
   "This orb of illusion must be very important to you. Why? Is it because of your face?"
 
   Sinth wasn't sure that he was ready to tell her everything.
 
   "Something like that. Either way, I need to go up there."
 
   She looked up at the mountain top above them.
 
   "Well, it has been a little boring around here lately. Perhaps I can help. You two look like you need someone to babysit you."
 
   Sinth was about to say no, but Brent cut him off.
 
   "We would be glad for the help," he said.
 
   The woman started walking up the mountain and Sinth looked at Brent with a questioning look in his eyes.
 
   "I think we need some help and who better than a dragon slayer to help us?"
 
   As they started walking up the Hill, Sinth hoped that Brent wasn't digging their graves for them.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   They stood in front of the cave at the top of the mountain. The mouth of the cave was so wide that Sinth couldn't imagine how large the dragon inside must be.
 
   The dragon slayer peered into the darkness of the cave and looked back at them.
 
   "Are you sure you want to do this?"
 
   Sinth was certain that he didn't, but he had no real choice, If he wanted the orb of illusion and all of its promised benefits, then he was going to need to go inside and face the dragon that had a hold of it.
 
   The dragon slayer looked back at him once and then started trudging inside. She drew out and notched an arrow. Brent drew his pistol and followed along behind.
 
   Sinth stood in the mouth of the dragon’s cave with the wind blowing past him and his hood moving from side to side thinking just how much his life had changed. It had been less than a month and he had been across the country for the dragon twice, nearly died quite a few times, and gone from being a relatively average looking man to an extremely ugly person. All of this and from what he guessed more were only the tip of the iceberg.
 
   He stepped through the mouth of the cave as if stepping through the gates of hell. The inside of the cave was damp and cold and there was a faint growling sound coming from inside.
 
   It didn’t take him long to catch up to Brent and Joan a short way down the tunnel. They were standing at the junction that went left and right. Both ways were equally dark and Sinth couldn't make out anything with in the darkness of those two long tunnels.
 
   Brent pulled out a coin and flicked it up in the air. The dragon slayer grabbed it and flipped it onto her hand.
 
   "Bottoms up, which way's that?"
 
   "Left," Brent said.
 
   Sinth followed the two of them into the tunnel to the left. They walked for a short distance and entered a large room. There was the sound of very mild growling coming from the tunnel to the right and Sinth looked from Brent to Joan with raised eyebrows.
 
   It seemed that they had found the dragon’s lair and that he was snoozing peacefully nearby.
 
   Not wanting to disturb the beast, they opted for the tunnel leading further into the mountain on the far side.
 
   "Where do you think the dragon's treasure might be?" Brent asked.
 
   "Treasure? We aren't here for treasure," Sinth said, glancing at Brent who was looking around eagerly.
 
   The man shrugged and grinned back at Sinth.
 
   "Well, I did lose my airship and I figured all of the dragons owe me something for that."
 
   Sinth scratched the side of his head, noting that it was getting hotter and hotter. He guessed that Brent had a point. Dragon kind had not been particularly good to the Free World and were considered to be more of a nuisance than mages were. He guessed that everybody probably had some form of gripe with the dragons and so, therefore, why not take a bit of payback now? Fair was fair.
 
   He shook his head trying to get the greedy feelings out of it. Playing with dragons never resulted in anything good and he knew it from personal experience.
 
   "My head is getting really hot," he said.
 
   "Which way?"
 
   He rubbed his head for a short time, spinning around and trying to figure out where it burned the strongest. Unfortunately, everywhere was hot and painful. There was definitely one point that seemed hotter, but that led back towards the dragon. He was hoping that the orb was nowhere near the thing.
 
   "The hottest point is the dragon, but surely the dragon would have a treasure room for its collection?"
 
   The dragon slayer pursed her lips.
 
   "Not always, but usually. Dragons keep their most valuable items next to the places in which they sleep. I get a strong feeling that your orb might be sitting right next to big old Barry."
 
   Sinth looked back down the hallway to where he could hear the soft sounds of the dragon’s growling as it slept in the comfort of its lair.
 
   He wasn't particularly eager to go back there and face-off with the gigantic beast. If the dragon was as powerful as he suspected it to be then they would quickly find themselves toasted and on sticks ready for the dragon to eat during his morning feeding.
 
   They changed course and turned slightly to the right.
 
   There was a small shaft leading off from the one they were walking and they decided to see where it went. The three of them walked down it and reached an opening at the end. Sinth peered around the corner and looked into the large cave on the other side.
 
   “Ok, that’s one huge dragon,” Sinth whispered to the others. 
 
   The dragon filled up half the cave in the far corner. It was huge, perhaps bigger than the fire dragon was, and had mean spikes on its body.
 
   "When they get old like this, they tend to be pretty slovenly. You might get lucky and catch one on a tired day and never wake it or the faintest footfall might cause it to melt you to your bones promptly."
 
   Sinth could feel the burning in his skull. It was like someone was trying to drive a hot poker through his brain. He could sense it was almost close enough to touch, but he didn’t know where exactly.
 
   Focus. Block the pain and find the point. He put all of his effort into holding the pain down and seeking. The answer he received wasn’t one that he liked.
 
   “It’s next to the dragon.”
 
   “Next to?” Brent asked.
 
   “Right near its leg.”
 
   Joan and Brent watched him. They obviously thought this was too dangerous.
 
   “I have to go down there and I can’t ask you to go down with me,” Sinth said.
 
   “I’ll go with you,” Brent said, trying not to look afraid.
 
   “No, you have to stay here.”
 
   He looked down at the dragon.
 
   “If I don’t face this dragon, I’ll never be able to face the red when I get my chance.”
 
   Joan gave him a questioning look, but didn’t ask. Brent just shook his head and put his back to the wall.
 
   “If you get fried, I just want you to know that it’s been fun,” Brent said.
 
   Sinth smiled. It was a nice way to say goodbye.
 
   Here goes.  Sinth slowly moved along the cave's wall and descended the ramp.
 
   It was dark down at the bottom of the cave and he could see only a little in front of him with the only exception being when the dragon let out a tiny burst of flame every time it breathed out.
 
   As he got closer, Sinth could see its large tongue hanging out of its mouth and the slightly grey ash tint of its scales. This beast was a monster and probably on par with the red that he had summoned into the world. Sinth was facing the real deal and he was scared.
 
   He had managed to get to the dragon’s side when it moved its head slightly and an eye popped open.
 
   "Mum, I want more human meat," it said loudly.
 
   Sinth’s muscles tensed then untensed and he let out a small sigh. The dragon was just dreaming.
 
   He stood still for a moment shifting his head from left to right and found the pain was deepest towards the dragon’s tail.
 
   Sinth walked the length of the beast. It was nearly fifty meters in length from head to tail and took up a significant amount of space.
 
   The dragon growled behind him as he slowly made his way out to the very tip of the dragon’s tail, but the beast didn't stir again.
 
   He searched around in the darkness, but couldn't find anything or see anything circular shaped. He realized that it was just too dark for him to be able to see anything at all. Sinth was going to have to use magic.
 
   He reached into his robe and pulled forth his amulet. With a little concentration, he very carefully and very quietly cast a small spell to create a light in the room.
 
   A small glowing ball formed beside him. It let off enough light for him to see that the dragon was lying on a bunch of broken swords, bones and a few small jewels.
 
   He continued his search, but couldn't find the orb or anything of the correct shape at all. He reached down and picked up a gem that looked circular. It was bright and beautiful and probably worth a fortune, but he doubted it was what he needed.
 
   The dragon shifted in its sleep and Sinth caught sight of something sticking out under its tail as it moved.
 
   By the time he brought the little ball of light down the dragon was back in position and he lost sight of it.
 
   Sinth sat down, looking at the spot where the dragon had lifted its tail. He was sure that he had seen a circular pearl like object sitting there. It had been big enough to fit into his hand and he felt little doubt that it was what he was looking for.
 
   The dragon moved again and he got a good look at the ball shaped orb beneath it. There was now no doubt in his mind now that it was the orb of illusion. He had found it, but that seemed to be the easy bit. Sinth was going to have to snatch it from under the dragon’s tail if he wanted to take home the prize.
 
   He reached out quickly as the tail rose again, but the dragon rolled again and nearly took his hand off. The ball was just too far away. He realized that he was going to have to get under the dragon’s tail, if he wanted to reach the orb, which was almost in the centre.
 
   He looked back up to Brent and Joan, who were watching in the distance. Brent was crouched down and had his pistol lined up with the dragon’s head and Joan was standing above him doing the same with her bow.
 
   He doubted that they could help him, if he got crushed under the dragon, but it was good, knowing that he had friends nearby. If things turned out badly, such as him getting squashed, at least someone would know about it.
 
   He got to his knees and brought the front of his body forward as close as he could to the edge of the dragon’s long tail. The dragon muttered something in its sleep and growled once or twice, but there wasn’t any movement yet.
 
   A minute past and then two before the dragon finally started to roll. Sinth snaked out under the tail and grabbed at the small circular shape. His hands came around it, but the thing didn't budge.
 
   He quickly rolled out from under the dragon as it rolled back down and stared at the spot where the orb had been. He wasn't 100% sure, but he thought that the orb might have been caught in the hand of a skeleton.
 
   He waited for his chance again, another two minutes of sweating out everything he had drunk all week passed by in extreme stress.
 
   He watched the dragon’s movement, looking for the faintest sign that it might turn. After five more minutes, it moved and he pushed himself under quickly, making more noise than was sensible. He reached out and grabbed the orb as hard as he could. Pulling with all his might, he ripped against whatever was holding it.
 
   He came back out and rolled over his shoulder. In his hand was the orb and connected to it was a skeletal hand. The previous owner had held on to it until the end of their life.
 
   He slowly got to his feet, peering over at the dragon. The beast was still snoozing quietly and he assumed that he was safe for now.
 
   He turned towards the ramp that led up to the tunnel. His heart was beating much too fast and he felt his knees starting to shake. Turning his back on the gigantic beast was the hardest thing that he had ever done.
 
   He was halfway across the distance, when the dragon said, "Human meat, you are at just the right distance for a barbeque."
 
   Sinth turned and looked back, hoping that the beast was just talking in its sleep, but found it with its head slightly up and its eyes directed straight at him. There was a small ball of flame forming in its mouth.
 
   I’m dead. There would be no beating this beast. Sinth could see the power in its aged eyes. This one was on par with the fire dragon and, perhaps, a bit more. Only death waited at this distance.
 
   "Human meat, what are you doing in my lair?"
 
   Sinth looked up to Brent and Joan, who had pulled back into the tunnel a little bit to hide themselves from the dragon. He knew he couldn't afford to get them involved in this. He didn’t want them dying too, so he decided on trying to talk his way out of the situation to give them a chance to escape.
 
   "I'm doing research on dragons."
 
   The dragon snorted, it sounded like a gigantic bull crying out in pain as it was stabbed by a matador.
 
   The creature crinkled one fluffy white eyebrow down slightly.
 
   "Then what is that you have in your hand behind your back?"
 
   Sinth slipped the orb into his pocket and bought both hands out to hold up for the dragon.
 
   "Do you think I'm that easily tricked?" The dragon asked. "I can see the forearm bone sticking out of your robes, silly man meat."
 
   Sinth looked down and saw that it was true.
 
   Brent and Joan stepped out of the tunnel above and prepare themselves as Sinth drew forth his amulet, which started to glow as he prepared himself.
 
   "A mage. I haven't seen one of those in a long time. Do you plan to smite me with one of your pitiful spells?"
 
   "I'll do what is necessary to keep the orb. You are nothing compared to my enemy."
 
   "Enemy? You dare say there is one more powerful than I?"
 
   Sinth’s face contracted in anger. He was not allowing this old dragon to have his way with them. He would go down fighting before he allowed the dragon to take pleasure in chewing on his charred bones.
 
   "I will defeat you and when I've finished I’ll defeat the fire dragon."
 
   It was a statement born of anger alone. He knew deep down that the fire dragon was by far much stronger than him and the old dragon could turn him into a slushy puddle of human goo with very little difficulty.
 
   The dragon turned its head slightly to the side.
 
   "You're the mage who attacked Darfus.”
 
   “Darfus? You mean the fire dragon?” Sinth asked, trying to pronounce the strange sounding name.
 
   The dragon came up slightly and moved its head a little closer. Sinth moved back as it sniffed at the air around him.
 
   "You don't smell strong."
 
   He blew a little flame into the room, it brightened slightly.
 
   "And you are certainly very ugly, even for a human."
 
   Sinth pulled his scarf up a little further over his face. He was blushing red in embarrassment.
 
   "Did you really manage to defeat him?"
 
   "Only one time so far. I believe we are one of three in his favor at this point."
 
   The dragon started to make a strange loud growling coughing sound. For a moment, Sinth thought it was going to be sick and die, but it turned out to be laughter.
 
   "You are an interesting one, aren't you?"
 
   The dragon roared and closed its mouth. The fire went out and it grinned at Sinth, standing there confused.
 
   "I will tell you what, little human. Darfus has been causing his fair share of problems since being freed into this world. As one of the elders I think he needs to be disciplined a little bit for his impudence in thinking he can destroy the world and for following that thing that leads him."
 
   "So you're not going to eat me, Mr. Barry."
 
   The dragon opened its mouth wide. It bent its head so that Sinth could see its teeth clearly. A number of them were broken and rotting.
 
   “I don’t eat humans any more. They tend to get stuck in my bad teeth."
 
   He bought his jaw lower and scratched the scales around the side with one claw. A chunk of scale fell to the floor that was about as big as Sinth’s hand.
 
   The dragon muttered a few words in a strange unknown language and blew the scale over to Sinth with a big burst of breath.
 
   "Take this. When you find your dragon friend, hold it up so that the scale reflects the image of the dragon,” the dragon said. “I think you’ll find what happens after that quite entertaining.”
 
   Sinth couldn't believe his luck. He picked up the scale and pocketed it quickly, hoping that this wasn't some trick from the old dragon.
 
   "Well, I'll be going then. I imagine you want to get back to your sleep" Sinth said, backing away.
 
   The dragon lay its head back down and was quickly snoozing again loudly. Sinth joined his friends and they quickly rushed out of the cave.
 
   Joan stared at Sinth when they got outside and Brent was staring wide eyed.
 
   "I can't believe we survive that," Brent said.
 
   Sinth had to agree. How often do you hear of one going to the cave of an elder dragon and living to tell the tale?
 
   He looked down the mountain and pulled forth the scale and the orb of illusion. He now had two rather useful tools and all that was left was to find the dragon again once he figured out how the orb worked. He would be able to defeat the beast, if everything worked out right that was.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Lost Friends 
 
   The orb of illusion was easier to use than it looked. Sinth had spent the last few days travelling across the country on his way back to Smelter City. During that time, he had spent a lot of his evenings trying to ignore Brent and Joan’s constant flirting and working hard to understand the secrets of the orb.
 
   It turned out that the device had a very simple mechanism, the basis of which was not difficult for Sinth to understand. All he had to do was focus upon whatever image or creation he wanted while pouring energy into the orb and it would appear. It was, for all intents and purposes, exactly the same process that he used when using the frost amulet.
 
   Tonight he was practicing again on Brent, who was casting glances at Joan ever so often as he waited for whatever Sinth was about to do to happen. It was clear to Sinth that their relationship had grown over the last few days and Sinth could now understand why Brent had been so insistent on bringing the woman along. His every glance showed his desire and Sinth was fairly certain that the feeling was returned.
 
   He focused on the image of bees stinging Brent’s skin. The device started to suck energy from him as he sharpened the image and forced it into reality.
 
   Brent slapped his cheek.
 
   "Ouch! You didn't have to use the bees again," Brent cried.
 
   Joan started rolling around on the grass and laughing as Brent continued to slap an invisible bee that he believed was stinging him.
 
   Sinth knew that he still hadn’t mastered the powers of the orb of illusion, but deep down an understanding of the device was growing in him. He had no idea where that understanding was coming from, but he suspected that perhaps the appearance illusion had something to do with it.
 
   He reduced the energy flowing into the orb slowly and Brent stopped slapping.
 
   Sinth held the orb up into the firelight rolled it in his hand. He wondered what mysteries the device might hold and if it truly held the power to allow him to overcome the dragon.
 
   Perhaps I will only find out when I use it in battle. It wasn’t an easy thought to deal with. Surety was no longer a leisure that he could enjoy.
 
   Joan sat down next to Brent and extended a hand towards the fire. She was another oddity in his little world now. The woman had been very insistent on coming along on hearing what they intended, saying that any defeat of a major dragon should, of course, involve a dragon slayer.
 
   Sinth wasn't being picky. That bow of hers held more than its fair share of secrets. He had seen the effect of her arrows on the younger dragon. It had cut and ripped the skin of the beast, creating small holes in its neck and lower abdomen. The arrows fired from that bow didn’t seem to do any harm to the trees she fired at on a daily basis as training or when they were stuck into the ground either. It was a mystery and Joan wasn't willing to reveal the truth to him, even though he had asked very nicely.
 
   Sinth looked over to the lights of the city in the distance. In his mind he imagined meeting with the dragon again and defeating it. A little voice inside of him screamed that one such as him could not manage such a feat; that he had already lost a few times and had only survived the last time through the help of a much superior mage.
 
   He shook his head and put the orb back in his pocket. He was already feeling tired from using the device and knew that if he pushed himself he would have no energy for the following day.
 
   He lay down on the ground behind his log and stared up at the star filled sky above. He had friends, powerful weapons, and the mysterious gift from the dragon Barry, yet he could still felt he needed more confidence to face-off to his final challenge.
 
   He closed his eyes and fell asleep with the knowledge that tomorrow was another day. He would figure it out then.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   It was evening again and the moon hung shining in the dark black expanse of the starlit sky. There were no clouds in the sky and the road ahead of them was well tread with the tracks of past travelers spread over it.
 
   The lights of the small hut in the distance could be seen through the darkness of the woods. Sinth increased his pace seeing his target in front of him. Joan and Brent had chosen to stay behind due to his pilot friend’s extreme fear of ghosts.
 
   Sinth didn't think that any of the ghosts from the castle would be at the house, but, by the way Brent had reacted the last time, it was best to keep the man well away from anything that might cause him to go into another fit of fear.
 
   Sinth stepped up to the door and put his hand out to knock. A loud noise from inside, a rattling, made him stop mid-knock.
 
   The noise from inside set something off inside of him: An instinct, honed from years of surviving many dangerous situations, told him that, whatever that noise was, it meant trouble.
 
   He brought his hand down to the door handle and noticed that it had been torn off and thrown to the grass just next to the door. He bent down and picked it up to roll it in his hands. By the looks of it, someone had used a rather sharp axe to hack through the steel plate behind the door knob.
 
   Sinth bent down and inspected the door more closely in the moonlit night. His fingers found an imprint in the broken wood. He bent and closer and saw - clearly defined - the shape of a very large boot, most likely made of steel.
 
   As curious as this was, Sinth was quite eager to get inside and talk to the witch. He slowly edged around the side of the hut and came to one of the small windows. He looked through the dirty glass and saw a room bathed in light. A few pieces of furniture were knocked over and a glass was lying on its side on the table. The liquid from it had long ago dried into the unpolished wood. There was also a chair lying on the floor as if someone sitting in it had pushed it back on seeing something surprising. Finally, most interesting of all was the chest in the corner, which was bouncing around.
 
   He walked back around to the door and carefully pushed it open.
 
   Inside he saw a sack sitting near the fire. It was moving left to right like a few puppies about to be thrown into a lake.
 
   He bent down and carefully untied the small rope that held the bag closed. Inside was Jen the singing ghost’s head.
 
   "What are you doing in this bag?"
 
   The head mouth silently at him, but he could see by its facial expression that the ghost was highly concerned.
 
   He walked over to the chest and with a brief piece of rather unsafe magic popped off the lock.
 
   The body of the ghost sat up then stood up straight. It tried to leave the confines of the chest, but fell over itself to the floor. Sinth, realizing that it was after its head, quickly grabbed the sack and placed the ghost’s head on its neck.
 
   Jen shifted her head left to right, settling it into place. It wasn't long before she was telling Sinth the whole sad story.
 
   Apparently the newspaper had found out about the witch’s ability to locate the dragon and had decided to send a few of their goons over to pick the woman up. She, being a determined sort, did not want to go without a fight. There had been a short heated battle before the several armed men were able to subdue the woman and hustle her back to the World Newspaper's headquarters. The ghost had just been stepping through the door when it had all happened and in no time had found herself locked in the chest.
 
   "How long ago did this happen?"
 
   The ghost put her head through the door and looked up at the sky.
 
   “It wasn't a very long time ago, maybe a day or two."
 
   Sinth considered the information. If the World Newspaper, not the most trustable of news, had the witch then they would know where the dragon was. He doubted that the woman would be able to hold out long against their ‘polite’ requests. Chances were they were on their way to find the dragon right now. That could result in more loss of life and Sinth wasn't ready to be guilty of even further death.
 
   He walked out the door and raced along the old broken path towards their camp. It looked like they had work to do.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   They stood in the central city, looking up at the big building in front of them. The World Newspaper's headquarters was a big complex and it would be difficult to find the witch inside.
 
   "Are you sure about this?" Brent asked.
 
   Sinth nodded. He had thought the plan over carefully and done all the necessary research. If what he had planned worked out then hopefully he would have no difficulty in obtaining the witch again and freeing her from her captors.
 
   He stepped away from the other two and reached into his pocket. His hand gripped the orb of illusion and he focused on the image of Fat Bob in his head covering his body.
 
   He looked over his shoulder to Brent, who gave him the thumbs up.
 
   Sinth turned towards the two white doors of the big building. There was a sense of intimidation to the strong and powerful architecture of the building and the huge man that stood in front of the much smaller set of doors.
 
   He strode forward with an arrogance that he did not quite feel. Bob was not the nicest of reporters and that was a well known fact. He focused on trying to behave like he was better than every other being on the planet. It made him look like he needed to go to the toilet – badly.
 
   The man at the door quickly pulled the door open and bowed his head as Sinth walked through.
 
   Sinth paid him no heed and walked into the lobby past the receptionist.
 
   "Excuse me, Bob."
 
   He turned to see the receptionist waving at him. Sinth cringed a little as he walked over to stand in front of the overly cheerful woman’s desk.
 
   "What is it?" he sneered. "I have no time to waste here."
 
   "You had better. The big boss is seething because that witch that you told him knew where the dragon was hasn't talked yet."
 
   She knows where the witch is. Sinth wasn't willing to look a gift horse in the mouth and decided to go with the subtle approach to capitalize on his boon.
 
   "Those damn fools! Can’t they do anything without me? Where have they got the woman held up?"
 
   The woman looked at him a little strangely.
 
   "What are you talking about? She's in your office."
 
   Sinth inwardly started to scream. He had just made an extreme fool of himself.
 
   "Of course," he said, slowly. “I’m just a little drunk right now.”
 
   He pretended to wobble around a bit and slapped his hand down on the desk.
 
   The receptionist looked at him as if he was mad.
 
   "Anyway, you need to get the witch to talk and it needs to be done now,” the woman said. “Otherwise, the boss will have your head.”
 
   Sinth nodded as if it was business as usual and walked towards the stairs in the distance. The woman went back to her paperwork and ignored him as he went up the stairs.
 
   On the second floor, Sinth stopped and looked around for someone stupid looking. It didn’t take long as there seemed to be quite a few around.
 
   "Excuse me," he said to a man, standing next to a sign that said Marketing Department.
 
   “Eh?” 
 
   Sinth rolled his eyes and put his best ‘I’m drunk’ look on before asking, “Do you know where my office is?”
 
   The man snorted at him and jerked his thumb down the hallway.
 
   Sinth wobbled a bit and made his way down the hall. There were two men in full armor at the door, holding gigantic swords that shined as if they had never been used in calloused hands that had known many than a few fights.
 
   "Out of my way, fools," Bob cried, pushing past them and reaching for the door handle.
 
   The men gave him angry looks, but stepped aside. He opened the door and found the witch tied to a chair with a man standing over top of her with a small riding crop in his hand.
 
   "That’s enough, useless imbecile,” Sinth yelled at him, slapping him across the face.
 
   “Sir?”
 
   “You have failed at your job, scum. You’re fired!”
 
   He slapped the man several times and grabbed up the whip to throw it out the window. The man looked at him as if he was mad and headed for the door.
 
   Sinth looked down at the big stripes on the woman's bare legs. Her face and arms had seen similar treatment and Sinth felt a building rage growing in him. He wanted to freeze the man in a nice block of ice and push him out the window, but Bob wouldn't do that, so he relented to opening the door and screaming abuse at his slowly disappearing back.
 
   He came forward and stroked the woman’s cheek before slapping it lightly. The two men at the door looked in trying to figure out what he was up to.
 
   "I have bought something particularly nasty to use on her," he told them, pulling out the orb of illusion from his pocket and holding it up. "I'll have you leave while I use it."
 
   The men looked at the orb in fear, not knowing what it was, and, assuming the worst, hustled down the hallway, closing the door as they left.
 
   "I'm going to get you out of here," Sinth said in a whisper to the witch.
 
   Her head barely moved as her eyes opened and he could see the agony there from the beating that she had received from the man before. It was almost enough for Sinth to reconsider his stance and go outside and freeze the entire building in one big ice block, but there were other things that needed doing. His revenge could wait.
 
   He untied her quickly and pulled her to her feet. With a little bit of focused will and almost no effort at all, he used the energy flowing through his body to transform her into a stack of papers. To anyone looking from the outside, he would be holding the papers and he knew that as long as nobody actually touched the paper or the near the area of her body then the illusion would hold and he would be safe.
 
   He stepped outside and saw the guards huddled just down the hallway, looking worried. 
 
   “FOOLS!” Sinth screamed.
 
   He pointed back towards the closed door.
 
   "Don't let anybody disturb her. I'm going to get a coffee. The effects should start shortly."
 
   He walked down the hallway carrying the witch in his arms. They managed to get to the stairs before someone running up the other side knocked into them.
 
   Sinth fell to the floor and the witch fell to the floor from him. He looked up to see Bob lying a short distance away slowly raising his head.
 
   Sinth knew that if the man got off the alarm then he would never get out alive. He drew forth his amulet, cancelling the spell from the orb of illusion, and immediately cast the first spell that came to mind.
 
   The entire hallway, all the way from Bob’s office to the stairs, froze in one thick ice block. It pushed up further taking more ground as it slowly made its way down the stairs. 
 
   Sinth grabbed the young woman and threw her over his shoulder, kicking Bob in the face as he rushed by to keep the man down and ran into the lobby.
 
   The receptionist stood up as he entered and screamed, seeing him running with the witch over his shoulder.
 
   Sinth cast again, creating a small travel disk of ice on the floor.
 
   “Hold on,” he said to the woman, who barely had her eyes open.
 
   At the door he could see the large man stepping inside hearing the receptionist’s screams. Sinth jumped onto the ice disk and pushed his weight forward as far as he could to gain maximum speed. They raced straight for the man at the door, but he had that look on his face that said ‘I’m not going anywhere’.
 
   Sinth raced by him and spun in a 360° circle to bring the disk around to face the ceiling. The big glass windows of the building's ground floor shot into view in front of him. He pushed his body forward and up, bringing the disk towards the window as he tried to bring the witch around behind him, so that she would not feel the impact as they smashed through the glass window.
 
   Sinth came hard and fast into the glass, which shattered as they flew through. Pain laced through him as his body took a few small pieces that hadn’t been absorbed into the hard ice under his feet.
 
   Losing contact with the disk, Sinth fell towards the ground. He turned in midair and landed hard on his side, rolling into a body roll on the unforgiving footpath and doing a small side somersault, using the remaining momentum of the spin to come up on one knee. 
 
   Brent and Joan had been watching from nearby and immediately raced over to grab the woman before Sinth fell to the road in agony as his body gave way to the pain of his fall.
 
   “Go!” Brent yelled at Joan. “I’ve got him.”
 
   He heft Sinth over his shoulder and started running down the street. Sinth could hear shouts from the building behind them, but the men inside were too slow to react. He could already see that they were going to get away.
 
   By the time they got outside, the three of them and the witch would be gone.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   They sat in the kitchen of the castle. The witch was sitting over the other side of the table dabbing little bits of red fungus on the red stripes across her legs and arms.
 
   She wasn’t a pretty sight and it would take some time for her magic to heal all of the wounds she had sustained, but at least with the ghosts she would be protected. Sinth had asked them to look after her during the rest she would need and they had agreed, while he went to defeat the dragon.
 
   He figured that if he was able to win then the newspaper would have no need of the woman and the blame would fall on Bob, who would receive punishment for what happened.
 
   Sinth waited until she had fully applied her strange fungus mix before asking the question that was on his mind.
 
   "I need to know where the dragon is," he said.
 
   "I know."
 
   She looked up at him.
 
   "People have heard about what happened in the seaside town. From what I've heard the Mage Council isn’t very happy and questions are being asked about you and your connection to it."
 
   Sinth had expected something like that. There were just too many people who knew about his involvement at the seaside town. It was impossible to suppress all news of the dragon attack and he knew it wouldn't be long before some helpful citizen decided that it was high time to tell the authorities about the mage that had attacked the dragon at the chicken throwing contest. With his success in the competition, everyone would be able to give a description and he was well known enough among the members of the council to be instantly recognizable.
 
   I will have to defeat the dragon just to avoid being decapitated. He figured that being beheaded might be more pleasant than chewed alive by the beast. 
 
   "The mage Council can do whatever they want, but I have to find the dragon."
 
   The witch nodded as if she had expected nothing less from him.
 
   "It has a nest not far from the city. It is on a small hilltop not far from the crossing that leads to the western side of the continent."
 
   Sinth gingerly got to his feet and started towards the door.
 
   "Don’t run off just yet. I have one more thing to tell you."
 
   He turned back.
 
   "What is it?"
 
   "The dragon has a master. I can't tell exactly who it is, but he makes the dragon look like nothing."
 
   Sinth looked out the door at the moon shining above. There weren't that many more hours before morning and the sun would soon be rising in the sky. He wondered what would happen to them by the time the sun set again. If the dragon had an all-powerful master then that added some complications to the situation, especially if that one was stronger than Sinth.
 
   He looked back to the witch and saw the red marks across her face slowly closing and fading away. He thought of the woman that he had originally saved. She had nearly died because of him. Sinth couldn’t create any more victims. He had to fight.
 
   He smiled at the witch and walked out the door without another word. Brent and Joan followed silently. There was only one way to go for all of them and that was forward.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Dragon Fighter
 
   They travel through the night and camped in a small area just off the road. There was no sign of the goons from the World Newspaper following them or of the Mage Council in the area. The only ones they saw were a few travelers in rickety old carts and a farmer riding in a wagon with a train of three trailers behind him filled with vegetables and livestock.
 
   They sat there staring at the fire as the light of the morning slowly slid over them. The dragon would probably sleep until mid-afternoon and awaken for its attacks in the night. Sinth had been so far away from civilization for so long that he didn't know what the dragon had been up to, but he suspected that there was more blood on his hands, if the dragon, being a dragon, had been up to its usual antics.
 
   He looked over at Brent sitting with Joan. His friend had been there with him from the very beginning almost and had helped him through countless problems since then. Joan was also proving to be very handy and a great companion to have along on the mission that he had set himself. He wondered at his luck in having such good friends and smiled at the thought that if all things worked out then they would be able to continue their friendship from there onwards.
 
   Thoughts of the future brought memories of the past and the knowledge that another future might wait up on the hill today. Sinth knew that he feared using magic, but on so many occasions when the situation arose to use it and he needed it most, it had come through for him almost every time. It seemed that when he was in a situation of extreme stress, he performed much better than when he was calm. He hoped today that the stress of fighting with the dragon would bring the best out of him because if it didn't, they would all die.
 
   He stood slowly as the morning light spread across the fields around them.
 
   Brent got to his feet and put his fist out towards Sinth. They stood there staring at each other until Brent pushed his fist outwards a bit. Sinth knocked knuckles with the man and Joan brought hers out to do the same.
 
   "No matter what happens," Sinth said. "Thank you for everything."
 
   Brent looked away and Joan smiled. They turned towards the hill in the distance where the dragon would be nesting and started to walk. The final battle was beginning.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The woods surrounding the hilltop were thick and the trees themselves were full of greenery. Sinth pushed branches aside as they climbed to the summit of the hill where they could hear the growling of a dragon sleeping.
 
   It didn’t take long until they broke through the tree line and came to a halt. They could see the shape of a large fire dragon straddled across the top of the hill. It was snoozing comfortably in the morning sun not suspecting that nearby was the one who had bought it into this world.
 
   Sinth drew forth the scale that the dragon had given him and the orb of illusion. He was hesitant to use the scale given the chance that the old dragon might be on the dragon’s side, so he put it in his front pocket, so that if they absolutely needed it then it would be there.
 
   He directed Joan around to the side as they had agreed and Brent left around the other way. Their intention was to come at it from all three sides, while the beast was sleeping and get the jump on it before it could wake up fully - attacking before it could attack them.
 
   Sinth knew that it was a daring strategy. If the dragon woke up and saw them sneaking around into their positions, then it would be able to reverse the surprise attack on them, perhaps taking one of them in a burst of flame.
 
   Sinth steeled himself. His job was to confuse the dragon and allow Joan and Brent to do their work. The orb of illusion sat comfortably in his hand. He knew that the device might not be sufficient to fool the dragon, but he hoped that all the practice he had put into using it was not in vain.
 
   Joan got across the other side safely and he looked right to see Brent waving at him. It was time to begin the attack.
 
   He tried to remember every single detail of the forest that they were sitting in. If he was to fool the dragon then he would need to be perfect in every single detail.
 
   Feeling his mind at its limit, he channeled a little bit of his energy sending it to the orb of illusion. The dragon’s head shot up. Sensing something was amiss.
 
   "Who are you? What are you doing?" The creature asked staring around.
 
   Joan set an arrow to her string and fired. The arrow collided with the creature’s head and a fireball from Brent's pistol joined it to singe the beast and create a small hole in it scales just below its jaw bone.
 
   The creature roared in pain to the sky. It was clear that it could not see them yet could feel the pain and sting of the arrow and fire ball that had hit it.
 
   For a time, Joan and Brent fired freely until the beast spun, letting out a massive wave of fire into the air around him. They all jumped back into the woods and barely avoided being toasted as the creature continued to let loose a long blast of flame.
 
   It stopped as the dragon ran out of air. Sinth marveled at the destruction that the beast had caused. Half the forest was on fire and the heat was enough to make him want to skip back out of his position.
 
   Sinth stood up and came back into the clearing. Joan was already firing and Brent was just coming out of the woods.
 
   The dragon flew up into the air and his nostrils flared.
 
   "I can smell you," the beast screamed.
 
   Joan fired a volley of six arrows directly into the creature's mouth as it opened wide. The flame inside incinerated the arrows as they passed into the deep and dark depth of the creature’s many fanged mouth.
 
   Brent's fireballs slammed into its stomach scorching the scales as it bit down on the burnt arrows, but it did little to the beast but make it flinch. Fire wasn’t very effective against fire.
 
   Sinth realized that what they had was not enough, even with the creature blinded it would eventually smell them out and burn them to a crisp.
 
   He held the orb in one hand and reached inside his robes for his amulet. If there was any other way to achieve this, he would have taken it, but with his friends in danger and the safety of the world at stake, he decided he was going to take the risk.
 
   He forced energy into both the orb and the amulet at the same time. It was a massive strain on his body and he could feel his knees sagging below him as his vision blurred and his body responded to the new weakness of energy being drained from him from both tools.
 
   Sinth bought the amulet up and started his attack. The arc appeared in front of him. As he only had one hand available, he had to swing his hand with the amulet in it around to make the blade spin properly. He flicked his wrist at the end of the movement and sent the wide arc of ice flying towards the creature.
 
   The ice blade cut through the sides of the creature's mouth, but was destroyed by the fire growing inside.
 
   The creature closed its mouth and bit down on its jaw in pain. Blood flowed down from its cuts and dripped down to the ground.
 
   "It is you!" The dragon screamed in rage, "I have waited so long for you to come as the dark one told me you would."
 
   The creature sniffed the air and then turned its head towards where Sinth was standing.
 
   "I will be glad to end your life today."
 
   Sinth started running around the edge of the clearing. It was hard to concentrate on the orb and being quiet and running at the same time.
 
   He passed by Joan who yelled out loudly and ran in the other direction. Brent taking his cue from the others started to run towards where Sinth was coming around. They all started to yell and make as much noise as they could, confusing the dragon.
 
   Its head spun trying to discern where Sinth was among the three different voices and, in the end, decided on another long blast of flame.
 
   They jumped into the forest and dug themselves into the ground as fire poured over them. Sinth could feel his robes being burnt off his back as the flames cut into him.
 
   When the flames stopped, he rushed back out. The dragon was still floating in the air, sniffing, trying to discern where he was. He looked up at the creature and suddenly had an idea.
 
   Focusing on the orb, he created an image of his own body running around the edge of the forest.
 
   The creature immediately spun and tracked the illusion. Sinth then created nine more fake Sinths and set them to running in different directions. The dragon started toasting illusionary versions of him.
 
   He grinned. Sinth was starting to see a plan forming. Joan and Brent started to lay into the dragon again and it dodged around in the air, feeling the currents created by the movement of the arrows and the fire balls.
 
   Sinth brought his amulet out once more, and concentrated as hard as he could while keeping the illusionary scene going. The Sinths were still running around and keeping the dragon busy, while he created another arc.
 
   More power! He pushed with all of his might. Power rushed from him to the arc in huge waves that he knew would kill him if he wasn’t careful.
 
   He sunk to his knees and vomited on the ground. The pain was incredible throughout his entire body and his mind was screaming at him to stop before he killed himself, that what he was doing was well beyond what his body could manage.
 
   Without considering the consequences, he threw himself to his knees and bought his hand up and around focusing every ounce of strength he had into the throw.
 
   The dragon spun seeing all of the other Sinths disappear as his strength seemingly gave out leaving only one Sinth kneeling in the bush.
 
   His arm reached its maximum rotation and the arc shot forward at maximum speed. The dragon would be seeing him crying out and flying towards it through the air.
 
   The beast reacted exactly as he expected and opened its mouth wide for a taste of the mage that had defeated it.
 
   Everybody else could see the arc of the ice spinning towards the dragon's mouth. Sinth sunk to the ground and watched with one eye as the last of his energy was expended into the orb at his side.
 
   The blade reached the creature's mouth and it cried out in joy as it was finally able to swallow its opponent.
 
   Something black and flat opened just in front of the dragon and deflected the ice blade down to the ground.
 
   A dark robed figure appeared in the air in front of the dragon. Its arms crossed and its hood up. Sinth could make out a slightly masculine face underneath the hood.
 
   "How could you be so stupid?" The mage asked the dragon.
 
   "I was about to kill him. Why did you interfere?"
 
   The mage pointed down on the ground at the deep hole created by the ice blade. There were little icy pieces of frost littering the ground. The dragon's eyes widened as it realized how close it had been to death.
 
   Sinth looked up and saw all hope disappear as the creature's eyes alighted upon him. The orb of illusion had fallen from his weakened hands and it was lying a short distance away in the grass. He knew now that the dragon and most likely the mage could see them quite clearly. An arrow arced up towards the mage, but a black panel deflected it back.
 
   Joan cried out as her arrow slammed into her shoulder and her bow fell from her hand to the ground.
 
   Brent ran from the woods firing, but was soon stopped by another black panel, which was followed by black webbing as the mage slowly floated down from the sky.
 
   Sinth wanted to get up and fight, but his body would not allow it. He looked up at the threat slowly descending towards him. The dragon alighted on the ground in front of him and bent its mighty head to breathe on his small body. He could feel the heat of its breath, which stunk of human flesh, flowing over him. How many humans had this beast eaten, while he had allowed it to stay upon the Free World?
 
   He felt an overwhelming sense of failure and sadness at the trouble that he had caused the world through a simple summoning. If he had not allowed this creature to come into the real world then none of this would have ever happened.
 
   The mage came over and stood over him.
 
   "You are a loose end," he said.
 
   He pointed to the dragon.
 
   "Make a quick."
 
   Sinth closed his eyes and squeezed his body into a ball. Something sharp dug into his hip and his eyes went down to his pocket. He remembered in his final moments the gift of the dragon had given him.
 
   Sinth reached inside, realizing that this would be his last opportunity to fight back and if the dragon really was going to betray him then it wouldn't really matter. 
 
   He brought the small silver dragon scale around and angled it so that the dragon's face was reflected in the light of the scale.
 
   The world seemed to implode on itself for a moment as a large portal opened in the sky.
 
   A great head pushed through and the rest slid out to shake the earth as the huge dragon collided with the earth beneath it.
 
   To Sinth’s great shock, Barry, the old dragon, lay half asleep on the ground. He bought his head up sleepily and took in the situation with a yawn.
 
   "It's about time," the creature said.
 
   It slowly raised itself up from its position on the ground and breathed a little fire, coughing now and then to clear its throat.
 
   "You are bringing far too much interest from the humans to our kind,” Barry said to the fire dragon, “You have flaunted yourself for too long and it is time someone put you back in your place again."
 
   The fire dragon growled and went down on its hind legs, preparing to spring.
 
   The dark mage looked on without moving. Sinth could see up into his hood and the man's expression hadn't changed at all since he had seen the old dragon fall from the sky. He was not surprised or shocked.
 
   The dragons came together in a mighty clash on the hilltop that shook the earth beneath them. They clawed at each other and tore massive renting holes in each other's bodies, spilling blood across the ground and generally creating destruction as they fought.
 
   Sinth reached inside his robe and gripped his amulet. He didn't have the strength to do much, but if he could attack the dragon now, then he might be able to damage it enough for the old dragon to get an advantage and free him to help Sinth with the mage standing above him.
 
   The mage looked down at him and brought out a black medallion pointing it at him. The world became a sea of pain as the dragons stopped fighting outside of him and started tearing at the insides of his body.
 
   From his experience with the orb of illusion, he knew none of it was real. However, the pain was such that he couldn’t really distinguish the reality of the situation well enough to truly know whether what he was feeling and experiencing was real or not, even though his mind knew better.
 
   He convulsed on the ground. The pain was never ending and the mage did not look away as Sinth died a painful death at his feet.
 
   Sinth tried to focus on creating some form of plan or distraction, but it was too hard to think through the agony spreading through his body.
 
   In the end, he was saved by an arrow from the other side of the field that slammed into a black panel that the mage put up with his other hand. It gave him just enough time to cast the one spell that he knew would truly mess everything up. This spell was the one that had started all of this and, in his heart of hearts, the one he hoped would end it.
 
   In an instant the entire hill froze in one massive block of ice.
 
   Sinth felt the ice slowly compressing against his body. He would be okay for a little while. He had been frozen so many times now that he knew how long the ice would take to start compressing his body beyond the point of broken bones and so on. He hoped his friends were feeling as calm as he was.
 
   The mage beside him was struggling to cast something to deflect the effects of the ice crushing his body. Unfortunately for him, dark magic was based around fire. Ice blocks were one of the most powerful spells that a frost mage could cast and by far the most dangerous. Fire or most other kinds of magic could barely even put a dent in the mighty power of the cold.
 
   Sinth focused his mind, breathing through the tiny little veins in the ice, trying to get as much air in as his lungs could handle before the air disappeared and his lungs started to suffer from the compression of the ice on them.
 
   Stay focused! he told himself over and over again.
 
   Years of experience and having been stuck in this spell at least twenty times in his short life told him that there were various ways that one could get out of it, but he did want to leave his opponents in a favorable situation, so he would need something special this time.
 
   He concentrated his mind on the shape of the creature that he wished to summon. It was wormlike in shape and he could see exactly what he wanted it to do.
 
   He pushed all of his remaining energy into his amulet. He could feel his skin going gray as the last of his life flowed out of him and into his amulet for one last mighty push of magic.
 
   On the edge of the world of death, he released the spell and felt the world that he was leaving very subtly change. A huge worm sprung up out of a portal in the centre of the ice and started to wiggle around. He had sent it after his friends and he knew that it would follow his commands exactly to the letter.
 
   Faintly through the ears of the near dead, he heard the ice crack as the creature moved in the ice. Joan and Brent would have just been saved.
 
   More cracking sounds. The worm would have smashed through the ice above the old dragon, allowing it to come free and complete the mission that Sinth never would.
 
   I wonder what death will be like.
 
   The world was slipping away quickly and he knew he would not feel the pain of his death as the worm swallowed him and the dark mage whole.
 
   The world darkened and he found himself floating in a dark place. He wasn't sure if this was heaven or hell, or someone else - maybe somewhere in between - but he knew this was the price he had paid for that last bit of magic.
 
   A loud sound started to ring in his ears and he looked down as a large white hole appeared below him. He was thrown down into it at incredible speeds and slammed through into a world of red hazy pain. He was lying in a pool of frozen water next to a half eaten corpse that was probably the mage before whatever had bitten it in two had taken the top half.
 
   He looked up to see his savior. The old dragon and slammed a claw down hard into the ice from above and must have blocked the worm as it completed its final mission. He groggily made a mental note that he would have to thank the dragon for saving his life, if there was anything left of it.
 
   The fire dragon broke from the ice and launched into the air.
 
   It raced out upwards to its freedom, but a lone archer stood atop the back of the old dragon. With an arrow covered in her blood Joan yanked back and fired straight up at the dragon is it flew into the sky. It was a supreme feat of archery and slammed into one of the main joints in the wing. It must have hit something important inside because the wing stopped moving and exploded in a flash of gory golden light.
 
   The dragon beat its one wing, trying to stay up in the air, but it was a futile effort. It plunged straight down into the earth and the old dragon mumbled a few words.
 
   A portal opened underneath it and it plunged into the world of the dragons.
 
   "That should solve the problem that dark mage bought on the land."
 
   Sinth looked up at the sky. A portal. The words of the old dragon echoed in his mind. The dark mage. The other mage had brought the dragon into the world. He wanted to ask questions and find out more from the dragon, but his mind was slowly fading into darkness as the hurts of fighting for so long to defeat the dragon finally overcame him.
 
   In the end, all he could do was welcome the darkness into his body and hope he healed up soon.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Goodbye for now
 
   Sinth stood at the dock, tossing the orb of illusion in his hand and looking at Brent's new airship. After the fight with the dragon the curse had been broken and the device had returned to its unreliable self. He noted that Joan had already finished packing up their gear and was readying the ship for takeoff.
 
   "Are you sure you won’t come with us?" Brent asked.
 
   Sinth covered in casts from the back alley healer he had had to use in Smelter City shook his head. Thanks to the money provided by the town for winning the chicken throwing contest (he had had the highest score at the time of the dragon attack), he had been able to help Brent buy his new ship and still had a fair bit left. However, he was still on the run from the Mage Council and he couldn’t afford to get them in trouble. He would have to wait until later to ride in Brent’s new ship.
 
   “Not this time, my friends,” he said, waving and stepping back as Brent hopped on the ship with his passengers. He knew these two would eventually find him or he would find them again because, for a mage, there were never any goodbyes.
 
   He watched the airship disappear into the distance, his friends going with it. It was a happy sight for him.
 
   He slowly hobbled over to where he had his travelling disk set up and spread it out as wide as he could. He sat down on it and looked up at the sky from the field of the airport. It was a beautiful blue and reminded him of the ice crystals within the depths of an ice block.
 
   He shook his head, remembering the effects of that spell on his body. A few days had gone by and he was still having nightmares.
 
   He tipped the little travelling disk forward with his knees and the disk hurtled down the road at an immense pace. He decided that he would head off to the mountains and thank his dragon friend, who had disappeared shortly after melting the ice, and then see what the world had for him.
 
   Sinth had a smile on his face as he skipped along the road. In his mind, he was remembering his new-found confidence and all the good things that had grown from it. The life of a mage would always be a hard one, but he would always have the memories of the day when the worst mage of them all defeated the mightiest of dragons. That would be something to tell the grandchildren and then some.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Cast Interview
 
   Author: So I guess we get to do another interview.
 
   Sinth: Again?
 
   (Brent slaps him around the ears.)
 
   Sinth: What?
 
   (Insert evil stare here)
 
   (The window pushes open and a big rash covered snout presses through)
 
   Dragon: What about me?
 
   Author: (sigh) If you really have to.
 
   Sinth: I don't want to do an interview with that big lout here. He almost killed me, you know.
 
   Author: Um, so?
 
   (Brent sniggers.)
 
   Dragon: It's not like you didn't have your fun - you DO remember the tomato juice right?
 
   (Sinth sits quietly.)
 
   Author: Yeah, sorry about that one. I mean how was I supposed to know you were allergic?
 
   Dragon: Ahem. Casting sheet. Ahem.
 
   Author: Right...
 
   Brent: Ok, um, shall we... you know, do this thing?
 
   (Brent looks from the drooling dragon to author.)
 
   Author: Yes, the interview...
 
   (Ruffles some paper.)
 
   Author: So dragon. How does it feel to be a 'tiny whiny little annoying runt'... Hey, hold on! I didn't write that. SINTH!
 
   (Sinth sniggers.)
 
   (Brent slaps Sinth around the ears again.)
 
   Sinth: Ow!
 
   Brent: GIVE-HIM-THE-SHEET.
 
   Sinth: Alright, alright. It was just a joke.
 
   (Everyone stares at him.)
 
   Author: Right. First question: How does it feel to have finished our 7th book in the series?
 
   Sinth: So-so.
 
   Brent: I'm new.
 
   Dragon: I lost. How do you think I feel?
 
   Sinth: 'Good'?
 
   (Everyone shushes the mage.)
 
   Brent: I swear I'm going to tape that mouth of yours shut if you keep this up.
 
   Author: Right. Well, I'm happy. People might actually buy this one.
 
   (Sinth snorts and mumbles 'in your dreams'.)
 
   Author: Second question: What's next?
 
   (Everyone stares at the author.)
 
   Author: What?
 
   (Brent rolls his eyes.)
 
   Brent: You wrote this after writing 6 other stories. This is 1.2, so why don’t you tell us.
 
   Author: Well, Sinth does some break dancing, among other things, and then gets caught in another dimension. Oh yeah, then he kills the time guardian...
 
   Sinth: ACCIDENTALLY!
 
   Author: Right, 'accidentally'.
 
   (Dragon murmurs ' murderer')
 
   (Everyone stares at the dragon.)
 
   Author: Then Sinth goes to jail and, well, you know, the prison and phoenix thing.
 
   (Sinth stares hard at the author.)
 
   Author: Sorry! So I put you in jail for a few months. What's a little jail time between friends?
 
   (Sinth whispers to Brent loudly, ‘He's not my friend.’)
 
   (Author rolls eyes)
 
   Author: Anyway, last question: Where to from here?
 
   Brent: More me?
 
   Author: Ah yeah, maybe, but I was thinking you get rich and go make babies or something.
 
   Brent: Really? Well, Joan is sort of hot. I could do that. Can I get a cameo or something?
 
   Author: The Free World is a big place. You never know.
 
   Sinth: I want to end the series.
 
   Author: End? This isn't about money again, is it?
 
   Sinth: You pay me in hamburgers.
 
   Author: Well, I'm broke.
 
   (Brent and Sinth looks to the dragon.)
 
   Sinth: Toasted human?
 
   (The dragon rolls his eyes.)
 
   Dragon: I'm on the wagon.
 
   Everybody: SINCE WHEN?
 
   (The dragon chuckles)
 
   Dragon: Since, I gained 400 tons eating humans in this book.
 
   Author: Well, exercise is good. It should be done daily.
 
   (Sinth looks at the author’s waistline)
 
   Sinth: You could do with some exercise. Maybe signing checks for the cast would be a good start.
 
   (Author murmurs, 'never going to happen'.)
 
   Author: I guess that's it then. We 'might' conclude the series on number 8.
 
   Sinth: Don't forget to include the new promo. You know, the one with kung fu zombies.
 
   Author: Ok, after 8 then. Maybe I could get Murk to kill you. He's pretty annoyed about having to stay in the Madlands all this time.
 
   (Sinth laughs)
 
   Sinth: Good luck with that. I'll frostie pop the sucker.
 
   (Everyone laughs, except Murk standing in the corner with the tape recorder.)
 
   Sinth: Sorry...
 
   Author: Ok, let's go for BBQ.
 
   (Everyone looks at the dragon with a shared grin.)
 
   Author: This has been an interview with the cast. Thanks for reading Mage 1.2: Dragon Fighter.
 
   Everyone: Bye!
 
   (Dragon belches up an arm.)
 
   (Sinth cries, ‘mother?’)
 
   [Cue end music.]
 
   


 
   
  
 



Mage 2: The Fire Renewal
 
   


 
   
  
 



LADIES MAN
 
   Sinth was not happy. He had managed to convince the young woman to have a drink with him at the local inn and everything had gone smashingly until she had broken into a bad case of hives. Apparently, she was allergic to tomato juice and because they had been covered in it, she was red from head to toe.
 
   Sinth had helped her up to one of the rooms and paid for her night in the inn before picking up his bag and leaving for his own not so fancy room which he had been living in for the last week or so.
 
   That is how he got to this point. He was holding it in his hands. It was a fire amulet. He was a frost mage and had been told by his tutors that it was the safest option for a mage like him. Here in front of them was the opportunity for him to prove them wrong.
 
   He picked it up and looked through the spell book that came with it. The bag was full of interesting looking plants and potions. He could afford to play a little before bringing the bag back to the inn.
 
   He went upstairs. His room was small, but it had access to a small set of stairs that took him above the third story of the building and put him on top.
 
   He walked around the space. It was big enough that if he did anything to stupid he wouldn't get thrown off the building.
 
   He flicked through the book as he paced. This one looks interesting! He took out the amulet and started to mumble to himself while concentrating on the spell. He had never really had the chance to use fire magic. His tutors had refused to let him actually cast any fire spells, even though he had learned a lot of them.
 
   The fire fairies appeared in the dim light of the early evening. They danced around him and his eyes opened in wonder.
 
   "So beautiful," he said.
 
   The fairies turned towards him.
 
   "Huuummmmmaaaannnn." Their hot tongues forked out from their mouths.
 
   Sinth jumped for the ground as they started to fly around him. He felt a burning feeling on his buttocks and then the fairies were gone.
 
   He stood up and looked at his robes. There was a big hole in the back and his now hairless behind was exposed to the world. He shrugged. Better than being frozen back there. That had happened much too often.
 
   He sat down on the stone roof with the book open. This one looked a bit more challenging, but safe. He went through the motions and waited.
 
   Nothing happened.
 
   He was about to forget about it when a window of fire opened in front of him. That's not right!
 
   He skipped back and watched as a massive foot stepped through the window. Whatever was coming through was quite big.
 
   Sinth saw that he had accidentally summoned a very large demon. This is why I shouldn't play around with fire, he thought.
 
   The demon stepped into the real world and looked down a Sinth. It opened its mouth for a moment before closing it with a shocked look on its face.
 
   The demon suddenly shrunk down to the size of Sinth's thumb. They both looked at each other in shock. Now, you don't see that every day, Sinth thought
 
   Sinth carefully got up and walked over towards the demon. It tried to run away as he towered over it.
 
   "You're not so bad," he said picking it up.
 
   It bit him and the world turned red for a moment. Sinth cried out and flung the demon back through the portal. It poofed out of existence and he stood looking at where the gate had been.
 
   His finger hurt and his butt was burned.
 
   "I give up. This fire thing is too dangerous," he said to himself.
 
   A bolt of frost collided with the roof and tore a hole in the building where Sinth's feet were. He hung in the air for a minute and then fell into the room below.
 
   A naked woman and man awoke from their slumber and he felt the world go black as first the woman and then the man slapped him full force.
 
   He fell off the bed and rolled around on the floor in agony. That had really hurt.
 
   A cold disc came down into his vision. He slowed looked up. A woman with a very red face was floating over him.
 
   "Is this about the date?" Sinth asked.
 
   She rolled her eyes.
 
   "No, idiot. I was ok with you nearly getting me eaten back there, but stealing my amulet - are you really a mage?"
 
   She floated around him. She’s a mage?
 
   "Sure, I went out without it, but that's beside the point, you didn't need to steal it!" She continued before raising her hand and mumbling something. 
 
   Her eyes turned blue and Sinth started to run. He knew what this meant. The world became one big block of ice. She had frozen the entire room aside from herself and the couple. Sinth couldn't breathe and it was cold.
 
   He calmly considered his options. He had been in this situation maybe twelve times now. He knew that the ice would melt eventually, if he could hold his breath long enough, but the woman was unlikely to let him stay in here with her precious amulet.
 
   He squeezed the fire amulet in his hand. He knew a few spells for this sort of situation. He concentrated on the amulet and called to the magic powers inside of him for aid. A symbol in the shape of a ball formed in his head and he plucked it from his mind and drew it through the amulet.
 
   A ball of fire surrounded him then. It melted the ice in a second and formed a solid circle of heat around him.
 
   He could see the shock in the eyes of the other mage. This was a difficult spell to pull off and he had done it. The shock turned to anger and she opened what he could see through the fiery haze was his spell book. She started mumbling and his amulet started to burn a bright blue.
 
   First, a wave of ice spears hit him. The couple in the corner screamed as they pieced the fire and he jumped from side to side to avoid being impaled on the melting spears. Second, a massive gust of icy cold air nearly blew at the flames around him. He looked behind him. The wall there had been completely destroyed and he could see people across the road screaming in fear. Finally, she put her arm up and cried out.
 
   A big blue snake formed in the room. The remaining walls were blown apart and it stood over Sinth a few dozen meters tall.
 
   "Don't you think this is a bit much?" Sinth asked.
 
   She didn't answer. She brought her hand down and the snake came down to swallow Sinth in one big bite.
 
   He fell to the ground as the snake smashed into the ball of fire that he had summoned. Its tongue caught on fire and it disappeared. He was thankful the other mage wasn't as knowledgeable of the frost arts or she would have accounted for that with a fire protection spell.
 
   He stood up and the fire went out. She walked over to him.
 
   "You are annoying," she said.
 
   He nodded. He had that effect on people.
 
   She looked at him for awhile. What is she going to do? Another frost attack? He didn't have any more strength left. She would win if she chose to attack now.
 
   She kicked him in the shin and he went down in a ball of pain. His bare buttocks stood out for all to see.
 
   "Ow! Ow! Ow! That hurts!" he cried.
 
   The couple in the corner clapped.
 
   She picked up her amulet and dropped his in front of him.
 
   "Don't call me," she said before flying away in a burst of fire.
 
   Sinth lay on the floor. At least I'm alive. Sinth would never play with fire again.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Mage 3: The World Untwining
 
   


 
   
  
 



THE CHURCH OF HEAVEN AND HELL
 
   The church was nicer in this place than in reality. It had taken Sinth a very long time to get here with every footstep being a massive effort, but now he stood in front of the altar.
 
   There were two big holes. One was up in the air and glowed a silver color and the other was deep black. He knew if he chose the top one he wouldn't be coming back to the real world, so he held his breathe and jumped through the black one.
 
   There were the usual flames and bursts of heat then Sinth landed in the red desert sands of hell.
 
   He stood up and found himself right next to a Taco Stand.
 
   They have Tacos in hell? He looked over the selection. He wasn't partial to things with eyeballs in them.
 
   Sinth walked over to what looked like a road. There was a big sign which said 'Real World' in the middle of the road. There was also another that said "Demon's Lair'. He looked at the signs. This was hell, right? They would probably have the signs around the wrong way to fool travelers into taking the route to the home of all things evil.
 
   He started following the Demon's Lair route. He would be in the real world in no time at all.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Sinth stood outside the big cave mouth. Who would have thought that hell would be a place of honesty when it came to road signs? He looked over his shoulder. There were several demons still chasing him. He was out of time and out of luck.
 
   He ran into the dark cave mouth and sprinted straight ahead in the darkness. There was an strange red glow to the place Sinth realized. This place was more than a bit scary.
 
   He ran on and came to a junction. All four routes had been labeled death. He decided that this was not good and turned around. A demon ran out of the darkness and took a big long swipe at him with its claws.
 
   Sinth squealed and ran down one of the routes. He came to a big dead end. He could hear the beasts’ claws as they ran down the tunnel.
 
   Sinth pulled out his amulet. There must be something that he could do.
 
   The demons skidded up in front of him and licked their lips eagerly. There were fifteen of them in front of him and they all looked hungry.
 
   He cast his first spell and it sputtered to life. Ice snakes spread out from under his shirt sleeves.
 
   The demons took one look at them and laughed. They crushed the snakes and started forward.
 
   Sinth cast again. This time a blast of ice pushed at the demons. They laughed again and burned like hot embers. The ice bent around them and they kept on coming.
 
   Sinth was out of ideas. If he didn't think of something soon, he was very likely to become a taco. He thought back. The spell had started something like...
 
   He hit on it. Sinth started to mumble and the room started to flicker gold and blue one after the other. The demons stopped and looked around. The room was getting cooler and cooler and the red light was starting to disappear.
 
   Sinth put his hands out and pretended he was combing his hair. The demons cried out. On top of their heads their hair was being combed back into what looked a lot like a Mohawk. Sinth smiled. This was the part that had worked.
 
   The tunnel started to shake and things started to blink and flicker. Sinth looked about. It was the same as before.
 
   The tunnel disappeared and he found himself face to face with a massive demon. The creature had a name tag on its left breast pieced into the skin. It read 'Satan'.
 
   The demon idly picked him up and threw him through a big silver portal in the corner. He could hear it saying something to him as he left.
 
   "Sinth, next time I see you, I'm going to fry you up and make you into a hotdog."
 
   Sinth did not want to become Satan's hotdog.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The world spun and he found himself just about to cast the spell that had got him into so much trouble. He put his hand down. He didn't want to go through that again.
 
   He picked up the comb on the wash basin. Maybe he could do it the old fashion way for now.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Mage 4: Welcome To The Weird World
 
   


 
   
  
 



EARTH
 
   "So this is a hamburger bar?" Sinth asked the old woman.
 
   "Yes, they sell hamburgers," she replied
 
   He looked up at the big golden arches. It looked quite nice.
 
   The woman kept walking down the pavement and Sinth followed along. He had been here for a month now and it was a month too long. He knew that the spell had to wear off soon, but he wished that it would happen now.
 
   A car shot past on the road. Sinth jumped a little. That was something he really didn't like. 'Cars' as the woman called them were an invention that Sinth really hoped that his world didn't invent any time soon. The idea of a solid piece of steel hurtling down the road with no other safety measure than the sanity of the driver was a little hard for Sinth to stomach. Better to ride on the back of a dragon.
 
   Sinth rounded the corner and came face to face with his worst nightmare. This was a poor area of the big city the woman called New York. There were four dark skinned men standing around a mat dancing to some strange music from a magic box. Sinth had met them the first day and they had welcomed him into their group eagerly enough. Since then he had been spinning on his head for hours every day. It had given him a headache that he couldn't seem to get rid of.
 
   The men yelled and waved him over. The older woman pushed him forward towards them with one hand.
 
   "Go have fun with your friends, deary," she said.
 
   The woman was kind enough, but had a really strong desire for him to make friends with the locals.
 
   He tried to make excuses but she kept pushing him forward. He turned to the men and walked over to them. He had broken the lady's roof when he came hurtling down into this world. The least he could do was make her happy by doing this.
 
   The men patted him on the back and invited him to the mat. He went over and started to go through the moves that they had taught him. He was something of a prodigy apparently. He wished he wasn't.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Sinth gripped his head and tried to swallow the soup. He had spun around a few more times than he had intended to today. He took another sip of his soup. It was horrible. The woman must have lost her sense of taste many years ago.
 
   "How is it, deary?" she asked kindly.
 
   He gave her his best smile.
 
   "Delicious. On my world there is nothing even close to as tasty as this," he lied.
 
   She nodded knowingly. She thought he was something called a 'space alien'. He wasn't sure what that was, but he imagined some kind of little green man from what she had told him.
 
   Dinner was quickly over and Sinth went into the lounge. It had been a long day and he needed to rest.
 
   Sinth lay down on the couch. Hopefully, tomorrow he would be free of this.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The man pulled out a knife and slashed at him. Sinth had been dancing with his friends in the park when the group of men had come over and started to yell at them.
 
   His friends had pulled out various weapons and set to work on the other group. It was an insane situation. Sinth had only been in this world for a month and a few days and now this.
 
   He gripped his amulet in his hand. He couldn't use it here. His tutors had been quite clear about what awaited mages who used their powers in other worlds where magic was not the norm.
 
   Sinth didn't really know if they were right, but he didn't want to end up dead here and magic was the only weapon he had.
 
   He mumbled a short spell and hit the man's knife with one finger. The blade shattered and the man looked at him with shock in his eyes.
 
   The man ran away screaming and his friends looked at him as if he was mad. No one had seen Sinth's little display and he was already grinding the broken metal into the ground with his trainers.
 
   The group decided that with one member on his way out that it would be a good idea to retreat and so they all started running towards the park gate.
 
   Sinth's friends stood around him and smiled.
 
   "You did well, Sit." His name came out as Sit with these guys.
 
   "Thanks." Sinth was honestly pleased.
 
   "Those guys are our competitors for the big competition, you know what I mean?" the leader said.
 
   Sinth had no idea but smiled and nodded as if he did.
 
   "Sit, you should come too. Danny has been out of the game for a bit because his mum has been beating on him to get a job. We need another member," the leader said.
 
   "Yeah, great idea," another member agreed.
 
   Sinth started to turn away. He didn't want to be involved in a knife fight competition or whatever they had planned.
 
   The leader grabbed his shoulder.
 
   "Come on, Sit. Do this for us..."
 
   Sinth stopped. He did owe them. They had been kind to him when they hadn't needed to be.
 
   "Alright," Sinth said finally.
 
   The men began patting him firmly on the back. He was going to be part of their team - whatever that involved.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   "So there are no knives?" Sinth asked in relief. He had taken a big steak knife with him from the old lady's kitchen. He hadn't looked forward to using it.
 
   "Of course not. This is a dance competition," the leader said to him.
 
   Sinth could tell. Everywhere he looked young men and women were dancing strange dances for judges sitting behind long tables. A dance competition? I was really wrong this time.
 
   The men dragged him over to the sign up booth. He looked down at the piece of strange white paper. He was glad that the language was the same here, otherwise this would have been quite difficult. He copied a woman next door to him and gave the sheet to the woman behind the booth.
 
   "Princess Shineen?" she asked.
 
   Sinth looked down at the sheet. He shouldn't have copied it exactly.
 
   "Sorry, that's Princess Sinth," he said. It would have been strange to have changed the whole name.
 
   She gave him a strange look and rubbed out the name and fixed it for him.
 
   "Here's your number and a schedule. Don't be late for your dance when its time," she said firmly.
 
   He took the number and put it on like the rest of his friends had and walked back to the group. They patted him on the back again and drew him away.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Sinth had watched a few of the people dancing out there. After seeing a lot of different people come up to dance he had to say that he was impressed. The way they could move their bodies and their athleticism was absolutely amazing.
 
   Their turn finally came and the group walked out on to the main stage. The group of men from yesterday were waiting there already.
 
   "I'm going to bust you up, punk," the man Sinth had fought said to him.
 
   Sinth decided he shouldn't respond to that. He didn't want to get into another fight.
 
   The men started to dance and Sinth and his team waited for them to finish. Forgetting their bad attitudes, they were probably the best dancers Sinth had seen today or anywhere. He watched in amazement as they flipped around and spun in small patterns that made his own attempts look foolish.
 
   Sinth's team were up next. They were good, but not as good as the other team. The judges looked down on them and Sinth could feel their attention and disapproval.
 
   He stopped and put one arm out. He did that little nodding thing he thought looked cool while turning to point at the crowd. His other hand reached into his pocket. Do I dare?
 
   He grasped the small amulet and mumbled a spell. The floor suddenly started to smoke a little. No one seemed to notice, so Sinth pretended like he didn't either.
 
   The other team came out for their second round and immediately slipped over on the floor. There was a tiny layer of ice on the floor that stopped them from standing up properly.
 
   Sinth and his friends laughed and the other team crawled to the side. Sinth's team had lost the first round and this team had lost the second. That meant the third and final round would start by default.
 
   Sinth turned to his friends.
 
   "Let me do this on my own," he said to them.
 
   They looked at him as if he were mad.
 
   "Trust me, I can do this," he insisted.
 
   They shrugged. The other team was much better than them and Sinth was the best dancer the group.
 
   Sinth reached into his pocket and cast another spell. He stepped out onto the ice and fell over. The crowd and even the judges started to laugh.
 
   Sinth ignored them. He spun himself around in a circle and flipped into a full 360 degree spin with his legs out to his sides. He then came up on one hand and spun on his outstretched hand before pushing up three times and flipping over onto his feet to land firmly on the ice.
 
   The crowd cheered. It was an amazing display of skill and strength. Sinth put his hand up then skated forward like an ice skater across the floor. He spun in a three quarter axle and came down to roll over on the floor and flip his front into the air. His chest came down and he flipped his legs up behind him. He was like a seal skipping along the rocks at the beach. It looked very cool.
 
   The crowd cheered again and everyone clapped. The man who had attacked him tried to run onto the stage to engage him in competition but slid right past Sinth and collided with group of female dancers who immediately kicked him back out on the ice to slide to his own rather embarrassed group.
 
   Sinth mumbled and the ice from his body and the floor disappeared. He wouldn't need it any more. They had won.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Later that day he sat in the small house’ kitchen with the old lady. His trophy sat beside him.
 
   "First place, deary," she said, "I'm so proud."
 
   Sinth grinned. They had done well.
 
   There was a knock on the door.
 
   "Could you get that for me?" the old lady asked as she cooked.
 
   Sinth opened the door. On the other side were two men in black suits and sunglasses.
 
   "You are the Sinth?" the older man asked.
 
   "Sinth? That's my name," Sinth replied.
 
   "Good. Come with us."
 
   Sinth felt a hand push him out the door. The old lady was grinning at him.
 
   "Don't forget to give me the money for getting you this alien," she said happily.
 
   The older man pulled something from his pocket and held it up.
 
   "We certainly won't," he said.
 
   Sinth tried to pull away, but the younger man was holding him firmly. Sinth reached for his amulet, but it was gone. He looked down at his board shorts. His hand had disappeared.
 
   There was a puff of smoke and Sinth disappeared.
 
   The two men and the older woman looked around.
 
   "Where's he gone?" she asked and after a moment, "Do I still get my money?"
 
   There was a flash.
 
   "Maybe next time," the voice said as the darkness closed in.
 
   


 
   
  
 



*****
 
    
 
   Sinth removed his head from the toilet. This was exactly what happened when you used magic in another world. A hand pressed him back in. The principal of his school of magic wasn't very pleased with Sinth. He was taking a personal interest.
 
   Sinth watched the bubbles float up as the toilet flushed again. It could be worse he guessed. It was good to be home.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Mage 5: The Time Guardian
 
   


 
   
  
 



I’M SORRY - HONEST
 
   He wasn’t sorry. Far from it. HE WAS ANNOYED. Why did the council have to decide to make HIM the scapegoat? How many mages had wronged the world with one mishap or another? Was his crime of magical enhancement of his dance skills truly worth this?
 
   Sinth stepped a little closer to the dark cave and peeked in cautiously. He stepped out quicker than he stepped in. The cave had the sort of atmosphere that made his hair stand on end – creepy and dark as the deepest night. He really didn’t want to be here.
 
   He took out another one of the small sweets he had been chewing on all day. They were hard, yet had a sweet fruity taste. The red circular candy went into his mouth. He chewed a little. It didn’t help with the fear.
 
   He returned to his seat across from the cave in the hot sun. Nothing would happen today, just like it hadn’t happened for the hundreds of other mages who had sat on this very same seat protecting the world from the harsh hand of the Mellow – a beast of unknown characteristics that was said to live somewhere deep in this very cave.
 
   He cringed. He had been trying to avoid thinking of the beast that lived here. He took out another candy and realized he hadn’t finished the first. It was a troublesome day.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Oddity tried to come to grips with what was happening. One minute he had been eating a ham and cheese sandwich while reading his brand new copy of Mage: The Collection by Kenneth Guthrie and the next he was here with this strange tentacle creature, who was rather keen on eating him it seemed.
 
   He burst forward and dodged a tentacle as it came around to catch his shin. He had already learned that if he touched this thing it would burn him severely. The aching wound on his forearm was enough to make him feel a little woozy.
 
   He wished Sin were here. He knew that his weakness was that he was only really a close range fighter; hence, he had nothing but his fists to take on this monster with.
 
   He came around the side of the cave and bent low under a blast of hot liquid that burnt the stone near him a bright reddy-brown. There was an exit just behind the beast and if he could get to that he would be safe.
 
   Oddity increased his pace and with a great show of strength, leapt over the creature in the center of the pond and used one of the stone pillars to push himself just past the edge of the water.
 
   He landed just on the edge and wobbled before catching his feet. The water bubbled behind him and he fell to the floor as a greenish tentacle with an eye attached to the end shot out of the water to inspect him.
 
   Oddity got to his feet and charged the cave exit. This would be the only chance he had to escape death and the hands – no, tentacles – of the beast behind him.
 
   He made it in just in time. A moment earlier and he would have been like melted cheese on a hot sandwich (much like the one he had almost finished before).
 
   Acidic liquid coated the cave exit walls, but not a drop hit Oddity. He had made it through safely.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Sin heard the scream from inside the cave. It sounded like someone was killing a large bird with a blunt stone.
 
   He stood up and spat out the half consumed red candy. The screaming got louder and louder.
 
   Sinth started getting ready to run for it. He had heard stories of how the Mellow would come in the night and whole towns would disappear (as if they were never there at all). There was no way he was going to fight something that could do that.
 
   A massive creature covered in mud raced out of the cave mouth and growled something at Sinth.
 
   “THE MELLOW!”
 
   Sin pointed stupidly at the overly proportioned human shape.
 
   “THE WHAT?”
 
   Sinth stopped pointing.
 
   They watched each other from across the small space of rocky ground between them like to strange birds unsure of what to make of each other.
 
   “What did you say just now?”
 
   The creature had a much nicer voice when it wasn’t shouting.
 
   “I said, the Mellow.”
 
   “I’m sorry, but what the heck are you talking about?”
 
   Sinth repeated himself again and got a blank look in return.
 
   “You aren’t the Mellow are you?”
 
   “I hope not. My name is Oddity.”
 
   A greenish tentacle slowly flowed out of the top of the cave behind the dirty creature in front of Sinth.
 
   His face was a mask of fear. The humanlike thing looked at him oddly then followed his line of sight.
 
   “RUN!”
 
   The big one grabbed him by the front of his robes and slung him over his shoulder.
 
   The thing crawled into the light a little.
 
   Sinth fainted in shock.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “So you were reading a copy of Mage: The Collection by some author guy and you found yourself here with that beast?”
 
   “That’s pretty much it.”
 
   Sinth had to admire the man. He had faced off with that monster back there and managed to escape as well. He was the epitome of toughness.
 
   He put his back a little more firmly to the large gray rock they were hiding behind.
 
   “I don’t suppose you know any way we could get away from that thing?”
 
   Sinth was hopeful.
 
   “I don’t know. I’ve never seen anything like it before.”
 
   They crouched a little closer to the stone as if to find comfort in its firmness. It had already been around a half turn of the day since they had left the cave entrance. So far the creature had located them everywhere they tried to hide (even trying to hide separately had not worked).
 
   “Then we are in real trouble.”
 
   Trouble: A nice word for duty gone wrong. Maybe someone in the council had a grudge against him?
 
   He took out the small amulet in kept under his robes. It had been no use against the creature out there before – the spell had dissipated as if it had never been cast. (Not that he was sure that it was the creature. His spells had a habit of back firing anyway.)
 
   He looked over the top of the rock.
 
   “Damn.”
 
   A tentacle with an eye poked up from behind the rock. He was face to face with the Mellow.
 
   Oddity poked his head out as well.
 
   “Oh no…”
 
   They both started to run.
 
   There was a mighty crack of lightning behind them. Sin snapped around, noting the sky was clear, and wondered what nightmare had been summoned this time.
 
   A tall thin man, his pants around his ankles and hands held out as if to holding a book in his hands was balanced on the broken bowl of a white ceramic toilet on the pinnacle of a large sharp looking rock.
 
   Sinth noticed his face first. It was curled up in agony (probably due to the rock sticking into somewhere quite sensitive).
 
   “Sin!”
 
   Sinth meet the man’s eyes. Sin? Someone else from another world?
 
   The man looked around in surprise. He didn’t quite seem aware of where he was.
 
   “Where am I?”
 
   He had a sweet voice that spoke of a talented singing voice.
 
   “I don’t know, but you should move.”
 
   The huge man named Oddity pointed towards the greenish mass that was dragging its gooey self across the stone at an alarming speed.
 
   Sin jumped off the seat and bypassed the tentacles aimed at him with enviable ease.
 
   “What is going on?”
 
   “I don’t know. Me and Sinth here have been running from that thing for almost half the day.”
 
   “That doesn’t sound fun.”
 
   “It wasn’t.”
 
   Sin looked down at Sinth.
 
   “You look like some sort of magician.”
 
   Sinth nodded. “I’m a sort of mage, but not a very good one though.”
 
   The man pointed to the creature.
 
    “Then little mage, if you would like to survive this I suggest you get some on the job experience and slow that thing down for me.”
 
   Sinth considered what he could do. Attacking the creature head on didn’t work. Maybe he could use the environment to slow it down.
 
   He organized his mind around the spell that he knew best due to the sheer number of times that it had caused him trouble and aimed it at the ground just in front of the Mellow.
 
   The earth froze into a growing ice block and the creature stopped for a moment unsure of what to make of the icy area it was about to enter into.
 
   The man named Sin pulled out two terrifying blades (the demons looked almost real) and pointed the blades at the ground.
 
   “Bloody Mary.”
 
   Sinth nearly fell to the ground in disbelief. The blades melted and formed a wide pool of blood around them. Sinth watched as the blood formed into tentacles similar to the ones the Mellow had and started to slowly move over the ice towards the creature.
 
   It was a moment of great hope for Sinth. The beast shied back as if afraid as the blood tentacles marched on. Maybe they could beat this thing after all with the help of this strange human warrior.
 
   The blood reached the edge of the gooey stuff. Sinth and everyone else waited to see what would happen.
 
   The blood tentacles struck as one. Twelve sickly red threads about a normal man’s thigh in size each smashed down on the green muddle of goo.
 
   Sinth cheered as the ooze smashed into small pieces, littering the space with green globs.
 
   It was a short lived victory. The blood that touched the Mellow evaporated and disappeared. Sinth watched in shock as the whole puddle faded away.
 
   Oddity cried out and the one named Sin stood shocked as the blood faded to nothing.
 
   They each looked to the others. It was time to run.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   He sat beside the pool in the deep dark cave. It had seemed like a good idea, coming back here to hide, but now Sinth was starting to have his doubts.
 
   He bent down to look into the pool. It was a bluish color that was almost calming in its way, until you realized that this was the home of the Mellow.
 
   Sin walked over to look at the strange drawing Oddity had found on the wall. He had turned out to be a really smart and handy guy to have around after their attack had failed. Sinth was glad to be in such good company considering the events and near 100% chance of inevitable death.
 
   “There must be some clue to how to defeat that thing in this.”
 
   Oddity looked up from his inspection of the strange painting on the wall of the cavern.
 
   “If it’s here then I don’t understand it.” He fingered the carved out stone. “It’s beyond me if this has any meaning.”
 
   Sinth sighed and brushed his hand through the water. It seemed all hope was lost.
 
   The tall warrior laughed.
 
   “Sometimes things are supposed to be hard to understand.”
 
   He beckoned to Sinth.
 
   “Come have a look. Maybe you can make something of this.”
 
   Sinth pulled himself to his feet reluctantly and made his way to the painting. He had been enjoying a good bout of depression just now. It was a shame to have to break out of that by concentrating on something like this.
 
   It was a strange scene. Animals and humanlike creatures ran under the sun burned sky in a large mural that depicted the pursuit of these creatures by something much like a blob.
 
   Sinth bent down to look at one particularly strangely drawn man. It reminded him of something he had seen in a book one time.
 
   He put his hand to it. Fire shot out from the wall and a burning blue symbol with symbols all around it remained for an instant.
 
   “What the heck was that?”
 
   Oddity wasn’t the only one to be quite shocked. Sinth tried to touch the wall again. Nothing happened.
 
   “Do you…”
 
   Sin was cut off by the sound of something slithering across the floor towards them.
 
   They spun around.
 
   The Mellow was back and this time it had carefully placed itself across the door. There would be no leaving this time.
 
   Sinth pushed himself against the wall as Oddity stepped in front of him.
 
   “Stay back as you can, mage. You won’t last long close up with this beast.”
 
   It was a reassuring thing to hear, but Sinth knew that Oddity could do little to protect them. He thought back to the wall, which for some reason wouldn’t get out of his head. That had been something, but what…
 
   Sin strolled forward towards the monster, apparently fearless in the face of something quite fearful.
 
   “Stay back, you two. I’ll try to draw it away from the entrance.”
 
   He picked up a few rocks and jumped in on the assault. Sinth watched as he blocked the tentacles attacks on the surface of the rocks and battered the long greenish things away.
 
   Oddity picked up a large rock and prepared himself. They would make their last stand here.
 
   Sinth tried to think of a spell he could use. A number of items came to mind, but were discarded due to the sheer danger of them or the impossibility of casting something like that in this enclosed room.
 
   He put his hand against the wall. Something tickled at him from the edge of his memory. Something he had seen a long, long time ago in his youth performed by a travelling wizard for the favor of the locals.
 
   “Get it to the pool.”
Sin looked back over his shoulder.
 
   “Now!”
 
   Sinth sounded more authoritative than he felt. There was less than a 5% chance he could cast this spell given his track record with spells of similar difficulty. He would need to give it everything he had.
 
   Sin jumped back. The Mellow stayed still in front of the exit.
 
   Sin reached up to his face.
 
   “Let me show you something interesting, you putrid horror.”
 
   An eye patch appeared out of nowhere. He lifted it up.
 
   The Mellow shook its tentacles violently and started towards Sin. Whatever he had shown the monster, it had done its job well.
 
   Sin reached deep inside and grasped his amulet in firm hands. He would only have one chance and one chance only to pull this off.
 
   He quietly said the words needed to cast this complicated spell. They rolled out from his lips like icy fire.
 
   “Blast.”
 
   His final command came out firm and strong.
 
   A tiny insect made of blue fire floated out from the center of Sinth’s head. It made its way across the room towards the Mellow.
 
   Sinth waited as Sin barely avoided an attack that nearly brained him and Oddity let loose his stone to hit another tentacle that had reached out to grasp at Sin’s leg.
 
   The insect came within the set radius of the spell and ignited. The world was a shower of blue wavy heat that scorched the room. Sinth saw the Mellow completely evaporate and flow from the floor slowly into the pull through half closed eyes.
 
   Oddity fell back against the wall and Sin landed on his back in the watery mess as it drained away.
 
   There was a flash of lightning in the room and then everything went white.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Two weeks had gone by and Sinth was enjoying his time in the little store owned by Oddity and patroned by Sin and his crew.
 
   He watched as the aggressive beautiful woman who didn’t have a name, but insisted that Sinth’s new best friend, Balance, ‘take responsibility’ on a nightly basis sat across from him with her hand on Balance’s thigh.
 
   Sinth felt a little bad for his friend. Sometimes in the mornings he would see him stumbling from the bathroom with the woman in tow. She was a cruel master and the bow legged walk of the young man indicated a level of use that was certainly unnatural.
 
   Oddity popped the tea in front of him.
 
   “Any luck figuring out how to get home yet?”
 
   Sinth shook his head. Sin had been rather helpful in explaining to him how one could travel from world to world, which explained how he knew so much of mages, but couldn’t help him in finding a spell to cross these boundaries.
 
   He wondered if he was ever going to be able to go home.
 
   The bathroom door opened. Sinth looked up.
 
   “OH NO.”
 
   A wizard covered in a soaked gown stood in the doorway looking rather angry.
 
   “You abandon your duty guarding the caverns of time to play around in other worlds?”
 
   High Master Wizard of The Northern Protective Council Smite put his hands on his hips.
 
   Sinth groaned. It was game over and he was in trouble now.
 
   He was dragged out of his chair by invisible hands and pulled towards the bathroom. The others stood stock still, frozen in time. 
 
   Sinth groaned. He could see the brand new toilet that his head would soon spend an unordinary long amount of time being forced into shortly. He was going home, but definitely not in style.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Mage 6: Taming The Phoenix
 
   


 
   
  
 



IMPRISONED
 
   Sin stared at the small grey scratches in the rough surface of the wall. Those little marks represented all of the collective days he had spent in this hell hole. 
 
   He noted absentmindedly that there were a few barely readable ones. Those were the days when he couldn’t handle his life as it was and had used his own fingernails to make the dull red marks on the wall.
 
   Carnivore’s Cove was everything that the high mages had made it out to be during his sentencing. He had gotten one life time in jail for killing the Mellow. The scratches told the tale of that period of imprisonment and it wasn’t pretty.
 
   He rubbed his greasy hands together and shifted his beard a little, so that he could scratch at the infected skin underneath in the hellishly humid and putrid air of his tiny cell in the worst area of the Cove.
 
   The first month – if he even remembered it now – had been ‘unpleasant’ to say the least. The following months had been worse. Summer had set in full and the bugs with their bloodlust and the short tempered guards had made life intolerable. If he was being truly honest with himself, he doubted he would last another summer.
 
   That thought set him to whimpering again and he curled up in a ball to shed tears that would no longer come, that hadn’t come for months.
 
   CLANG. The door swung open. Sinth flinched. Do they know about me eating the rats? They beat you for that here.
 
   He turned to see a short well-dressed man with gold ring encrusted hands peering into the moist darkness of the cell. He was wearing all white, not a stain on him, and it matched his snowy hair well.
 
   “You are Sinth, are you not?”
 
   He had a strange western accent that spoke of faraway lands.
 
   Sinth croaked. He remembered speaking (beyond the occasional mumble to himself) a few weeks ago. That was to beg them not hang him in the sun. They had hung him up for an extra day for back chatting. He hadn’t spoken since.
 
   The man pulled out a small black and white photo from his breast pocket and held it up next to Sinth’s face.
 
   “You’ve seen better days, I see.”
 
   The man stood up and gestured to the two scarred guards at the door. The black clad guards clanked in and roughly dragged Sinth to his feet. It had been so long since he had walked properly that they needed to almost carry him through the door and down the hallway outside.
 
   The hallway, blessedly, was cooler. Black stone coated the walls and the air was fresh. It was a change, but, as Sin knew well, not all change was good in this place.
 
   They took him to a big black door.
 
   “Close your eyes.”
 
   He did as he was told lest they beat him senseless again for not hearing well enough.
 
   Even through closed eyes the agony of the light surpassed anything he had ever experience in terms of outright pain. For a moment he held the very real concern that the sun itself was going to burn the sight from his eyes.
 
   They pushed him hard into what felt like a garden chair. He could hear the other man taking a seat on the other side of what his hand confirmed was a table.
 
   The guards pushed him hard into his seat with a gauntleted hand on either shoulder. They didn’t need to bother. With the sun feeling like it was close enough to scorch him from the earth at any moment and the sheer exhaustion of his imprisonment he wasn’t going anywhere.
 
   He slowly opened his eyes. The sun’s effect was lessening. He could see the other man sitting waiting for him to compose himself, although it was an overly bright double image.
 
   He was in the exercise yard. It was a bit of a misnomer as they only used this to hang people up to dry or to beat them. There was a slightly moldy table, two chairs (one pristine, one decaying) and a spotless tea set with two cups.
 
   The man cleared his throat a little.
 
   “One of my friends, a certain high mage, has recommended you for a little task.”
 
   Sinth wanted to ask who, but it came out all gurgled. The man gestured towards the tea and Sinth decided to take him up on his offer.
 
   He tried again and this time it was much more coherent.
 
   “Who?”
 
   “It’s of no import.”
 
   The man took another sip of his tea.
 
   “Then what is the task?”
 
   He realized how terrible he sounded. His voice was ruined.
 
   “I am the owner of a reasonable sized mining consortium.”
 
   He produced a card which had the company logo and name on it. Sinth had never heard of it.
 
   The man looked uncomfortable for a moment before continuing.
 
   “Like any company, at times we have problems. For those times, we need problem solvers.”
 
   “What type of problems?”
 
   The man looked even more uncomfortable and went silent.
 
   “You killed the Mellow, didn’t you?”
 
   He blurted out finally.
 
   “It was accidental.”
 
   “Yes, but answer me clearly. Were you or were you not there when it died?”
 
   “I was there.”
 
   The man took in a sharp intake of breath.
 
   “Then you are the man I need.”
 
   He reached into his pocket and drew something out.
 
   Sinth’s intake of breath was quite audible. In his life he had only seen one of these. That had been on the amulet of a high mage of the Frost Guild. The one considered a hero among the populace and who was worshipped by nearly every frost mage alive.
 
   He ached to touch it, just for a moment. The man put the small blue crystal back into his pocket again.
 
   “Yours if you succeed.”
 
   Sinth nodded thoughtlessly. Whatever this man wanted it must be huge. That small gem could buy an army.
 
   “What is the task?”
 
   The man’s discomfort returned in full. He didn’t want to say what he knew he would have to and it itched at him that much was clear.
 
   “I’ll be straight with you. It’s a phoenix.”
 
   “A phoenix?”
 
   “A few months ago it started to ravage the western region where we have out top producing mine. I’ve sent men against it – good men – and they haven’t returned. The people of the area have found charred corpses…”
 
   “I see. And you expect me to be any more helpful than the ‘good men’ that you sent.”
 
   The man chuckled.
 
   “No, but if you die, I don’t need to pay you or your family.”
 
   Sinth wheezed a bit. It was the best he could do in an attempt to laugh himself.
 
   He sat there faced with a choice: Stay and die or fight a phoenix – the Free World’s number one killing machine – and probably die. He glanced over at the men hanging from the wooden beams to his left. ‘Probably’ was better than ‘certainly’.
 
   He stuck out his hand.
 
   “You have a deal.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



SMELTERS’ CITY
 
   Stench. His nose nearly bleed with the intensity of the burnt up metals that Smelter’s City put off in huge droves from the hundreds of chimneys that dotted the skyline of this smoggy city.
 
   Sinth walked through it like a man without any feeling or care. He had left the cove on a small boat that took him through the reefs that had tasted the blood of more than their share of escapees and followed the coast line to the western ranges. It had only been a short trip by cart to get to the outskirts of the city, which was located slightly inland.
 
   He couldn’t really understand what was wrong with him. It was like everything inside him had turned to sludge like the mud he trudge through as he followed the short guide that had been assigned to him on his trip to meet the others of his small party on this quick trip to the land of death – or at least that is how he saw it.
 
   The man kept well ahead in the press of men in overalls making their way from factory to home in the early evening air. It was a suitable view to suit his mood as this city’s favorite color seemed to be gray.
 
   The man turned a corner and walked slowly down a small side street. Sinth didn’t really know where they were going, but he didn’t really care. All he wanted was a chance to bath and relax for a bit before things really started to heat up.
 
   They turned into a road mainly made up of shops selling amulets and other tools of magic to appropriately qualified mages. Sinth could remember in bygone days when he would have stopped to ogle at those fancy new advancements of the steel smiths. Those days when he had passion for magic and the protection of the world they were gone. Now something darker was growing inside of him. Perhaps it was time to give up magic and become a farmer or something safer. He certainly wouldn’t be the first to hang up his amulet and leave their guild. It was not an unattractive idea.
 
   The man in front of him stopped in front of a dirty tavern. Sinth’s face showed its first reaction since leaving prison. This was the infamous Cutters’ Lounge, a place for the worst of sorts to drink, fight and generally run riot without necessitating a visit from the law every time a fight broke out. It was not a good place for a meeting in Sinth’s opinion. In fact, it was a downright horrible place.
 
   The guide stood waiting outside near the several drunks lying in their own vomit and two men who looked very likely to be dead. Both had severe face wounding either way. Better to be dead than to wake up to that.
 
   The guide gestured for Sinth to enter. He didn’t look like he was going to come in.
 
   Smart choice.
 
   Sinth stepped up to the door and nearly lost his head. The door flew open and slammed into the head of one of the drunks. A man flew out with a velocity that indicated the resulting fall was going to cause permanent injury.
 
   “Watch where you’re standing.”
 
   A large troll said from the door as he watched to make sure that the ex-patron didn’t get up for round two.
 
   Sinth looked to the guide again. More gesturing. Sinth was going in.
 
   Inside it was so hot Sinth nearly fell to his knees and gagged. The only thing that kept him from it was the nasty gaze that the troll gave him from behind the door.
 
   A large hand came down on his shoulder as he turned from the troll.
 
   “Little man. Give me your purse, if you don’t want a beating.”
 
   Sinth eyed the man up. He had biceps the size of Sinth’s legs and had a mean tattoo that looked like it had been done in blood. He couldn’t make out what it was.
 
   “I…”
 
   He was about to say that he didn’t have a purse on him, which was true as the guide, conveniently enough, had all of the coin, but a slim black nailed hand reached out and grabbed his chin.
 
   “You must be Sinth.”
 
   A young woman in a black costume that looked a lot like what maids wore in the bigger manors in larger cities stepped in between him and the thief.
 
   “I’m Sin…”
 
   “Hey, that’s my mark,” the big man interrupted.
 
   The young woman glanced over her shoulder as the man reached out to grab her by the hair.
 
   Blood splattered the roof, the air and Sinth as the woman turned in one swift movement and brought her forearm around to smash the man across the face so hard that his neck snapped with a loud pop.
 
   She brought her fist down low and caught him in the middle, which brought him up as he breathed his last breath, and hit him several times in the stomach – breaking ribs as she did.
 
   The woman finished off the display with one hard focused punch to the man’s chest. There was the sound of bone shattering as something solid broke the man’s breast plate.
 
   She turned back to Sinth. It had only taken five or six counts of the breath to demolish the huge man. Sinth edged back in fear.
 
   It wasn’t the display that caused that reaction in him though. He realized immediately on seeing that smiling face – eyes and all – that in front of him was the most fearful human being he had ever met. She had killed the man and nothing inside of her had changed. Nowhere could Sinth see remorse, fear or any other emotion except that same friendliness that had been present in her voice only moments ago.
 
   A tattooed man bent down to inspect the pulpy mess that had once been a thief.
 
   “Wendy, you need to go a bit easier on them. That’s the tenth one today.”
 
   The man took the purse from the bigger man’s belt and threw it to Wendy who caught the purse and pocketed it so fast that Sinth almost thought he hadn’t seen the movement at all.
 
   “Get us some drinks.”
 
   The man put his arm around Sinth’s shoulders.
 
   “My name is Break.”
 
   He pointed to the young woman making her way to the bar with the dead man’s coin, totally unaware of how the patrons stared at her in fear as she passed.
 
   “That is Wendy the Wind.”
 
   He gestured casually at the corpse.
 
   “I think it’s a lousy nickname for her because she’s more of a slaughterer. Wendy the Wind sounds nicer than Wendy the Slaughter House. Then again, she kills more of these losers in a week than the guard combined, so maybe the prior is a little safer.”
 
   Sinth watched the man talk. It was hard not to notice that the tattoos were moving across his skin with little fiery movements that sometimes let off small fiery bursts of red ink across his skin.
 
   The man gave him a little squeeze to get Sinth’s attention. The name Break made sense. This guy could crush an elephant.
 
   “So you wanna kill a Phoenix? I’ve never killed one of those. I reckon it’ll be fun, don’t you think?”
 
   The man looked him hard in the eyes.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Good answer. Now come on we got plans to make.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
    Break had introduced him to the gang after taking him to the table in the corner, which Sinth noted no one was willing to sit even remotely close to.
 
   To his left was Wendy, who had immediately sat down next to him and put her hand directly in the center of his lap with no more than a wink. This new found attraction on her part turned out to be even more dangerous for Sinth than the thief had been as the man to his right with his jet black hair and red ringed eyes turned out to be Wendy’s brother Mosh, who nearly killed Sinth before Break could tear his hand away from Sinth’s throat.
 
   On the opposite side of the table was Knight – who was exactly that, except his armor was completely made out of what looked to be gold. On his right were Break and a man named Brian who scared Sinth more than the rest combined, even though he looked rather normal (Sinth couldn’t really say why, but something was deeply wrong with that one).
 
   “You’re quite handsome.”
 
   Sinth tried to ignore Wendy, but she was virtually breathing down his neck and her fingers were moving about in ways that made Sinth a little uncomfortable.
 
   “Did you really kill the Mellow?”
 
   Brian piped up for the first time from where he had been sitting watching with interest as Wendy teased Sinth.
 
   “I was there.”
 
   “I heard you bit off its head.”
 
   “I didn’t bite anything. The beast nearly ate me and I only survived because of a good friend,” Sinth said defensively.
 
   “So you admit to being there when it was killed. Did it feel good, mage?”
 
   The way Brian said it made Sinth think of a man pealing something particularly disgusting off his boot.
 
   “I was there and that’s all I’ll say about it.”
 
   Brian scowled and was about to say more when Break slapped the table top hard enough to attract concerned looks from the braver patrons nearby.
 
   “You and I both know we are entitled to our secrets,” he said to Brian.
 
   The man looked away. Sinth guessed that would be the end of it for now.
 
   “I’ll kill you if you touch her,” Mosh whispered in Sinth’s ear.
 
   “That goes for you too, Mosh.”
 
   Break didn’t look like he was willing to take flack from anyone. Mosh shrugged and went back to carving at the side of the table with a small knife.
 
   “Ok, now listen up, you monkeys. Here’s the deal. We go in, we get out and we get paid. None of you are under any illusions what the company will do to us if we turn up empty handed.”
 
   He looked at Sinth.
 
   “The representative said you were good, that you defeated a dragon, killed the Mellow and can use fire magic as well as frost…”
 
    Someone was well informed.
 
   “Question is: Can you kill a phoenix?”
 
   “That’s a good question.”
 
   Sinth wasn’t willing to say more. Even with his change of state recently, he wasn’t suicidal enough to tell these five that they were doomed and should run for the hills.
 
   “Is that a yes?”
 
   “It’s something.”
 
   They all stared at Sinth. He just stared at his beer. There was no purpose in elaborating beyond that.
 
   After a short silence, Break let Sinth of the hook
 
   “Alright then.”
 
   Break drew out a map and put a red pebble from his pocket on a large mountain.
 
   “This is where we are going.”
 
   He pointed to the top of the mountain.
 
   “That’s where the beast is from the reports the company passed on to us.”
 
   There was a lot more to know and Break started to drone on. The talk turned to strategy after that and Sinth began to tune out. 
 
   He didn’t really know what to make of his situation. He was going to go to the far off place and kill some creature that was causing trouble for the local populace. It all felt a little close to what he had dreamed of doing before prison and all the hurt. The big difference was that he wasn’t doing it to protect those people or their lands. No, he was doing it for a greedy mining company and the freedom and rewards they could provide.
 
   He sipped his beer quietly. Times were getting darker by the day and he didn’t know if he was going to make it through. Then again, what choice did he have? 
 
   Nothing came to mind. That made him feel even worse.
 
   


 
   
  
 



BOUNTY
 
   "Wendy."
 
   The short man with the large purple hat said it with such distaste that it right away set Sinth on edge.
 
   "You shouldn't have kept us waiting so long."
 
   The several stern looking men with the small dragon shaped pins of the Bounty Hunters Guild prominently displayed on their shirts, chuckled behind him.
 
   Wendy didn't say anything. She just stepped forward - straight to the offense.
 
   "Wendy, no."
 
   Break reached out to grab her shoulder.
 
   "Not here and not now."
 
   Sinth noticed that the shorter man's expression hadn’t changed any more than Wendy’s had just now. They eyed each other, smiling as if they were best friends meeting for tea.
 
   Sinth could feel the tension in the air. There was a sense of familiarity between the two. He couldn't say why, but the small man and Wendy seemed more alike than her and Mosh, who were brother and sister – even though the purple hated man was clearly not related to either of them.
 
   "Another time then."
 
   Wendy didn’t wait for the man to reply. She was off before anyone thought to chase her.
 
   "Don't think you'll get away so easily," The man yelled as he raced off after her and the other bounty hunters turned to Sinth and his new friends.
 
   Sinth looked to Break.
 
   "What should we do? Do we fight them?"
 
   Break shook his head.
 
   "No, I recommend running."
 
   Break didn't wait to say more. The men started towards them and everyone scattered.
 
   "Come on. You don't want to get caught by that lot."
 
   Mosh grabbed Sinth by the arm and pulled him after him.
 
   They raced down the street.
 
   BOOM. There was an explosion as one of the hunters cast something, which Sinth recognized as a frost spell by the lack of heat and the coldness of the stones thrown up from the small crater he saw on looking over his shoulder, at them.
 
   Sinth and Mosh turned a corner and sprinted down the street. Unfortunately, they had the bad luck of having half the men chasing them and the men behind them were catching up quickly.
 
   Mosh raced to the entrance of a multifloor restaurant.
 
   "Inside."
 
   He nearly ripped the door off its hinges entering.
 
   They sped through the waiting area and into the dining room. Inside, guests stood in fear and screamed as the two of them pushed past waiters carrying expensive dishes and headed through the rear service doors.
 
   Sinth could hear their pursuit close behind.
 
   "Go in there."
 
    Mosh virtually threw Sinth through the kitchen and into a storage cabinet on the far side of the two surprised chefs. Sinth saw him pull something metallic from his coat.
 
   "Fire in the hole."
 
   Mosh threw the device as it started to whine before pushing Sinth inside further.
 
   There was a short but powerful burst of pink flame that scorched Sinth's back. He went momentarily blind due to the accompanying light. 
 
   Mosh pulled him back out and headed for the back door. 
 
   Sinth cried out in seeing the destruction in the kitchen. The two chefs lay dead on the wooden floor and all three of their attackers smoldered as pinkish fire burned all over them. Sinth had never seen this sort of destruction from a non-magic user.
 
   "Come on. We don't have time to gawk."
 
   Sinth turned away. 
 
   Months ago he would have mourned for the deaths of the innocent in the room. Now, it was just a mild discomfort as the red hot flush of survival pulsed through him. That realization gave him chills.
 
   They raced out the door and down the road. There was no pursuit. They were all dead.
 
   


 
   
  
 



VILLAGE
 
   The trip to the Western region took longer than expected. First, Knight had decided it would be a good idea to wear a golden cloak woven with fairy silk that made it gleam from morning to night. This had brought upon them every single bandit in every area that they travelled through.
 
   Throughout the attacks, Knight had sat on his horse laughing as he watched the rest of them doing the hard work of taking on the bandits. Sinth had even had to freeze a man, which had resulted in a large ice block that nearly killed him, Break and Mosh. All to Knight’s continued amusement.
 
   Between bandit attacks, there were also the bounty hunters who turned up twice. The first time was when Sinth had been bathing in a small pond near the camp. Apparently, Wendy had been watching nearby (to Sinth’s rather extensive embarrassment) as he found the dead bounty hunters on his way back and her washing blood off gauntlets in a small stream with a perfect view of his bathing spot.
 
   She’d smiled at him and had made a comment about bird watching – big bird watching – and then left him to mull over exactly what she meant and how she had managed to kill four men so silently that he hadn’t heard her from such a short distance away.
 
    Later that day Brian had come across another set of bounty hunters. Sinth had only seen the end result, but that was enough to make him throw up his lunch, breakfast and everything else he had eaten that week. The scene had reminded him of something he had read about in horror stories, it was that gruesome.
 
   However, all of this was eclipsed by Mosh. The man must have known everything there is to know about the creatures of the Free World because he never seemed to shut up about them. In particular, he seemed to know more than a little about Phoenixes – even going into their mating rituals, which seemed rather complicated.
 
   Sinth could still remember the day that it had all become too much for him. He’d finally asked Mosh to give him a moment of quiet as he was busy trying to fend off yet another advance from Wendy. Mosh had given him a hurt look before punching him in the nose hard enough to drop Sinth to the ground from the top of his horse and had jumped down to stuff one of his little devices into Sinth’s mouth.
 
   The only thing that had saved him was Wendy and Break tackling Mosh to the ground and removing the device from Sinth’s mouth before it exploded in a hail of fire a few meters away where Break had biffed it.
 
   After that he had decided it would be smart to listen to Mosh carefully. He didn’t want to find out what would happen if no one was fast enough to save him if he angered Mosh again.
 
   “And its wing span on the left side is about 2.5 meters by Gorgian estimate. However, if you consider Enderson’s…”
 
   Mosh finally stopped talking as they cleared the edge of the forest and entered the farm land of the village closest to the mountain looming in the distance.
 
   “There’s no smoke.”
 
   Mosh was right. This was a mining town. With no metals coming into the furnaces and smiths’ forges run by the village, there would be no income coming in.
 
   Sinth noticed how fresh the air tasted in his mouth. This had obviously gone on for awhile. Not a good sign for the people living here.
 
   They road down the road leading to the village. The situation got even clearer as they passed the scorched farmland on their way to the village in the center. Burnt carcasses and ruined crops had been drawn to the side of the road for collection. The phoenix had not been kind in its attacks on these people. Possibly, they would be starving as well as poverty stricken.
 
   They entered the town to see skinny children playing in the dirty. The adults weren’t much better.
 
   “Are you here to kill the monster?”
 
   A young dirty boy pulled on Sinth’s robe.
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   He doubted they could manage it and the boy shouldn’t hold the delusion that they might in his opinion.
 
   They came to the center of the dirty little town.
 
   “You must be the ones the company sent.”
 
   An old man, who still seemed spry for someone so malnutrition, came to met them.
 
    “I guess you want to get started.”
 
   He pointed to the mountain.
 
   “The beast will be waiting for you.”
 
   They set out with that rather ominous comment left sitting in the air.
 
   


 
   
  
 



THE BIG CLIMB
 
   Sinth knew they were in trouble form the moment they set foot on the mountain. The old man had been right in what he had told them about the mountain and the situation on the way here. This was likely to be the most foolish thing that Sinth had ever attempted in his life. That hadn't stopped the others encouraging him to do it.
 
   He sweltered in the smoke pouring down the mountain. The spell he had in mind had a time limit of sorts that could be lethal if ignored. He couldn’t use that spell just to make himself more comfortable.
 
   He pulled the scarf he had wound around his lower face to stop some of the smoke coming in. He'd have to keep trudging on as stopping meant dying.
 
   A sound from up the mountain startled him. That had sounded like...
 
   Three large creatures sprung up from behind the rocks.
 
   ... like something moving around up there.
 
   He barely finished his thought when the first one sprinted down the hill at them with a stone axe held high.
 
   Break didn't bother to step aside. If Sinth has learned anything about the big man in the last few days it was that Break didn't back down from anyone. The dead bounty hunters they had left in their wake on the way here was a tribute to that.
 
   His solid fist connected with the creature’s face and gave off a hard slapping sound as skin met skin and bones broke.
 
   The other creatures saw the events below and decided that the direct approach wasn’t the best choice. They picked up stones and started to throw them down the hill at the small group below.
 
   Sinth dodged a stone that was thrown hard enough to smash a decent sized hole in them. He reached for his amulet under his robes, but Knight beat him too it. With a show of sword skill the likes Sinth had never seen in his life. Knight raced ahead of the group, cutting rocks out of the air as he went, to end up between the two creatures.
 
   His movements were graceful and clean beyond belief considering he was effectively cutting through flesh with an ease that was fearful to view.
 
   Several quick strokes and the creatures were lying in a mess of their own blood on the side of the mountain.
 
   Mosh whacked Sinth on the back and brought him out of his revelry.
 
   “Seeing him fight has that effect on people,” Mosh said with a wink.
 
   Sinth could believe it. It wasn’t just that he had disposed of the creatures so easily, most of the members of Break’s crew could do that, it was that he had done so without spilling even the tiniest drop of blood on his gold armor. Even his sword, which had a slight tinting of red, held very little for the depth he had chopping into them.
 
   Sinth decided it must have been magic of some sort. No one he had heard of was that skilled with a blade to the point they could control the direction and spill of that many cuts. No one he knew anyway.
 
   Break reached down to pull the creature who he had knocked out up to get a good look.
 
   “Rock troll.”
 
   Mosh bent down and inspected it closely – even going so far as to smell it a little bit.
 
   “Probably from the forest around here.”
 
   He stood and looked down the mountain.
 
   “Strange to find them up here. They usually live in the lower reaches of the built up areas and definitely not this close to a human settlement.”
 
   He looked worried for a moment before going back to his usual scowl.
 
   “Probably nothing, right?”
 
   Break didn’t look that convinced.
 
   “Probably.”
 
   They disposed of the rock trail and left it behind. Whatever had brought these three creatures up this far in the mountains, it would have to wait for another time to be discovered. They had a mountain to climb.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   They finally reached the point of the mountain where the map and the old man had said there would be an entrance.
 
   There hadn't been any more attacks, to Sinth's relief, but there were enough signs to Indicate that they weren’t alone up here on the mountain.
 
   They stood in front of the opening looking on as Grayish smile poured from the opening. There would have been nothing particularly different from any other opening except for the half dozen fried corpses lying outside. Sinth guessed that these must have been the miners that weren’t lucky enough to escape the fires of the phoenix when it first came to the mines.
"This is it. Are you ready?"
 
   Break, for once, didn't seem eager to start the fight.
 
   "About as ready as can be expected."
 
   Break looked him over.
 
   "That'll have to do."
 
   Sinth inspected the cave mouth one more time. This was the finally turning point in his little adventure. He could choose to turn back. Likely the same people who freed him would imprison him again. That was if these five would e en let him go - he doubt he would have a choice if Break and the others took it upon themselves to ensure he went through with this.
 
   No, this was it. His apathy told him he should just give up and he was more than willing to, except that he had made friends here. Admittedly, very strange friends (he wasn't counting Brian, who he only really feared, but the others....)
 
   He couldn't leave them to the fate that the company had planned out for them if they failed, which they had each only really hinted at being very unpleasant.
 
   Sinth focused his mind and mumbled the spell with his hand firmly around his amulet. This was a simple enough spell and one he had gotten quite used to casting considering how often he had trapped himself in ice with nearly no air to breathe.
 
   Bluish balls of frosted air formed around each of the party members mouths. This spell didn't purify the air, so much as create air.
 
   Brain shivered and knight lifted up his helmet to feel the frosty space, but everyone seemed quite accustom to magic.
 
   "Stay close to me. If you go too far from where I'm standing the mask will disappear and I can't recast it without causing us some injury."
 
   They all moved a bit closer to him.
 
   "Ladies first."
 
   Break gestured for Wendy to go ahead.
 
   She smirked a little and set forth into the dark.
 
   "Break is afraid of enclosed spaces," Moth whispered to Sinth as he walked by.
 
   Sinth's eyebrows shot up. That was a surprise. He had thought that something so small wouldn't have fazed the big man at all.
 
   He looked a little deeper into the hole. Maybe Break was wise to be afraid of the cave. Sinth certainly was.
 
   The first few meters in were terrible. The smoke was so thick that he couldn't see anyone. Although surprisingly after a short time it cleared a little.
 
   He stopped.
 
   "Mosh, shouldn't there be more smoke near the phoenix? Didn't you say they like to roust in high places."
 
   "Probably," Mosh replied slowly, "but they don't usually roust in mountains."
 
   That made sense. It must have been hard for the phoenix to move about in this smoke as well - even if suffocation wasn't a concern.
 
   He crept forward with the others. There was something strange going on here, but he couldn't quite put his finger on what it was.
 
   The cave had an eerie silence to it. Every shadow seemed to have something occupying it. Every space seemed to hold potential danger.
 
   They walked for an hour without pause. Sinth followed behind the hazy back of Mosh, who would occasional turn back to check that Sinth was still there.
 
   "Can you see anything up front?"
 
   Wendy didn't reply. Sinth felt a shot of nervousness shoot through him. Something wasn't right. He reached out to grab Mosh, but his hand passed straight through his back.
Mosh turned. He had no eyes.
 
   "Mosh?"
 
   The thing disappeared into the mist and was gone. There was a moment when Sinth was all alone. He could feel his stomach starting to turn and his body began to feel the first hint of the shakes that would indicate that the fear inside him was starting to build up.
He started to scream as the world started to close in.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   "Sinth! Sinth!"
 
   The voice echoed in his mind as he lay in the pool of darkness that had become the world that he existed in.
 
   He felt the hard earth under him and his hand could grip the gravel on the floor, but he couldn't see anything.
 
   Where am I?
 
   He felt strangely calm. His mind told him that fear was a good response to the situation that he was in, yet he was calm - unnaturally so.
 
   A light slowly appeared in the middle of his vision as more voices joined the rough one that he almost recognized. It slowly spread into an image of the blue sky above him.
 
   "Where am I?"
 
   His voice sounded ripped. What had happened before? He could just remember an eyeless Mosh looking back at him and screaming.
 
   "We're outside. You nearly killed us."
 
   "I did?"
"Yeah."
 
   Break didn’t look to happy.
 
   "What happened? I don't remember a thing."
 
   "You started screaming for no reason and then the spell you cast stopped working."
"It hurt like heck," Brian added a little angrily.
 
   "It did," Break agreed.
 
   He bent down and helped Sinth to his feet.
 
   "Is it going to happen again?"
 
   "I'm not sure."
 
   It was the best answer that he could give. The spell had failed because he had lost consciousness somehow. Whatever that was that someone or something had cast in there it was a very real problem. None of the others had been affected. Just him - the only magic user in the group.
 
   "It's an illusion."
 
   He blurted it out all of a sudden as the realization came to him.
 
   The others looked at him as if he was mad.
 
   "An illusion? But shouldn't that have affected all of us?"
 
   "Perhaps..."
 
   It was odd. Illusionists were common enough and everyone knew that an illusion would affect everyone caught or placed in it. To affect only one person. That would be quite a feat.
 
   "It's all I can think off to explain what I saw."
 
   "Maybe you're just crazy. Mages aren't known for their sanity."
 
   Sinth didn’t really have an answer for that. He knew he was probably making no sense to them, but what he had experienced fit well with what he had come up with as a solution.
 
   “It’s the best I can come up with, sorry.”
 
   No one said anything for a bit. They all knew that if Sinth was right then there was another caster in the area or something that could cast quite advanced magical spells, bother were a bad sign.
 
   “Well, if it is or if it isn’t, we need to find our way to that monster if we are going to even get a chance to deal with that thing.”
 
   Break clapped Sinth on the back.
 
   “How long before you can cast that spell again?”
 
   “How long was I out?”
 
   “A few hours.”
 
   “A few? Really that long?”
 
   “It did take us quite a while to drag you out of there. There aren’t many pockets of air in there and we had to take it slow.”
 
   “Oh, sorry.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it. Now, when can you cast it?”
 
   “I can try now.”
 
   Sinth looked at the others. He could do this.
 
   The spell took a moment to form in his mind. Whatever happened from here on he was going to try his best to pay these five back for their kindness today. He was certain that whoever or whatever had targeted him in there had been after him. It knew magic and wanted to use the smoke to kill the others. It would have been a good plan if the others hadn’t been resourceful enough to get him out of the trap.
 
   He cast the spell without incident and stood up. It was time to go back in.
 
   


 
   
  
 



ILLUSIONIST’S TRICK
 
   There trip back into the smoky darkness ended abruptly. At the end of the tunnel that they had been travelling down they came to a big mine shaft leading down into the earth. Mosh threw a pebble into it to see how deep it was. 
 
   They all waited quietly.
 
    “Not a short drop is it.” 
 
   Mosh was right. It wasn’t. 
 
   Break signaled for Wendy to take the lead. She quietly stepped up to the hole and with one last look started making her way down the ladder into the darkness. They waited.
 
   “Do you think she’s still climbing?”
 
   There hadn’t been a sound from below for quite some time now. Mosh stepped over to the edge of the shaft.
 
   A pebble shot up and hit him straight in the middle of the forehead.
 
   “OUCH!”
 
   The sound of muted laughter wafted up from below. Sinth chuckled a little himself until Mosh gave him a hard look, which shut him up quickly.
 
   “Come on.”
 
   Break and the others pushed past Mosh who was clutching his head and grumbling about sisters with weird senses of humor.
 
   The distance was, in fact, quite short. Sinth’s feet were on the ground again in a very short period of time.
 
   “Watch the drop,” Break said.
 
   Sinth’s jumped back in surprise. It was now clear why they had thought that the mine shaft was much deeper than this. The area they were standing on was right next to a massive hole. The pebble must have passed straight into this.
 
   Sinth looked up. Wendy probably could have seen them quite easily in the half light thrown off by Break’s torch as she stood down here (even through the smoke, which had lessened a bit). On the other hand, they wouldn’t be able to see Wendy because of the hole. It was an interesting formation and he wondered if this area had more holes like this. It could be quite dangerous if it did.
 
   They started out down the tunnel. Sinth’s concerns turned out to be valid, as they began to pass more and more small holes in the ground that were just as deep as the one they had found originally.
 
   Wendy stopped up ahead.
 
   “There’s a cave up ahead.”
 
   Sinth peered through the smoke. He couldn’t see anything.
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   Wendy winked at him and patted him on the shoulder.
 
   “Can’t you feel the change in air pressure, lover?”
 
   He tried to see if he could sense any difference in the air, but he felt nothing. She must have been incredibly sensitive to pick something out like that.
 
   Break looked ahead into the smoke.
 
   “Be careful. We don’t know what might be down here with us.”
 
   They headed onwards again.
 
   The cavern was slightly more ventilated than the hallway. Sinth guessed that the holes in the floor back there were the source of most of the smoke and that in the more enclosed caverns of this area there would be less smoke.
 
   “Do you smell something?”
 
   Brian piped up suddenly from behind.
 
   Everyone stopped. Even through the stench the smoke gave off, Sinth could smell it clearly: The stench of rotting meat.
 
   “Something’s not right,” Wendy mumbled from upfront.
 
   Sinth seconded that. There was nothing to indicate a source for the smell, but it was definitely there. His entire body started to tense up as something in his mind started to click.
 
   Break was the first to hit the ground. A gash appeared on his skin for a moment before disappearing again.
 
   “Dammit! The illusion,” Sinth yelled realizing immediately what had set him on edge.
 
   Knight tore his sword out from its sheaf and set to work cutting the air wildly in wide strokes as the others retreated up against the wall.
 
   “Fire in the hole!”
 
   Knight skipped backwards as Mosh threw one of his devices into the distance.
 
   For one moment, as the device let off its pink fire, Sinth saw clearly what they faced. Surrounding them in a wide arc of hungry surprised faces were dozens or rock trolls all eagerly gripping weapons ready to rend flesh and mutilate the party of six. They were surrounded and Sinth knew there was nowhere to run. Worst of all, it all disappeared a second later to leave them in an empty room again.
 
   “Dragon’s balls.”
 
   Break pushed Sinth back and punched out at the air. A rock exploded and then disappeared.
 
   “Knight – get to work!”
 
   Knight rushed in front of them and set about slicing the air. Sinth knew that Knight couldn’t see anything just like the rest of them, but by the amount of blood that flowed in the air, he was not missing – in fact he was right on target.
 
   Mosh pulled out another device.
 
   “Don’t.”
 
   Break grabbed his hand.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Didn’t you see the floor before?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Mosh pulled his hand away.
 
   “STOP, Mosh! It’s barely holding us up.”
 
   Sinth squealed. He hadn’t noticed it either, but now that he thought it over he realized that the floor had looked somewhat unstable. If Mosh’s explosive tools blew a hole in the floor, the whole thing might collapse.
 
   Mosh stayed his hand. He glanced at Break once before putting his device away and pulling out a long jagged knife. He looked a little disappointed in not being able to blow up something, but he held fast.
 
   Wendy joined Knight upfront. It was clear that they wouldn’t be able to do this forever. How long before the rock trolls pulled back and went to pounding them with rocks? They wouldn’t last long with that many trolls working together like that.
 
   A rock flew out of the illusion to pound Sinth in the face. Blood rolled down from his forehead. It hurt like someone had broken his forehead.
 
   Break put himself in front of Sinth.
 
   “Keep out of the way, unless you can do something about this illusion, you’ll just get yourself killed.”
 
   Sinth knew it was true. He was not a warrior by anyone’s judgment and he wasn’t even a good mage. Half the time he got himself frozen in his own spells.
 
   Frozen.
 
   An idea came to Sinth in his moment of great despair.
 
   “Everyone hold your breath!”
 
   Wendy spared him a concerned glance from upfront.
 
   “What do you have…?”
 
   Sinth was already speaking the words of that infamous spell of his that always caused him so much trouble, but now might just save them all.
 
   Ice so hard and cold it nearly broke his bones filled the room. Every single corner of it was loaded to the max. The cold was incredible and immediately Sinth’s body started to shut down. Never before had he cast this spell on such a grand scale intentionally. It was amazing to see how much it spread.
 
   The illusion started to flicker. Whoever was casting it was trapped inside the ice block too and struggling to maintain the spell through the painful cold.
 
   Sinth tried to discern where the caster was. They only had a few minutes before he would need to break the ice block or risk one of them dying of hypothermia.
 
   He could see Break and the others slightly over to the left. They could breathe because of the little bubbles of cold he had cast on them earlier, but their chests wouldn’t be able to expand due to the press of the ice. Lack of oxygen would soon settle in and they would start to suffocate slowly.
 
   The illusion flickered once more.
 
   Over by the rock to the left, maybe?
 
   The rock troll had amazing stamina. Whatever or whoever had taught the troll its skills they were skillful. This one was not going down easy.
 
   Sinth tried to remain patient through the press of the ice on his skin. He needed confirmation. He knew that if he attacked now and missed then he would not get another chance at this. The troll would be ready for him the next time and would make sure that it was somewhere out of the way of his spell when he cast it. They would be sitting ducks. He would get no second chances.
 
   Fear started to settle in a bit. Sinth ignored it. Up until this point in his life, he had been trapped in this spell almost 30 times. That was an incredible level of frequency for any mage to survive being trapped in their own spell. He was used to the fear and he knew it would only hinder him.
 
   The illusion popped and fell away. He had been wrong before. There were two troll shamans in the room and it was the one to the right that was casting the spell by the dark aura that surrounded it.
 
   Sinth clutched his amulet in one hand and began to cast.
 
   As he mumbled the spell inside his mouth he wondered if this was going to work. The spell he needed was one that required very clear pronunciation and focus. With nearly no air in his lungs and mumbling it the way he was, chances were he wasn’t going to get this right.
 
   His eyes took in the others trapped in the ice. He could not afford to fail them. If they died here in this ice that he could summoned he would never let himself forgive himself. It would be the worst sin of his life. He needed to get this right!
 
   Sinth focused as hard as he could and forced himself to pronounce every syllable as perfectly as he could. His amulet started to glow a hazy blue.
 
   He forced the blue to form into the shape that he would need for this spell. It slowly became a snakelike creature that wiggled through the small cracks in the ice.
 
   Sinth briefly noted that the shaman to the left was casting something. It had a growing dark tinge to its hand that was spreading quickly. He started to worry. If he was interrupted now, there wouldn’t be enough air left in their bodies to try again. He forced himself to work faster.
 
   The snake started moving through the labyrinth of cracks that formed in the ice as it forced its way through. 
 
   Sinth watched as it slowly edged its way through the mass of ice.
 
   The snake was almost at the illusionist when the black spell the shaman had been casting released. A bolt of devil fire shattered away some of the ice between the shaman and Sinth. He felt the ice starting to crack. He was out of time and he knew it.
 
   He willed the snake to make it the last few feet to the chest of the illusionist.
 
   It tore out of the ice just in time to pass through the shaman’s chest as the ice on the side of the trolls fell away.
 
   A bloody, icy hole appeared in the shaman’s chest as the snake wiggled in and vanished with a loud crack and puff of frost.
 
   The illusionist’s body started to jerk as the ice that had just entered his veins started to make its way to the surface of his skin. In a matter of seconds it became an ice covered version of itself.
 
   The ice popped and cracked. What had been a troll turned into a million small shattered pieces of bloody ice on the ground.
 
   The other shaman screamed in rage and started to cast again.
 
   It would have been a great success on Sinth’s part had it not been for the fact that they were all still stuck in the ice. 
 
   He willed himself to cast the next spell quickly. It was one he was getting more and more skillful with even though it wasn’t a part of his school of magic.
 
   The fire fairies appeared around him and melted the ice away as they rushed around the room in a mad frenzy. They wouldn’t be very happy to be caught in the ice like this.
 
   The black bolt of fire shot out of the shaman’s hand towards Sinth. He struggled desperately. The ice had melted, but he wasn’t going to be able to move in time. He watched in raw fear as the devil’s flame flew towards him.
 
   Knight stepped in front of the bolt and chopped down through its middle with his sword. It was a spectacular display of swordsmanship and the blow was given with enough force to just barely rip through the fire using the small amount of wind created by the movement of the sword.
 
   Sinth stood in awe. Never had he known such a man in his life. Knight rarely talked and was eccentric beyond belief, yet his skill spoke of a man who had spent more than his fair share of time training and perfecting his art.
 
   The gold metal of knight’s armor glowed as the black fire slipped around it from either side. Knight stumbled slightly as the flames passed by.
 
   “Good job, Sinth.”
 
   Break pounded him on the back.
 
   The trolls hesitated for a moment. There illusion was gone and, although they had the advantage of numbers, they had seen the skill of the ones they were trying to trap. The small number of dead trolls around Knight and Wendy were a testament to that.
 
   They were about to turn and flee when Knight collapsed to one knee. Wendy raced over to him, but he shot out a hand. The trolls sprinted towards them sensing victory.
 
   Sinth tried to cast something, but the pain from the cold before had virtually shut down his body. He was not going to be much help now.
 
   Break raced forward to meet the fray as did Mosh and Brian. Sinth was left alone to watch as the others engaged in a bloody battle with the trolls right in front of him.
 
   The battle was intense. Knight was able to stand and cut around himself like a banshee in full scream. Wendy broke head after head as Mosh protected her back with that sharp knife of his. Even Brian showed quite a lot of skill with a black sword he materialized from somewhere.
 
   It was bloody, but short. The trolls finally realizing their mistake pulled away and started to flee.
 
   Sinth breathed a sigh of relief. This had been a horrific conflict and one brought on by the shear cleverness of the illusionist broken into a million pieces against the wall.
 
   He drew himself to his feet. Little burning fairies still moved around the upper reaches of what he could now see was a quite large cavern. On the floor were dozens of dead trolls and what turned out to be a number of half chewed miners, which explained the smell.
 
   Sinth brushed some of the ice off his frozen robes and started forward.
 
   Knight fell to the ground on the other side of the room.
 
   “NO!”
 
   Sinth raced across the room to where Knight lay, his sword still buried deep in the chest of the shaman he had killed just before the trolls fled.
 
   “Knight!”
 
   Sinth reached down to grab Knight’s armored head. He stopped. The heat was incredible. He could feel it from where his hands almost touched Knight’s armor. This was why he had stopped Wendy from helping him before. His body must have been burnt to a crisp under his gold blood covered armor.
 
   “Knight, damn it. You didn’t have to.”
 
   Sinth could feel tears forming in his eyes as the others came to stand around their fallen comrade.
 
   Knight reached up painfully and lifted his visor slightly. Underneath the skin was blacken and broken.
 
   “A glorious death.”
 
   His voice came out hoarse and broken.
 
   “It was my only wish.”
 
   Knight’s hand fell away and his helmeted head clanged against the stone floor.
 
   Sinth screamed. He had only known the man for such a short time, but Knight had fearlessly protected him against the attack of the shaman. Sinth cursed his own uselessness for allowing this to happen.
 
   “He always wanted to die like this,” Wendy whispered as she wrapped Sinth in a firm hug while he wept.
 
   Sinth understood, but the pain was too much. After the pain and hurt of prison, he had not thought that he could feel like this anymore, that he was dead inside, but here he was crying for the loss of someone who he could have considered a true friend given more time. It was a painful moment for Sinth and one of hope at the same time – he was not completely lost.
 
   He cried for a long time before the tears stopped coming and he only sobbed a little.
 
   He asked the others to leave the cavern for a moment. Something inside of him called to him to not leave this brave man in this state in the dirt. Knight deserved a proper burial.
 
   He began to cast a spell that he knew was beyond him. It didn’t matter. He was determined to give Knight the glory he deserved – for eternity.
 
   Ice dragons flowed through the room, passing in and out of the walls, as small slug beasts pushed out of the earth.
 
   Sinth stood stock still as his eyes and hands turning to ice while he designed the thing he wished to create in his mind.
 
   The slug like creatures pushed into Knight’s armor. Knight stood up slowly. The slugs inside pushed themselves around inside to allow the armor and the dead man inside to assume the pose that Sinth desired.
 
   Somewhere inside he knew that the spell was starting to fail. The dragons were becoming too hungry and wanted some of his own life to keep the spell grounded and moving.
 
   Sinth didn’t care. Knight had given his life for him. He would gladly give a year or two of his own for Knight.
 
   The slugs finished their work and hardened back into stone. Sinth walked forward to draw the sword from the shaman’s chest before pressing it into Knight’s frozen hand.
 
   He turned away and gave the command the dragons had been waiting for.
 
   “Freeze.”
 
   The dragons raced forward and slammed straight through Sinth’s chest. Each one that passed by took their share of the life he had bargained with them to finish this spell.
 
   The space behind him started to freeze. He could feel the incredible cold of it freezing his robes as the dragons did their work.
 
   He turned as a final pop sounded from behind him.
 
   Knight stood inside a huge block of ice that went from wall to wall behind him. In the ice was carved the shapes of trolls turning away in fear and running from the glowing gold blue warrior in the middle of the scene. This would last forever, held together by the eternity ice that Sinth had created.
 
   He shed one last tear. This scene would be here for any living creature that passed this way to see. Knight would be remembered for what he was – a man of skill and great bravery – forever.
 
   Sinth turned to the group, who were watching the display with a mixture of awe and respect.
 
   “It’s beautiful. Truly a great work of art and exactly what Knight would have wanted,” Break said as Sinth joined them.
 
   Sinth nodded and passed by them. This was only the first one to die. There might be even more. Sinth was determined to not let that happen – never again.
 
   


 
   
  
 



HURT
 
   The corridor was dark and slightly gloomy. The smoke had returned now that the illusion’s effect had been taken away. Mosh had told him that if they kept going to where the smoke was coming from they would be able to find the phoenix. Sinth didn’t care much right now. The hurt was too fresh.
 
   They walked down a long tunnel that led down into the earth. So far Sinth hadn’t seen any other tunnels leading off this one. It was straight down all the way.
 
   Wendy stopped.
 
   “Another cavern?”
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “Something different. Bigger.”
 
   They all looked at each other and kept on walking. Whatever it was they were now on their guard.
 
   The tunnel started to widen and Sinth could now feel it too. There was a bit of a wind flowing through. There must have been a corridor that led up to the surface nearby or something.
 
   ‘Something’ turned out to be a gigantic cavern. It was far enough up that Sinth couldn’t even see the top.
 
   There was a huge chasm in the middle of it. The place where the group stood was the only small outcrop where a person could stand.
 
   Sinth looked to the other side. He could vaguely see something on the other side.
 
   “What’s that over there, can anyone see?”
 
   Every looked where he was pointing.
 
   “I think it’s a troll.”
 
   The thing moved and disappeared into a blacker area.
 
   Sinth cast a small spell that created a glowing ball of blue fire. It was a difficult spell to maintain so he threw it into the distance immediately.
 
   A tiny part of the rope bridge that had been here before the trolls cut it was illuminated before the small light disappeared and they were only left with the torch light.
 
   “Those bastards cut the bridge,” Break said angrily.
 
   Sinth stared at the distance between them and the other side. They couldn’t leap that and there was no other way across unless they wanted to go all the way back to where the mine shaft began.
 
   “I’ll make a way.”
 
   He sounded more confident than he was.
 
   “Are you sure that’s safe?”
 
   Sinth nodded. He didn’t want to have to go back through the cavern where Knight stood entombed forever.
 
   He began to cast. If he could angle the ice bridge just right then they would be able to cross easily. If he couldn’t then they would have to slip and slide their way to the other side with the risk that someone might fall off.
 
   He cast the spell.
 
   A glittering blue bridge of pure ice formed in the air in front of them slowly.
 
   “I have to go last,” Sinth said through gritted teeth.
 
   Break nodded.
 
   “Wendy and Mosh, you are the most agile. You can go first.”
 
   Wendy strode forward and Mosh looked back to Sinth.
 
   “Don’t let us fall.”
 
   Sinth gritted his teeth. He couldn’t speak with the effort of maintaining such a large amount of ice. He gestured for them to hurry.
 
   Wendy skipped over the ice easily enough, but Mosh nearly got himself killed when he reached the half way point of the bridge and took the incline and almost fell off.
 
   They both got to the other side and Brian quickly raced across the bridge. His feet barely seemed to touch the bridge as he rushed across.
 
   “Are you ok?”
 
   Sinth could feel his face turning red with the strain, but he kept on either way. He had cast more spells today than he would normally cast in a week. It was more stressful than he would have imagined.
 
   Break slowly made his way across the bridge. He was big and less agile than the others. It took him a long time to get over to the other side and by then Sinth was sweating bucket loads trying to keep the spell going.
 
   Sinth took his first few steps out on the bridge. It was cold and he could feel the chill of it through his boots. He struggled onwards trying to move and maintain the spell as he did so.
 
   He got half way and felt his body starting to give out. It really had been too much for him.
 
   He sprinted towards the end of the bridge as the ice started to fall away in big bricks. He was nearly there when the bridge finally gave out under his weight. He felt the air rushing around him as everything seemed to turn into a slow motion slide show of horrors.
 
   Pieces of bridge fell around him. His foot touched one solid block still suspended. It fell away. He reached for another piece as it was about to fall and swung forward a little. The ice showered down around him.
 
   “Nooooo…”
 
   He fell straight down into the darkness.
 
   A hand enclosed his own flailing one. His eyes widened and his head shot up.
 
   Break was there holding out his hand as the others held his waist while he hung half way off the ledge.
 
   “Don’t die on us just yet, mage.”
 
   He pulled with that tremendous power of his and Sinth came up onto the ledge. His heart was pounding a million miles an hour and his body was covered in sweat. He had nearly died he thought as the fear hit him.
 
   He sat hugging his legs as the shakes hit him. He wasn’t prepared for this sort of thing. It was too much.
 
   Break patted him on the back and Mosh and Wendy bent down to comfort him. He was lucky to have them. That was his last thought as the tiredness overcame him and he fell into unconsciousness.
 
   


 
   
  
 



REST
 
   Sinth awoke on the floor in a small dark little cavern. He looked around to see Mosh and Break sleeping soundly against the wall. Brian was nowhere to be seen.
 
   “You took your time waking up.”
 
   Wendy was standing looking down the hallway that led into the cavern. Sinth could just see the place with the gorge in the other direction.
 
   “Sorry. It’s all been a little too much.”
 
   Wendy came down to squat down next to him.
 
   “You look better this way.”
 
   She reached up to pull a lock of his hair out a little so he could see.
 
   Sinth’s breath caught in his mouth. His hair had turned a bluish gray and glittered with flecks of diamond like blue. The dragons had left him a little gift to remind him of the dangers of their magic it seemed. He wondered exactly how many years they had taken.
 
   “Is it only my hair?”
 
   She smiled.
 
   “Are you so worried about your looks?”
 
   He winced. He was still young and hoped to stay that way for as long as possible. Eternity ice didn’t grow out of one’s hair. It grew out with it. His hair would be like this permanently.
 
   She stroked his face.
 
   “I think you are very attractive.”
 
   He blushed. He still didn’t really know what he felt for Wendy. She was so aggressive and forward that he hadn’t had the opportunity to consider his feelings for her in all his efforts to avoid her advances on him.
 
   He looked away.
 
   “You don’t like me?”
 
   He cringed. She had taken her hand away.
 
   “I don’t know what I like.”
 
   It was a bit too much. Wendy was still a woman for all the little feeling that she showed when engaged in her work. He looked up to see her looking away from him. Her usual smiling face cloudy with an emotion he didn’t understand.
 
   “It’s probably for the best,” she said turning to look out at the gorge, “Mosh has killed almost all of my boyfriends since I was young. I’ve never had anyone who I could really love.”
 
   Sinth realized just how young she was just then looking at her face and the pain there. She had seen and done a lot of bad things, but at heart she desired what everyone did deep down: Love and care. Her brother in his protectiveness had taken that from her.
 
   He reached up and cupped her chin. She glanced over at him.
 
   “Whether I know what I like or not right now, I want you to know that you are a beautiful wonderful woman. Any man would be lucky to have you.”
 
   The smile on her face was one he had never seen before just then. It seemed to make her glow with an intenseness he had never seen.
 
   “Thank you, Sinth. That’s the nicest thing someone has said to me in a long time.”
 
   She leaned over and kissed him on the forehead.
 
   He blushed a bright red.
 
   “Ahem.”
 
   Sinth and Wendy turned to see Brian waiting in the entrance to the hallway.
 
   “Stop playing with the mage. We have problems.”
 
   He brought his hand out from behind his back.
 
   Sinth retched a little. In Brian’s bloodstained hand was something he thought they had left behind them on entering these caves. It was the head of a bounty hunter its pin rammed through its eye.
 
   


 
   
  
 



BOUNTY HUNTERS
 
   “There’s quite a few of them from what that one told me.”
 
   The head sat in a puddle of its own blood in the center of the group.
 
   “Did he say where they were?”
 
   Brian smiled a wicked smile.
 
   “We didn’t quite get that far before he died.”
 
   There were bounty hunters in the caves. It was a bit of a shock to Sinth. They shouldn’t have been able to enter with this amount of smoke. With a large group they would have needed to hire quite a few mages to handle their needs.
 
   “So what can we do about them?”
 
   “Probably all we can do is just be on guard. They’re out there, but they don’t know where we are. On the other hand, we know they are there. They don’t have the element of surprise anymore.”
 
   Break stood up.
 
   “We should get moving. The sooner we find this phoenix, the sooner we leave.”
 
   Sinth got to his feet. He hoped that just being careful would be enough.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The holes in the floor pushed out smoke in small trails across the floor. They must have a Mage with them that could control the flows of air. He or she was likely very skilled because they were channeling the smoke such that the group had only one corridor they could take, unless they wanted to take the more difficult route of walking totally blind through corridors so deeply full with ole that you couldn't see more than a meter or two ahead.
 
   Sinth followed along behind Mosh. He was grumbling about having to fight bounty hunters in the middle of these smoky corridors. Sinth wondered how Wendy felt about all this (she was the one that the bounty hunters were here for after all). Probably not so good by her expression, but he wasn’t 100% sure as she was still grinning from ear to ear.
 
   They passed through another intersection and continued forward. Just ahead Sinth could see a small cavern lit with an eerie unnatural light. He could see the shapes of men waiting in the small space, the light creating long shadows that made it impossible to count how many there were.
 
   They came into the space. There were at least twelve men, each with bubbles of air that allowed them the ability to breath in the smoky environment. Sinth noted a mage holding a Wind Guild amulet and another in the robes of the Fire Guild. Sinth knew that with these two here they were in really trouble. However, even with all this, the man in the center with his purple hat occupied Sinth's attention.
 
   "What kept you?"
 
   There was no change of expression on the man’s face, he was as smiling and friendly as the last time, yet the atmosphere in the room was one that burned with an intense violence that emanated primarily from this man.
 
   "You shouldn't have chased us here, father," Wendy said.
 
   Sinth jumped as if someone had hit him. They didn't look anything alike, or at least as much as one would expect of father and daughter. How could this man be Wendy’s father?
 
   "You should have known this day would come, young one."
 
   There was an intense silence as the two stood staring at one another. Sinth could almost feel the emotions rumbling under the surface that the two of them hid so well behind a facade of smiling civility. Their bloodlust must have been unimaginable. He felt like someone should have been waiting to ding a bell somewhere to start the bloody festivities.
 
   "Peter, we can talk about this right?"
 
   Mosh stepped out from the group.
 
   "Ah, your wandering brother speaks. Why would I need to bargain with a disappointment like you? You are nothing compared to your sister."
 
   Wendy tensed at those words and only a firm hand on her shoulder from Break held her back from beginning the fight then and there.
 
   Mosh spread his hands and said, "But we can help you find a better prize - one worth a hundred times more than just the small bounty on Wendy."
 
   The man laughed.
 
   "Fool, do you think I don't know what you can offer me? Why would I bargain when I can take what I want here and have the prize as well?"
 
   He gestured to a man in the back. What is Mosh talking about?
 
   The man threw something into the light. It bounced with a wet thud on the floor in front of the group.
 
   "Damn you."
 
   Sinth reached for his amulet. The old man from the village’s head lay sightless and staring on the floor facing him.
 
   "The mage is about to cast something.”
 
   Peter glanced at the fire mage and turned towards Sinth who was gripping his amulet in hands turning white from the force of his grasp. 
 
   "Go ahead if you dare, mage."
 
   There was silence. The fire mage started to chant. Break looked over his shoulder at Sinth and shook his head.
 
   “Not this time. Remember our goal - remember Knight.”
 
   Sinth released his amulet slowly. He had wanted to kill this man. However, the memory of Knight trapped in eternity ice had stilled his anger and reminded him of his promise to protect his friends.
 
   "Good choice," Peter said with a chuckle.
 
   Peter turned to his daughter.
 
   "Will you come quietly to your execution or shall we hold it right here?"
 
   Before Wendy could answer Mosh dropped his hands. One of his devices seemed to appear as if by magic.
 
   It would have been a nice ploy had the wind mage not been able to sense the minor change in the air as the device moved from Mosh's sleeve.
 
   The air firmed and Mosh flew backwards to the floor beside Sinth.
 
   They men laughed. Mosh had scrapped his face against the floor as he fell. There was blood there which only enhanced the look of hatred that he showed Peter.
 
   Sinth wanted to take his chances as well, but the fire Mage was watching him carefully. There was always a bit of animosity between the fire and ice guilds and that drama was being played out here as well.
 
   Wendy looked back over her shoulder at Mosh lying on the floor. Sinth knew her well enough by now to understand: She would not back down. Wendy would attack when the opportunity presented itself. That was her way.
 
   His mind worked double time trying to find a solution to get them out of this trap, but every time he thought he had something, he realized a potential danger. 
 
   Sinth slowly slumped down to the floor. He was on the verge and he could feel himself tipping over. They were defeated. If he didn’t do something now, someone would definitely die. He would never be able to forgive himself.
 
    His hand came to rest on the floor. He realized there was something metallic under it. One of Mosh’s bombs! He carefully picked it up. They would be watching for a spell, not…
 
   "Wendy, go with him! You are going to get us killed if you stay here."
 
   She looked shocked at his words.
 
   Sinth strode arrogantly over to her.
 
   "You should face your sins like a true warrior. You don’t need to involve us."
 
   He pushed her hard towards Peter. 
 
   Whatever it was she gave under his weight and hit the floor hard. Sinth grabbed her by the hair and started dragging her towards her father. 
 
   It was a horrific thing for Sinth to do and he knew it. The shocked, pained look on her face and the emotions she must be feeling right now were almost enough to shatter him inside.
 
   "You don't belong on our team," he said as he threw her towards Peter.
 
   She let out a sob. Until that moment he hadn't realized how much she cared for him. He decided he would have to make it up to her. That was if they lived.
 
   Peter stood smiling at the display. Completely unaware as Sinth let the device fall to the ground. His foot came around and slipped under it to send it in a short arc that cleared the short distance between them.
 
   "Fire in the hole."
 
   The command was given.
 
   The world became a mush of hazy slow motion events as the pinkish light started to flicker from the falling device. Sinth covered Wendy with his body; Break grabbed Mosh and hauled away; the fire mage’s spell released consuming the flames; the wind mage falling to the power of Mosh's tool; finally, Peter’s shocked face disappearing in an inferno of fire.
 
   Sinth coughed as his lungs filled with thrown up dust. It felt like he had been cooked alive and by the smell he just might off. The flesh of his back had burned a little as the heat passed over him.
 
   "Sinth."
 
   Wendy’s tear strained voice made its way through the ringing in his ears. He opened his eyes to see her face looking up at him wide eyed.
 
    "I'm ok," he lied.
 
   She lifted him to his feet gingerly. The bounty hunters were down, but not out, and wouldn't stay that way for long. They had to keep moving.
 
   "That way."
 
   He pointed in the direction that Break and Mosh had went. They had to stay close or his breathing spell would fail. 
 
   He was barely conscious as Wendy virtually carried him into the smoke filled corridor. With the wind Mage dead, they would have some freedom to move, but the fire mage would recover quickly.
 
   They hobbled down the corridor. They didn't have any real aim. Getting as far as they could from Peter and his men was there only consideration.
 
   They turned a corner to find themselves face to face with one that Sinth had thought dead.
 
   "That was a nice trick you pulled, mage. Very brave of you."
 
   Peter's fist nearly cracked Sinth's ribs as it pummeled him. He slid across the ground to the wall.
 
   Wendy hit Peter with an incredibly fast roundhouse. Peter didn’t give it much due and deflected it without even trying.
 
   "Still haven't mastered it yet."
 
   He jabbed Wendy in the face playfully. Blood flowed down from her nose as her head slapped back.
 
   She spat some blood on the floor as he waited for her to recover.
 
   "Let me show you the true power of our art just one more time."
 
   His fists started to burn with a red hot flame and he whipped them out in front of him in a fighting pose that Sinth had never seen before.
 
   Wendy backed away as Peter stepped in.
 
   The first attack cracked into Wendy's arm so hard that Sinth thought Peter had broken it. The next few pounded into Wendy's guard with enough force to elicit more snapping sounds.
 
   It a fearful sight. Sinth had heard of people who were not quite mages, yet not quite warriors before. Usually they joined the Assassins' Guild or the Paladins. However, this was something different - more brutal, more primal. Sinth wondered if it was even magic at all.
 
   The first blow to actually connect was shocking. Blood spewed from Wendy's mouth as the hit took her hard in the stomach. Peter held it there and lifted her up further so her legs dangled in the air.
 
   "Father...” Wendy whispered hatefully it through the blood coating her lips.
 
   Peter only smiled.
 
   "You should have asked for forgiveness for abandoning the guild."
 
   He pushed all the way up and slammed Wendy into the ceiling. It was a horrific display of strength by a man who was shorter than and almost as small as Sinth.
 
   Wendy fell to the floor and lay still.
 
   "If you had learned proper respect for those superior to you by now, this would never have had to happen.”
 
   He slammed his fist down into Wendy’s spine. There was a nasty crack. Sinth worried that he might have just broken it.
 
   Peter stood staring down at Wendy on the floor.
 
   “You are a disappointment.”
 
   There was a sob from the floor. Sinth thanked the heavens: Wendy was still alive.
 
   Peter began to laugh again. It was the vilest scene Sinth had ever seen in his life. A father was meant to love and care, not to harm the ones that he had responsibility for. Sinth’s anger started to rise.
 
   “You shouldn’t treat her that way. She’s your daughter.”
 
   Peter looked over to where Sinth was lying on the floor.
 
   “She’s a soldier. Wendy understands her situation well enough. It is her place to die to the stronger fighter. That is the way we both chose when we started down this path.”
 
   He turned to his daughter again. There was a flash of anger in his eyes as he prepared to deliver the final blow.
 
   Wendy’s sobbing stopped. The room started to flicker as the air in the room started to move in a way that it shouldn’t have been able to.
 
   “What the…”
 
   Wendy pushed up slowly to her knees.
 
   Peter, realizing something was wrong, slammed his fist downwards to deliver the final blow. Sinth screamed as the fist raced down towards the back of Wendy’s head. There was no way that she could possibly block that punch.
 
   His fist hit something hard in the air. Sinth saw the fire float off to the sides of what looked like a shield of air.
 
   Wendy got slowly to her feet. Blood was leaking from her mouth and nose. Her maid’s costume had a reddish tinge where blood had coated the cloth.
 
   “I’m not like you.”
 
   She threw a hard punch to her father’s jaw. It came up and around with such speed that it was, for all intents and purposes, unblockable.
 
   Peter took it straight on the jaw and fell back a bit. The hit had been perfect and pain passed across the man’s face.
 
   “Stupid child.”
 
   He stepped into to deliver another blow. Wendy didn’t block it. She didn’t need to. The air hardened just before the fist hit her and Peter’s fist knocked off it painfully.
 
   “Damn you!”
 
   He started to lay into Wendy as fast as he could. Some of the punches nearly reached her skin, but the majority were not powerful enough to clear the hardened shield of air.
 
   Wendy hit him twenty five times in a row in less than a few seconds. Every single hit found its desired place on Peter’s body.
 
   Peter stood slightly bent over.
 
   “That stings, child, but do you think that will stop me.”
 
   His fists turned a slightly lighter shade of blue as the fire changed a little. Wendy’s father smiled as he laid in the next punch.
 
   The wind shield took the punch like before, but this time the blow pushed Wendy backed to the wall. Sinth saw immediately what Peter had planned. If he couldn’t hit her then he could use her own defense to crush her against the wall - killing her in the press.
 
   Sinth reached for his amulet, but stopped. What could he do but get in the way? Wendy was the warrior here.
 
   He put the emotion aside. He remembered a brave knight standing in a tomb of ice. The scene he was set in there forever to see. Sinth would not allow another friend to die for him due to his own weakness.
 
   He hardened himself and decided on his approach to the situation. It would be incredibly difficult, but if he could do it, they might just win.
 
   He focused his mind as Wendy hit the wall. He was not particularly good with this type of magic. It was frost, but had an element of air that he had not had any real aptitude for – something that was probably for the best considering how difficult and dangerous air spells were.
 
   Wendy took a punch that slammed her head back hard against the wall. She sunk a little as her consciousness took a big hit.
 
   Sinth said the last few words and cast the spell.
 
   The world slowed as the air around them filled with little crystals of ice.
 
   “What are you doing, mage?”
 
   The words came out slow.
 
   Sinth hadn’t slowed time or anything godlike like that. No, this was simple trickery. He had filled the air with restrictive ice crystals that would hold movement back – even sound.
 
   He began phase two of his plan.
 
   “Wendy strike when I say!”
 
   Wendy opened one eye slightly from where she was against the wall. He didn’t know if she had heard him, but he hoped so.
 
   Peter went on the defensive, expecting some magic from Sinth.
 
   Sinth shaped the cone and let it loose into reality. A bluish crystal of ice formed around Wendy’s hand. Sinth imbued it with the ice magic he had learned back in mage school.
 
   “NOW!”
 
   Wendy came alive. Maybe, it was the cold, or, maybe, she had heard him before, but she put everything that she had into that one strike.
 
   Sinth released the spell.
 
   Dozens of tiny shards of ice spread out from the ice cone on Wendy’s hand as it raced in towards Peter’s head. The ice burned a bright blue as it swirled in the thickened air, which rotated to spin the ice super fast.
 
   She connected with Peter’s upraised hands. He took it well, but this spell could not be blocked like a normal one. He should have tried to run away.
 
   The ice carved through both of his hands like a mini-grinder. Peter’s hands and arms disappeared as the spell and Wendy’s fist continued its gory path to pass through the front of his face.
 
   Bloody red spun in the deep blue of the spinning ice. The spell came apart all of a sudden and a shower of blood was thrown all over Sinth and Wendy.
 
   Peter’s headless body collapsed to the ground.
 
   Sinth tried to stand, but his legs were too weak as Wendy slumped down to the ground next to the remains of her dead father.
 
   She started to cry.
 
   Sinth dragged himself over to where Wendy had her arms wrapped around her knees in the small light of the smoky corridor. They had survived, but at what cost he wondered? Wendy killing her father like this must have been incredibly painful for her.
 
   He put his arm around her.
 
   “Are you ok?”
 
   She didn’t answer.
 
   He hugged her tightly.
 
   “He wasn’t all bad.”
 
   She reached around to grip Sinth’s hand.
 
   “He protected me so many times from those that would hurt me and showed me how to fight, to survive, when everything else was lost.”
 
   She glanced at the mess on the floor.
 
   “He was better than this once.”
 
   She met Sinth’s eyes. She was silent for a moment.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Sinth looked away. Should she really be thanking him? He was the man who had facilitated the death of her own flesh and blood.
 
   She bent forward a little and kissed him on the lips. It was salty with the taste of her blood and the blood of her father’s, but her lips were soft and smooth.
 
   He hesitated only a moment before kissing her back.
 
   Someone started to clap.
 
   “Oh, the hero gets the girl – finally.”
 
   Sinth and Wendy broke apart to find Brian, or what could be Brian, standing watching them.
 
   “You should have died here, little mage. That way I wouldn’t have to kill her as well.”
 
   Brian was coated in black magical energy. Sinth realized too late why he hated mages so much. They were his natural enemy.
 
   “So you aren’t human after all.”
 
   “No, I’m not.”
 
   Brian advanced on them.
 
   Wendy limped to her feet. The air started to harden.
 
   Black light flared in the room. The air softened again.
 
   “Wendy, run.”
 
   There was no way they could beat a possessed one.
 
   Brian shot forward and used the hilt of his black sword to smash Wendy to the ground.
 
   “Fool.”
 
   He grabbed Sinth by the throat and pushed him up against the wall.
 
   “You and your kind are filth.”
 
   He started to squeeze.
 
   “STOP!”
 
   Break’s voice echoed in the small space. Sinth saw him standing over against the wall holding a badly injured Mosh up.
 
   Brian turned his head.
 
   “Break, so nice of you to join us.”
 
   Break didn’t bother to respond. He stepped over to where Brian was slowly killing Sinth and grabbed his arm.
 
   “Do you think you are strong enough? Do you dare try me?”
 
   Break started to squeeze.
 
   Brian’s eyes flickered from black to brown for a moment as the pain set in. Likely, being part demon, part human – the reality of his kind – he wouldn’t be able to control himself fully. That would mean that what he was doing, might well be something his human half did not want. The difference could mean Sinth’s life.
 
   Brian’s bones started to pop. Sinth could feel the steel in those blackened arms, but it was no match for the intense raw power that Break supplied.
 
   Brian released as Break’s tattoos started to glow a faint gold color.
 
   “Another time then.”
 
   He pulled his sword and swiped a strong cutting slice towards Break.
 
   The big man dodged the blade, but had to let go of Brian’s arm if he wanted to keep his own arm.
 
   Brian disappeared in a haze of black smoke.
 
   Sinth slumped to the floor. It had all been too much for him.
 
   “We don’t have time,” Break said, “There are still men out there.”
 
   Break lifted Sinth to his feet and went to get Mosh.
 
   Sinth understood. With the new wildcard, Brian, out there ready to attack any time and half a dozen bounty hunters no doubt lurking about. They would be hard pressed to reach their objective without trouble. Still, death and imprisonment waited if they failed. Sinth wasn’t keen on either.
 
   


 
   
  
 



HIDING
 
   Sinth and the others found themselves hiding in a small gap in the wall down a long corridor just off where the bounty hunters had attacked them the first time. Mosh lay up against the wall as Break told their story.
 
   They had managed to get away easily enough, but had realized that they needed to stay close to Sinth. Break had chosen to stop running a short distance away, but they had immediately been confronted by the fire mage. The ensuing battle had left Mosh in his current state and the mage dead. With no other bounty hunters appearing, it had been a simple enough task to follow the sounds of Peter and Wendy’s battle.
 
   Break finished the story by bringing out two amulets. They were from the mages.
 
   “Can you use them?”
 
   Sinth wasn’t sure. Mage amulets could be tricky.
 
   “Pass them here.”
 
   He quickly tried a small fire spell. A tiny ball of light nearly burnt off Sinth’s eyebrows.
 
   “That one is ok, but had protective spells around it. It’ll be difficult to use.”
 
   He tried the wind one. A small gust of wind cooled the group.
 
   “The wind one has no restrictions. It’s probably a new amulet considering the lack of wear and tear.”
 
   He handled them both carefully. A mage could buy any amulet he wished from the jewelers in any major city, but it would be nothing but a piece of steel without the proper attunements, which were only taught to graduating mages. Each guild had its own exclusive method: Sinth did not know the fire or wind ceremonies, as the other two would not know the ice ones. Attunements aside, keeping these was an executable offense, but considering the situation, he was going to hold on to them.
 
   “So do we go on?” Break asked Sinth.
 
   “Why are you asking me?”
 
   Break shrugged and said, “I’m a leader, but you seem to have good sense…” 
 
   Break scratched his head. 
 
   “…Well, for a magician anyway,” he added.
 
   Wendy grasped his hand.
 
   “I’ll second that.”
 
   He looked down at Wendy’s bloody hand. Can I really do this?
 
   Mosh pushed Wendy’s hand off Sinth’s before he could find his answer.
 
   “Get your hands off my sister.”
 
   He’s still going on about that? Mosh gave him an angry glare.
 
   “Don’t you dare touch him, you hear!”
 
   Wendy got up and grabbed Mosh’s shirt.
 
   “I’m just trying to protect you.”
 
   “No you’re not. You are being a fool.”
 
   “Ahem, I’ll second that,” Break echoed.
 
   Mosh looked from Sinth to Wendy.
 
   “He doesn’t deserve you. No one does.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter what you think.”
 
   She poked him hard in the chest. Mosh winced.
 
   “First, father told me what to do for half my life and now you want to do the same? Didn’t mother teach you better when you were off hiding with her?”
 
   Mosh looked away, his face coated with shame.
 
   “I didn’t want to leave you.”
 
   “But you did.”
 
   They stared at each other, both thinking their own thoughts.
 
   “I guess I won’t kill him just yet,” Mosh relented.
 
   “Good.”
 
   Wendy strode over to Sinth and pulled him up by the shirt for a passionate kiss that set everything from his toes to his eternity ice flecked hair on fire.
 
   “Um, you two wanna get a room?”
 
   Break was looking at them with a slightly amused look.
 
   Sinth came up smiling and Wendy poked her tongue out at Break.
 
   “On topic, do you want to keep on or not?”
 
   “I don’t know. With Brian out there and who knows how many bounty hunters, it’s not going to be easy to finish this.”
 
   “I know. So onwards or home?”
 
   Sinth thought it over for a moment.
 
   “We leave here without the phoenix dead then we die or go to prison. I figure we have to keep on.”
 
   “Good choice. Does anyone have any ideas about how to find this thing?”
 
   “I might have an idea,” Mosh said.
 
   “What’s do you have in mind?”
 
   Sinth and the others listened. It wasn’t long before they were nodding along together. Mosh’s plan wasn’t too bad.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The wind spell did its job well.
 
   “Do you sense anything?”
 
   Wendy strained.
 
   “Yes, to the left this time.”
 
   They had been at this for three hours now. Sinth had been casting the same wind spell that the wind mage had used to control the smoke for all of that time. It was severely draining.
 
   “We need to stop for a bit.”
 
   Sinth’s voice was barely a croak.
 
   Mosh was the first to agree. His injuries had not been that bad and a little ice spell to create a frozen bandage to reduce the blood loss and control any potential infection was enough to get him back on his feet, but he had still lost quite a lot of blood – as had everybody – and it was taxing, moving for so long.
 
   “We’ll stop for a few minutes.”
 
   Break put his seventh torch up against the wall and pulled out some food.
 
   “Do you think we are close now?”
 
   Mosh nodded.
 
   “I think it should be around here somewhere. Phoenixes tend to roust in warm places and this area is the warmest we have encountered so far.”
 
   That made sense.
 
   “How did you ever learn so much about phoenixes?” Sinth asked.
 
   Mosh chuckled.
 
   “Our mother was the exact opposite of our father. He was always the warrior and she was always the one with her head in the books. To be honest, I have no idea how they managed to end up together.”
 
   “I see. Did she teach you all this?”
 
   Mosh nodded.
 
   “To some extent.”
 
   Sinth paused. This was the real question he had been waiting to ask.
 
   “You mentioned to Peter that there was a prize to be won down here. What did you mean?”
 
   Wendy and Mosh glanced at each other.
 
   “Well, it’s not well known, but phoenix feathers have the ability to restore life.”
 
   “They can do what?”
 
   “Resurrect the dead.”
 
   Sinth was shocked.
 
   “You mean like a zombie?”
 
   Mosh shook his head.
 
   “No, like fully alive.”
 
   Sinth had heard of some priests who could supposedly resurrect the dead, but it always turned out to be a fraud or a dressed up zombie. If this was true…
 
   “Who do you want to resurrect?”
 
   “Our mother.”
 
   Wendy looked away for a moment. Sinth could sense a feeling of sadness in the way her posture changed.
 
   Mosh explained. There wasn’t so much to tell. Peter had meet Mary, who had fallen instantly in love. They had had two children and after a few years drifted apart. Wendy went with her father and Mosh with his mother. Years later they met again. Their mother died from a plague in a small area of the Northern region while researching the local creatures. Mosh had heard the story of the feathers from her and had told Wendy. When they were offered the job they decided to go along with it to chase the rebirth of their mother.
 
   It was quite a surprise. Sinth had thought that everyone here had been prisoners prior to this, but Wendy and Mosh had been free. He wondered if he was the only one.
 
   “So if you we kill this creature you can resurrect her?”
 
   “We hope to.”
 
   Sinth nodded. He would do what he could. As they got up, he realized that was about all he could do anyway.
 
   


 
   
  
 



THE COAL ROOM
 
   There was a sense of building anticipation as Sinth and his small group of friends made their way around the final corner to their goal. For awhile now they could hear the sound of the phoenix going about its business. Now they would finally be able to see what they were facing.
 
   "What do you think it's doing in there?"
 
   No one had any answers. There was the sound of scratching and small explosions. Sinth had to wonder if he hadn't made the wrong choice in deciding to continue. This was the Free World's strongest, or at least almost top, predator. A phoenix enraged could take down a small army. Here they were within a very unsafe distance of one. It was unsettling to say the least.
 
   They rounded a small corner and arrived on a landing above a large fire filled room.
 
   Break grabbed Sinth and pulled him back into the tunnel. He put his finger to his lips to indicate Sinth should be quiet.
 
   Break carefully edged around the corner. He jumped back with a shocked look on his face. Sinth moved around with Mosh to take a look into the room.
 
   "Of course," Mosh muttered.
 
   Sinth pushed his back into the wall as Wendy glanced around the corner, her expression turning to one of concern as well. The scene inside had been particularly telling. Inside was the phoenix, its bright body a swirl of heavenly warm glows, and also the reason why it was here.
 
   Sinth groaned. Mosh had said no one knew how a phoenix gave birth - it was an incredibly rare occurrence. Now they knew. The coal room would have seemed the perfect nest for a creature like this, which would be unaffected by the heavy smoke the burning coal gave off.
 
   "What should we do?"
 
   Sinth was worried. If they went in there now, they were going to have to face a very protective and angry mother. Sinth had little hope they could defeat it before, but now things seemed impossible.
 
   "We’re not alone."
 
   Wendy pointed from where should stood looking around the edge of the landing's entrance. Sinth took a glanced around the corner cautiously.
 
   "They survived. That’s a surprise."
 
   "Not just them."
 
   Break directed everyone to the other side of the room. Brian was watching the phoenix hungrily from the shadows in the corner of the room.
 
   "This is getting worse and worse."
 
   "It is," Break agreed, “But we came here for a reason. We can’t let this stop us.”
 
   No one said anything. How were they supposed to take on a phoenix, a half possessed human and a group of bounty hunters?
 
   "Maybe they'll attack it," Mosh suggested.
 
   "I don't think they’re that stupid."
 
   There was a loud clang as metal collided with something hard. Sinth and the team moved out in a low crouch on to the landing. It was surprising. The bounty hunters were that stupid.
 
   The twelve men charged the creature - braving the extreme heat - and struck out. The phoenix turned as one of the men chopped into its tail.
 
   The phoenix slowly lumbered around to send a hail of blue fire at the man who had defaced its plumage. The man disappeared in the flames and was incinerated.
 
   "It can't move so well."
 
   It couldn't. The men had already spread out around it to attack from all sides. It was an unusual fight. The phoenix was significantly weakened due to the constriction and the need to defend its young, yet it was still tremendously powerful and the few hits the men scored did nothing more than enrage it.
 
   The bounty hunters fell quickly. It had been a foolish move on their part, but one that allowed Sinth to see a way to press their attack. A wild plan, but one that might work.
 
   He turned back to see the phoenix burning the bodies of the men to small black stains on the floor. He realized he was shaking. It was the most fearful thing he had ever seen in his life.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Break threw the torch perfectly. It landed a few meters away from where Brian was standing with a loud clonk as the wood bounced once on the stone.
 
   Brian obviously hadn't noticed them because his demonic face, which had significantly regressed, was slightly shocked. Sinth felt a moment of excitement. If Brian acted as he expected he would then their plan would be well under way.
 
   Brian, eagerly on the assault, turned to cross the distance between Break and him until he noticed the phoenix awaking from its slumber. 
 
   Brian was right in front of it when it opened one of its big dish sized eyes.
 
   The demon looked up to where Break was waiting. He realized their ploy to late and started running for the exit way a few feet from where he had been positioned.
 
   Unfortunately, the phoenix wasn't having any of it and let out a massive burst of flame that coated Brian in flame,
 
   The moment was upon them. With the phoenix busily burning Brian’s remains, this would be their opportunity to press their advantage of surprise.
 
   "Do it!" Sinth yelled to Mosh and Wendy.
 
   The two of them sped out towards the phoenix from their hiding places. Mosh was already throwing his devices at the beast as the creature’s head came around slightly.
 
   The effect of the following explosions was surprising. The creature buckled a little under the pressure of the explosions that erupted on its flaming skin cutting out small chunks.
 
   It must be weakened from the birth. Sinth’s heart missed a beat as he realized they had a very real chance of winning this.
 
   Wendy sped across the stone with wind enhanced speed granted from the new powers she had uncovered in the fight with her father. She came to the decided point as the last explosion pushed the phoenix downwards slightly. Wendy leapt on a platform of self created air towards the head of the creature just in time. 
 
   Sinth's spell locked the phoenix’s great maw in a blue lattice of ice for just the amount of time Wendy needed to slam one air reinforced fist straight into the beast's eye.
 
   Sinth’s plan was to blind the creature then use the team’s abilities to finish it off, which, as phoenixes were somewhat over reliant on their incredible level of sight and had very little in the way of other senses except hearing, should work.
 
   Break jumped from another landing above the screaming creature. His powerful fist slammed down once into the creature's fiery neck. 
 
   Sinth let out a sigh of relief. His cold armor spells were holding out against the intense heat of the phoenix’s glowing red fires.
 
   "Go Wendy!"
 
   The phoenix was wobbling. They had the advantage right now, but they needed to press it. Wendy flew up on a current of air summoned by Sinth's new wind amulet and headed straight for the creature's exposed neck. Sinth prepared the meat grinder spell he had used on Peter. This was it! He couldn't believe it was working so well.
 
   Wendy's hand coated in ice as she shot up and pushed up one last time on a panel of air. Sinth started to cry out in victory.
 
   His cry halted in his mouth. Something was wrong. 
 
   A blackish liquid burst out of the ground and entrapped Wendy and the phoenix.
 
   “NO!” Sinth screamed in frustration as their victory was stolen from them.
 
   "Did you think I would die so easily?"
 
   Brian’s voice seeped out of the black ooze that was forming into a man shape in front of the phoenix. 
 
   Brian glanced at Sinth before grinning and lifting his black sword to phoenix’s chest.
 
   "You should have died before, mage. Now I will have to show you my true power."
 
   He pushed the blade into the phoenix's breast. It screamed in agony as the sharp edge pieced it deeply. Brian strode towards Sinth, leaving the sword in the phoenix’s breast.
 
   There was a clink on the ground in front of him.
 
   A black bubble withheld the force of the explosion and black fluid spread out of the floor to entrap Mosh’s hands.
 
   "You can't do this."
 
   "Fool. I am already doing it."
 
   Brian grabbed Sinth by the front of his robes and lifted him into the air.
 
   "I am going to kill you slowly."
 
   Sinth believed him. The look in the man's eyes was one of pure hatred. Sinth tried to look away, but even then he could feel those eyes boring into him.
 
   A big ham of a fist crashed into Brian's face then. Brian flew sideways as if someone had hit him with a sledge hammer.
 
   "Not too smart are you, Brian."
 
   Brian spat some black blood from his minced lips on the ground.
 
   "I like a challenge."
 
   They charged one another meeting in the middle in front of Sinth, who was choking on the floor. Break's hands caught Brian's as they engaged in a test of strength.
 
   Neither moved. It was an even match now that Brian had evolved further into the demon he was becoming.
 
   "You've gotten stronger, but you are not strong enough for me," Brian said.
 
   Break smiled.
 
   "I won't hold back then."
 
   Break's tattoos started to burn a red hot yellow as the snakes and dragons shifted around agitatedly.
 
   "Don't underestimate me," 
 
   Brian gritted teeth and pushed back. His eyes started to burn with a black fire and horns started to form from his skull as his body unwept a dramatic change.
 
   Soon where there had been a man, stood a demon. Sinth knew that this would be the final stage before Brian completely lost himself to the beast he had willingly taken in.
 
   Break started to lean back a little. His tattoos were now a mass of shining orange-yellow that looked a lot like melting gold. It was clear he was at his limit.
 
   Sinth reached into his robe and drew out his amulet. He was the only one left free to help and he would not let another friend die.
 
   He cast the first spell that came to mind. A block of ice locked Break and Brian in a hardened cage that would not give no matter how mighty they became.
 
   Sinth breathed a bit. It had taken it out of him casting such a powerful spell on no notice after so long casting recently.
 
   He let his amulet fall to his side. Break and Brian would be ok and this would buy them some time. This way they could regroup and either kill or save Brian from his fate before turning their attention back to the phoenix, which remained restrained.
 
   It wasn’t to be. Sinth watched in horror as Brian turned into a black liquid and slithered through the cracks to step out of the ice as if it was water to stand before him.
 
   "You shouldn't have underestimated me."
 
   Brian smashed his hand through Sinth's chest. Sinth could feel the demon’s claws enclosing his heart. 
 
   Brian drew it out to show Sinth. Rich red blood beat out of it as the world became suddenly more distant.
 
   Sinth realized that his world was ending and it was fearful. Many times he had nearly died, but this was the first time he had really crossed the line of no return.
 
   Sinth fell to the ground. In his mind he heard Wendy scream his name. It was the last word he would ever hear.
 
   


 
   
  
 



MOSH’S CHOICE
 
   Mosh was shock, which surprised him somewhat. Hundreds if not thousands of deaths had been played out in front of him in his years with Break's little crew. He knew that if he was feeling honest, which he rarely was on this topic to himself, he would have admitted that he had caused a heck of a lot of them. Somehow this was different.
 
   Sinth, that strange little man, who Mosh secretly hoped to kill before his beloved innocent sister’s heart was truly fully enthralled by his wicked sexual manipulations, was dead. 
 
   The fact was undisputable. No one, or no one who he had attempted something similar with (Wendy’s last boyfriend being a prominent example), survived having their heart removed. Even if you put it back in, the cutting and tearing was irreparable. It was a sure fire way to die.
 
   Mosh respected the artistry of it. Mosh knew Brian’s secret long ago. His mother had taught him the legends of this one’s kind and the overly normal appearance and bruising around his wrists and ankles with the swelling on the sides of his head, which the fool tried to hide (making it even more obvious), were a dead giveaway.
 
   All of this was secondary. What is this feeling welling up?
 
   A tear dripped from Mosh’s eye as he watched Brian bring the heart up to his mouth and take a bite. What? I’m crying?
 
   It was a shock. He had cried that day he had found his mother rotting in the forest. That day had been the last time. Why was he crying for that silly mage?
 
   Wendy screamed above him, held firm by the black ooze that Brian had cleverly used to trap them.
 
   Mosh could understand her agony. She had ‘feelings’ for the mage… Still he was crying. Did that mean he cared for the mage? It was a puzzle that he normally would have spent some time mulling over, but time was of the essence right now and it wouldn’t be long before he and the rest of them suffered the same fate.
 
   Mosh tried to think of a way out. He could see a bunch of phoenix feathers on the ground near him slowly fading into nothingness as they burned due to being unattached to the creature itself.
 
   He looked up at the beast. Its eye had already reformed, but it was weakened for some reason. It could not break out of its bonds.
 
   Mosh momentarily wondered what it would be like to dissect the cadaver after this thing died. He put it aside to be filed away for later. He needed to get out of this trap first.
 
   He looked back at Sinth. That one would have found a way out. He had proved incredibly resourceful for a mage, a class of magic users that Mosh rarely had any respect for. That one had even gained Break’s respect.
 
   Damn it! Why am I sobbing?
 
   He let out another sob. What was wrong with him? His mind strained to encompass the feeling inside of him.
 
   His eyes returned to the phoenix feathers. They were so close. He wanted them so badly. To see mother again… Something snapped in him. The man, who had felt nothing but cold anger and nothingness, felt something else.
 
   SADNESS. It was overwhelming. Mosh slumped in his bonds.
 
   “Damn you, mage. Why did you do this to me? Why did you have to leave me too?”
 
   He realized with his analytic mind, which he went to such lengths to hide that what he was saying made no sense. Sinth was just a mage. Someone hired to the team temporarily for this job. He shouldn’t be feeling anything towards him, yet he did. He did and it was strong.
 
   Mosh’s eyes fell on the phoenix feathers again. He could not stand this feeling. It drove him inside to change it.
 
   Mosh’s foot hitched under the feathers. There was a clump of flesh there.
 
   “Damn you.”
 
   He wanted this feeling gone.
 
   “Wendy!”
 
   He screamed his sister’s name as he booted the clump of feathers towards her.
 
   Her head came around towards him.
 
   “KICK IT!”
 
   She saw the feathers. She saw his eyes. He knew she would understand what he planned. She would know that you could only use this spell once in a lifetime. He would sacrifice this to get rid of the feeling that was nearly tearing him apart inside.
 
   She blinked once and then brought her free leg around. It connected with a hiss of air and the flesh flew towards Sinth.
 
   Brian tried to snatch it, but Wendy was way too fast for him. The flesh, which was disintegrating as it arced towards Sinth, slammed into the hole where Sinth’s heart had been.
 
   Damn you.
 
   Mosh mumbled the spell quickly. A red fire burned from the one feather sticking out of Sinth’s chest. Its heat expanded and the room disappeared in a flash of red light that blinded all in it.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Sinth breathed. He had been in a place where an older looking man stood with the Grim Reaper at his side. He had told him that his name was Necro and that Sinth was dead. The man had pointed towards a glowing red door that burned with the fires of hell. He had told him that he was going to hell for eternity and that he should repent.
 
   Sinth had fallen to his knees in that black place and begged the man, but the Grim Reaper had come around to place his scythe above Sinth’s head for the final cut.
 
   His eyes opened. The scythe… it had been close.
 
   “What?”
 
   Brian stood over him holding a mutilated heart. 
 
   Sinth reached for his chest. No hole. He was alive. He could feel his heart beating inside of him.
 
   He sat up, ignoring Brian’s shock.
 
   “What is that?”
 
   “What is what?” Brian asked.
 
   Sinth felt it inside of him. It was a life, but not his own. Something growing in him. Something screaming at him.
 
   Please don’t kill me.
 
   “Kill you? Who are you?”
 
   Sinth shook as images flowed through his head. Millions of years. The birth of the worlds and the warm hands of a god smoothing its creation.
 
   “The phoenix…”
 
   The words stilled his mind, so he could take it all in. Somehow the phoenix lived in him. Mosh was staring at him from across the room. Sinth saw the tears in his eyes.
 
   “What’s going on?” 
 
   Brian growled at him angrily.
 
   “You’re dying again,” he said.
 
   The black sword materialized in Brian’s hand. Sinth could see the man’s body burning with black fire as he prepared to cast something on him.
 
   Millions of years of knowledge. Countless battles with mages, demons and humans. So many wars protecting itself or the things that it considered important. This resided in Sinth’s mind.
 
   Sinth’s body ignited from the inside. Red hot fire withered under his skin begging to get out. He vanished and appeared in the air above Brian.
 
   “You shouldn’t have hurt me.”
 
   It wasn’t only Sinth talking. The phoenix’s voice was combined with his own as their joint wills to protect themselves and the things they cared for aligned to create a being unlike anything that had existed before.
 
   Words so old that neither Sinth or the phoenix flowed from Sinth’s mouth in a tone deeper than time as the amulets he held on him shot out to surround his body in a rotating glowing circle of ice blue, fiery red and windblown light blue.
 
   This was the spell that had been cast on the phoenix once. The mage had been the most powerful wizard the phoenix had ever fought. This spell had laid the phoenix low and it had only survived on the kindness of the mage, who had only wanted a feather to revive his lost wife. Its power, emphasized by the sheer magical force of the phoenix, would be enough to end the demon a million times over.
 
   Brian tried to liquefy himself, but right then time stopped. Both the phoenix and Sinth had entered the territory of the gods now.
 
   Brian reformed. They had made sure that even though he was frozen he would be aware of this.
 
   The spell came to a raging torrent of raw power and Sinth released it. The world flashed the whole spectrum of the rainbow as fairies and other mythical creatures shot through the air and a glowing blue spear appeared in the air above Brian. It was tiny, but the air forced away from it with such force that the mountain would have exploded if the spell was not so contained.
 
   “You shall pay for your sins forever in the depths of hell for all of your many crimes.”
 
   They were sure. The one named Necro, God of Death, who waited on the other side, had told them it was so.
 
   The colors stopped on light blue and the spear shot down. The room filled with one terrible scream as the spear slammed hard through Brian and passed so deeply in the earth that it would never been seen again.
 
   Brian disappeared in a flash of white lightning and Sinth descended to the floor as time restarted and the black ooze fell away.
 
   “What happened?”
 
   Mosh clutched his head as Wendy vomited on the floor and Break gasped for air.
 
   “You have been saved.”
 
   They all turned to see Sinth standing in front of them: Whole and burning with flame.
 
   “What are you?”
 
   Mosh fell to his knees in homage as the words escaped Wendy’s mouth.
 
   “We are the phoenix.”
 
   Sinth’s hand rose to point at the large creature that was watching them from the distance.
 
   “That is also us. We are one.”
 
   He walked to his other body.
 
   “But we do not have any time left it would seem. The young one is coming.”
 
   The true phoenix’s body started to burn and Sinth put up an ice shield with barely a thought to protect the others.
 
   “Soon we will leave this body and become a part of this beautiful new life.”
 
   Sinth could feel a massive sense of excitement. They would begin anew. Another 10,000 years of life before a return to the egg for another rebirth.
 
   He turned to Mosh.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Sinth reached through the ice and pulled forth one long feather from their body.
 
   “Teach another the spell and use this. Your mother waits to see you.”
 
   Something ripped through Sinth. It was painful.
 
   We must separate now. You cannot come with me.
 
   He felt the agonizing touch of the phoenix being ripped from him.
 
   Millions of years reversed in his mind. The memories of thousands of lives back to back slipped from him. Birth after birth. Motherly moment after moment. Joy, happiness like nothing he had ever imagined, love, all of it flowed through him. He could feel the phoenix changing him inside. It was embedding things in him, things he had lost in the cold dark of prison, to the beatings and agony of life in the hell man had created. 
 
   It placed these things so deeply in him so firmly that he knew he would never forget what it was like to truly live and that he would seek such a feeling for as long as he lived.
 
   The creature faded from him and his newly opened eyes shed tears at the feeling of lose that was soon replaced with a thought.
 
   I will always be close.
 
   On hearing it he knew it was true. A single minute fragment of feather sat inside of his chest next to his heart. The phoenix would live again and it would know his days. His life would be imprinted on the newborn as he lived. He would be responsible too for showing the phoenix a little of life too. She would be the first phoenix to have a father as well.
 
   His tears stopped and he watched as the phoenix faded from life to be replaced by a golden light that poured into the egg that Sinth and the others could now see clearly.
 
   The egg cracked and the room shook. A bright golden light shot out and the world warped.
 
   Sinth closed his eyes.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The world reorganized itself and the stood on the top of the mountain. The light grew in intensity as the mighty wings spread from the egg and the phoenix, now much smaller, emerged for its first breath of clean air in the Free World in its new form.
 
   Sinth felt it all. The feather fragment gave him a little leeway and for now he could sense the mighty emotions in the phoenix as it stood atop of the mountain.
 
   Joy and pleasure filled him. The phoenix was happy. Its happiness at living again was incredible and beyond human measuring.
 
   It took to the skies with a might beat of its wings and burst into full flame.
 
   Sinth had not realized just how weak the phoenix had been down there in the caves. 
 
   He smiled. They would have died facing this creature at its full strength. This was one step away from a god. He couldn’t believe he had considered trying to kill it. If he had succeeded he would have robbed the world of one of its greatest joys.
 
   The phoenix shot away in a striping of golden fire. It had a world to explore.
 
   Sinth watched it go. It knew how it felt. He had a new world to explore now too.
 
   


 
   
  
 



DEALINGS
 
   “The mine was nearly destroyed, young man.”
 
   Break and the remaining party stood with Sinth in the big office in Smelter’s City.
 
   “Yes, I realized that.”
 
   “And you still expect your reward?”
 
   “Of course, we killed the phoenix, didn’t we?”
 
   The man chuckled. He believed Sinth’s little lie, which was really the only reason that Sinth had come here – a form of protection for the one that soared the skies somewhere.
 
   “Alright then.”
 
   The man pulled out a small box and lifted out the small blue gem.
 
   “This is yours.”
 
   He handed it to Sinth, who held it reverently, and turned to the others.
 
   “You four will find your usual payment plus a large bonus at the payments desk.”
 
   He glanced back at Sinth.
 
   “I don’t suppose you want another job.”
 
   Sinth smirked.
 
   “I’d be willing to listen.”
 
   The man let the others go and told Sinth what he needed: A favor for a certain kingdom.
 
   Sinth put out his hand once more.
 
   “You have a deal.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



FRIENDSHIPS
 
   “So you are set on getting back into the guild?”
 
   Sinth looked down at her hand in his own.
 
   “I am an ice mage.”
 
   She nodded. A few weeks had passed by and they had realized that their lives were not yet fit for each others.
 
   “I hope I see you again soon.”
 
   He winked.
 
   “I’ll be nearby. I’m sure.”
 
   He picked up his small pack. Inside was one newly enchanted frost amulet with the gem set in it, some food and his fire and wind amulets which he had decided he would keep.
 
   “Take care.”
 
   He waved to the others as he left, who would have a mother to resurrect among other task. They had said their goodbyes and Sinth was eager to begin his next adventure.
 
   Wendy stood in the road watching him go. He looked back once more. Maybe he could find a way to see her more often. They weren’t totally incompatible. He made a decision then and there to find her once more when he was back in the guild.
 
   He looked to the road ahead. It was a long one, but somehow he felt his heart was soaring somewhere far away. It was a wonderful feeling.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Mage Promo Story: An Unexpected Dinner
 
   


 
   
  
 



DINNER WITH FRIENDS
 
   Sinth sat at the table wondering what the heck was going on. The first thing that struck him was the huge size of the table. What kind of tree did they use for this thing? It was clearly all one piece of wood, but the size… well, the size was massive, to say the least.
 
   The second thing that he took in, in the brief moments between opening his eyes and taking all this in, was the dragon, the she-demon and the funny looking man wearing golden armor with the words ‘Murk’ clearly imprinted on the front.
 
   He didn’t know what to think. One moment he had been cutting the grass at his grandmother’s house – she’d been yelling at him at the time, which she always did anyway – and the next he was in this big silver plated room with these three.
 
   “I see you have come, little human.”
 
   Sinth winced. There was no doubting that voice and that appearance. This was the dragon he had made rather angry a year or two ago.
 
   There was nowhere to hide and nowhere to go. He couldn’t stand up – the ropes that tied him to the chair ensured that – and there was nothing he could use to cut them. If the dragon decided to eat him…
 
   “What do you have to say for yourself?”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   The dragon growled out a nasty puff of steam.
 
   Laughter.
 
   “Little mage.”
 
   The she-demon came around to inspect him using her sharp fingers to create little cuts in Sinth’s face.
 
   “You do know that the good dragon here is allergic to tomato juice, don’t you?”
 
   “Um…”
 
   Sinth had created a clone of himself and the damsel he was in the works of saving out of tomato (the one substance that he knew he could transmute easily). It had been messy to say the least.
 
   The she-demon whacked him with her tail.
 
   “Bad boy.”
 
   She seemed amused.
 
   The dragon settled down a little from where it had been glaring at Sinth.
 
   “Later I will eat you, but for now you must help us escape this place.”
 
   “Escape? You mean someone has you trapped?”
 
   Sinth finally noticed the invisible bonds around everyone but the she-demon, who had some sort of strange creature attached to her foot.
 
   “It would seem.”
 
   Sinth looked around. What was this place and who would be powerful enough to trap a dragon.
 
   He tried to find some way to wiggle out of his ropes.
 
   “Can’t she cut through the ropes with her claws?”
 
   He pointedly looked at the she-demon who winked at him.
 
   “It doesn’t work, little boy.”
 
   She drew her claws over the ropes. They passed through and her claws left scars.
 
   “Damn.”
 
   “Yes, very so,” the dragon agreed.
 
   Sinth noted that he had a few scars on his hind legs.
 
   “So what can we do?”
 
   No one said anything. Sinth couldn’t think of anything either.
 
   There must be something! He tried to pull on the rope with his fingers. He could touch the rope, which meant that if he could get something to cut it, maybe he could do something about it.
 
   Sinth noticed the Murk’s sword sitting on the table.
 
   “Demon, can you get me that sword?”
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “It has been imbued with something. I don’t know what. It nearly killed me touching it before.”
 
   Sinth groaned. That wasn’t good. The only one that could move was virtually useless to them, or not? An idea formed in his head.
 
   “You over there Can you do something for me?”
 
   The gold plated one didn’t answer.
 
   “Don’t bother. He’s been whimpering away since we got here.”
 
   For the first time, Sinth realized that the golden armored man was crying quietly.
 
   “Dragon’s balls.”
 
   The dragon huffed.
 
   “Sorry, sorry… I mean ‘oh dear!’”
 
   Sinth needed the knight if his plan was going to work.
 
   “Murk, is that your name? I need you to help us.”
 
   The man looked over and stopped whimpering.
 
   “It won’t be hard. I just need you to get something for me.”
 
   There was a sob, but the man nodded.
 
   Thank goodness.
 
   Sinth explained his plan. The dragon nodded and the she-demon laughed. Murk went back to his crying, but the she-demon whispered something in his ear and he immediately straightened up.
 
   “Ok, let’s do this.”
 
   The she-demon reached around Murk’s chair and got a good grip on either side. Tensing her legs she heaved the golden one upwards.
 
   “He’s damn heavy.”
 
   She got him up on the table and pushed him over to the sword.
 
   Murk flicked back his head and allowed his helmet’s face guard to come back. He was surprisingly normal for the armor he was in. He put the grip of the sword in his mouth and waited.
 
   The demon grabbed the chair and lifted.
 
   SCREAMING.
 
   “What’s going on?”
 
   The she-demon was steaming.
 
   “He’s touching it. Even just contact is tearing me apart,” she managed to say through gasps of pain.
 
   “Damn.”
 
   Sinth looked at the positioning. Murk was on his side now holding the sword up.
 
   “Dragon, can you blow it towards me?”
 
   The dragon huffed in a big breath of air.
 
   “Of course.”
 
   Sinth set himself. If the dragon blew too hard…
 
   It did and Sinth screamed in terror as the blade flew out of Murk’s mouth and spun around and around in the air to land firmly blade first into the front of his chair.
 
   “Dragon’s balls!”
 
   The she-demon winced.
 
   The dragon roared in excitement.
 
   Murk watched on in horror.
 
   Sinth strained hard and managed to knick the rope with one edge of the blade. It frayed and relented.
 
   With one hand free he was able to cut through the ropes and quickly went to work on the others (except the demon who had to have the dragon burn the creature off.)
 
   “We’re free!”
 
   Murk gave a half hearted cheer and the she-demon smacked him on the ass.
 
   The dragon stepped up over Sinth.
 
   “Mage, in regards to the tomato juice…”
 
   A hand enclosed Sinth throat as a short sharp blade was brought to it.
 
   “Going somewhere?”
 
   The voice was as dark as night. Everyone stopped talking to see who had come into the room.
 
   The black clad hand tightened a little from behind.
 
   “You shouldn’t try to escape. My employer wouldn’t like that.”
 
   Sinth tried to pull away, but the hand was very strong.
 
   Everyone reacted at once.
 
   The dragon breathed a massive ball of fire at Sinth and the she demon leapt forward, even Murk charged forward.
 
   It was for nothing. Sinth and the one behind him melted into the floor. They reappeared on a wall watching the others comically turn towards them.
 
   “Easy now, children.”
 
   The man’s hand released him for a moment to throw three blades at Sinth’s comrades.
 
    Each blade knocked the three down below to the ground. He must have quite an arm to bring a dragon to its knees.
 
   The man laughed manically and brought his knife back to Sinth’s neck.
 
   I have to get out of this.
 
   There didn’t seem like any way out of this, but Sinth was a mage and mages had their magic for just this sort of occasion.
 
   Sinth reached inside of his robe and gripped his amulet. It was now or never.
 
   He focused on the spell he needed and cast it without hesitation. The room filled with fire fairies that set to causing havoc as the room suddenly lit on fire.
 
   This was a spell he had learned during a brief spurt as a fire magic. Thankfully, it still worked with the frost amulet he was wearing – if not quite a spectacularly.
 
   The man released him and Sinth feel to the ground head first.
 
   “Dragon…”
 
   He cast his second spell just in time.
 
   A great eye within a pentagon opened in the floor and began sucking everything in the room into it.
 
   Sinth got a brief glance of a Ninja on the wall fighting off several fairies as everyone on the floor was sucked inwards.
 
   


 
   
  
 



GRANNY’S HOUSE
 
   “So that’s how it all happened.”
 
   The dragon looked a little abashed as it sat patiently listening to the old woman hound him over destroying her home.
 
   “I see, sir. Well, do try to keep your dragon under control.”
 
   The officer gave him a ticket.
 
   “But it was an accident!”
 
   “An accidental dragon, sir? How many mages do you know who would accidentally summon a dragon?”
 
   Sinth would have laughed if he hadn’t seen the number of zeros on the ticket. Everyone was going to pay their share on this one that was for certain.
 
   He looked around. Where were the she-demon and golden armored man? Some strange sounds from behind the house soon revealed what they were up to.
 
   “EW!” 
 
   Today had been a nightmare. Then again, he thought, it could have been worse: He could be dead.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Series Note
 
   Dear Reader,
 
    
 
   Thanks for reading this story. It’s short, but sweet, and highlights some of the key characters from my most popular series. In this story you met:
 
    
 
          Sinth from The Mage series;
 
          Kerry The Clown from Lost and Found (Sin 5); 
 
          The dragon from The Accidental Dragon (Mage 1);
 
          The fairies from Fire Renewal (Mage 2);
 
          Murk from The Quest Series;
 
          Shen’s brother from Escape Artist and The Emperor Must Die (Ninja 3 and 4)
 
          The Hell Portal from The Eyeless (Sin 4)
 
    
 
   I hope you enjoyed the show and I look forward to seeing you in another story soon!
 
    
 
   Yours sincerely,
 
    
 
   Kenneth Guthrie.
 
   (October, 2011)
 
   


 
   
  
 



Thank you for reading this collection. Free story is next!
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Bonus Story: Tank Nuclear By Kenneth Guthrie.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Mechanized Man
 
   Tank was sitting on a small burnt log surveying the scene while cleaning his weapon. They had found a small pocket of defenders who had resisted their attempt to take resources from them.
 
   He understood their determination. The world had been at war for over 100 years now without respite and the remaining true humans were dying out of starvation.
 
   He considered his body. It was certainly handy. He didn't eat or sleep. He only fought. In fact, there was nothing else that he wished to do more than kill. He guessed it was part of his reprogramming.
 
   Still he was human.
 
   A bullet ricochet off his helmet. About time, he thought. He lifted his weapon and quickly slammed the bolt back in. He rolled to the side and slammed a clip into the receiving port. Another bullet fell to his side. He returned fire on the position indicated by a bleeping red dot.
 
   A burst of flame exited the end of the weapon and there was a hail of sand and stone in the distance. Part of the hill fell to the ground and he could see with his zoomed in vision a human shape flying up into the air to fall the 300 or so feet to the ground.
 
   Nice shot, he congratulated himself.
 
   He sat back down on the log and pulled out his cleaning stick again. There would be more around who would probably fall into his trap sooner or later.
 
    
 
   "Yo! Tank!," Mike yelled over the network, "We got a big money job."
 
   Mike came out of the small well kept office in the town that had been set up as a base camp for the mercenary teams to receive contracts.
 
   Tank stood up from where he had been sitting on a bench next to a female cyborg. She was quite pretty and when he had flesh and those types of feelings he would have asked her out. Now he wondered if she was really a guy.
 
   Mike was a tall man who had only undergone some of the customization possible as part man and machine. He was the team's manager and sniper, so it wasn't really necessary for him to be fully plated up.
 
   "Come on. I'm getting bored here. What took you so long?" Tank asked grumpily.
 
   "As I said, my grouchy friend, it is a big money contract," Mike assured him in his usual upbeat way.
 
   "You say that about every contract. You expect me to believe you now?"
 
   "Of course, don't I always tell the truth?" Mike asked innocently.
 
   Tank rolled his mechanical eyes.
 
   "No."
 
   "Oh, well... there has been the occasion where things weren't as planned."
 
   "Weren't as planned? Are you mad? What about that contract to take that hyper train last month? I got dragged for nearly 30 kilometers."
 
   "That was unfortunately," Mike said with sympathy.
 
   Tank put his hands up. Mike was the happiest cold blooded killer he had ever met. Mike would happily kill women, children and babies, but would always be ready to tell a joke about it afterwards.
 
   "Whatever. What's the job?" Tank asked testily.
 
   "US Combined Army wants us to take a small factory."
 
   The US Combined Army was one of the biggest sponsors of mercenary missions and one of the only territories to have a working economy not purely based only on war.
 
   "That's fine. Where is it?"
 
   "In Mexico."
 
   "Where in Mexico?" Tank asked.
 
   "Umm... Hell Plane."
 
   "Hell Plane? Are you kidding me? The home of the most hardened army in the world."
 
   "It's 4,000,000 dollars."
 
   Tank stopped complaining and stood still for a moment. He wouldn't have done the job for a smaller amount of money, but 4,000,000 was quite a lot.
 
   "Ok, let's roll out," he said after a minute or two of deliberation.
 
   "Yes, sir," Mike said with a fake salute and a smile to the female cyborg.
 
   4,000,000 was a lot.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Meeting
 
   "Hell Plane? Are you mad?" Jose was Latino, but he may as well have been Tank's brother considering how similar they were.
 
   "Yes,” he said calmly before adding, “It's 4,000,000 dollars paid on competition."
 
   That shut him up.
 
   "Alright then. When do we leave?"
 
   "Today."
 
   The team was a good one. Mike was their sniper, Jose their heavy artillery man and Knife their infiltrator. Tank was their leader.
 
   They left the small dimly lit bar and walked out into the sunlight again. The street was dusty and the old concrete was broken, but the buildings were relatively new and well painted in the hot desert sun.
 
   They arrived at their little shop with only a few minutes of walking. It was one of the various small storage compartments hired out to mercenaries to store their equipment when entering the town.
 
   He nodded to Vic the guard bot at the gate. Vic was an X70 model. Not the latest, but he had a suicide bomb inside of him that could wipe out a small town. That earned him quite a bit of respect. You didn't want to piss off someone who could blow you and your men up with a single processed command.
 
   He opened the door to the storage space and let them in. Knife walked by and gave him a glare. He had never heard Knife speak and he usually communicated through gestures or the little keypad on his arm that would send out a short text based message to the others. He wasn't happy about going to Hell Plane.
 
   "Cheer up, big boy," Mike said to Knife who tensed up, "You'll be fine."
 
   Knife was 5 foot. He didn't like anyone who talked about his size.
 
   They got their gear and walked out to the open aired vehicle they used to get around. Mike took the driver's seat and started the engine.
 
   "Ready, kids?" He tried to sound like a father on holiday with his children.
 
   "Shut up and drive," Tank replied.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Factory
 
   There were men everywhere.
 
   "How are we supposed to get through that?" Jose asked.
 
   Over 400, maybe 500, came Knife's text.
 
   Tank looked at the two of them. The scene below wasn't pretty. There was at least 500 cyborgs and men down there surrounding the broken down factory.
 
   "What type of factory was it, Mike?" he asked casually.
 
   "A weapon's factory, I believe."
 
   "What type of weapon's factory?" he continued.
 
   "Nuclear, going by the registration information.
 
   "Are you kidding me? You mean there could be one or more nuclear weapons down there and you took the job?"
 
   "It is 4,000,000."
 
   Knife got to Mike first.
 
   "Ouch, you didn't have to slap me so hard," Mike said rubbing the back of his head.
 
   Idiot, the text flashed.
 
   Tank had to agree. Maybe he should have a talk to Mike again about not trying to get them killed.
 
   "We can't back out. They'll kill us," Mike replied.
 
   "I know," Tank said, slapping Mike himself.
 
   "Ouch." Mike gave him a hurt look.
 
   "Shut up." He wasn't interested in games right now.
 
   He would need a plan. He settled down to think. What could he do?
 
    
 
   Tank watched Knife take down the man as he stood looking out to the desert known as the Hell Planes. It was nearly soundless and Tank only heard a slight plunk as the man hit the ground.
 
   There was a rustling. Knife stood up wearing the guards uniform and started walking towards the command center. He was tasked with placing a small bomb next to the tent. It would act as a distraction so the others could get into the factory.
 
   Tank and the others snuck out. Mike and Jose took their sentries with ease as Tank covered them.
 
   Good. He snuck forward and slowly made his way over to the one he had selected. Standing up behind the man after crawling prone through the sand. He used a small knife to cut into the power unit in this one's chest. There was a spark from the front and Tank slowly lowered the man to the ground using his knife.
 
   The clothing fit poorly. Tank wasn't exactly the smallest cyborg and even though this one had been close, metal parts stood out where they shouldn't have.
 
   It will have to be ok, he thought.
 
   "Ready to go?" Jose asked through the team's private radio network.
 
   "I'm all dolled up and ready for the party," came Mike's reply.
 
   "Yes," Tank said.
 
   Jose started walking towards the factory. Most of the men in the big camp outside would not recognize Jose and Mike for what they were unless they looked closely, but Tank was another story. twenty years of modifications had given him a more than inhuman look. He would be easy to spot if he wasn't careful.
 
   Tank edged around the side of the camp and came to an alleyway of darkness that spread between the tents and a few of the small fires the army of men were burning.
 
   He snuck down the alley and stopped. Movement to the left. A man stepped out and looked straight at him. There was a moment as that one's eyes adjusted to the new shape in the darkness.
 
   Tank didn't hesitate. He kicked the man in the leg and stabbed him in the side of the head. The man rolled to the ground with a thump.
 
   Tank looked around. Did anyone hear that?
 
   No one came, so he stashed the body and kept on moving. He was half way when the explosion hit. There was a wave of fire that sent up a small mushroom in the middle of the camp. Tank started to run as men filed across the narrow alley to see what was going on.
 
   He reached the doors to the factory and ducked in. His team stood inside.
 
   "Everyone knows their jobs. Get to it," he ordered.
 
   There was no one in the factory, which made it easy to place the explosives.
 
   Jose and Knife were waiting at the door.
 
   "Where's Mike?" he asked.
 
   "Here," Mike called as he walked towards them.
 
   "What's that?" He pointed at the large box Mike was holding.
 
   "A souvenir," Tank looked at him for a moment and decided he didn't have time.
 
   "Come on," he commanded.
 
   They walked outside and were meet by a team of twenty men. One of the commanders must have sent some of his men to check the facility.
 
   "Shit!" Mike yelled.
 
   Everyone started shooting at the same time and Tank and his friends dashed for cover.
 
   Tank aimed his rifle at a group of men standing in the open and pushed the button on the front of the big muzzle at the front. There was a poof and a round flew out to impact the ground underneath them. The men flew into the air and came back down to slam into the ground dead.
 
   Jose opened up with his rotating gatling gun. There were about 14 men left before Jose fired. Afterwards, there were only scraps of metal.
 
   Tank stood up and dodged more bullets coming from the camp.
 
   "Back down the alley!" he yelled.
 
   Everyone stood up as one and raced down the alley Tank had entered through. Men came at them from all sides as Tank lead the way.
 
   He pulled out a side arm from one of his many holsters and fired it at point blank range at the men that ran in front of him as he fired his other weapon on full automatic. Men fell around him and behind as Knife took care of the rear.
 
   A big shape stood at the end of the alley. Shit! He pulled to the side as a missile flew down the alley. His team was well trained and had faced this before. There were no causalities and Jose rolled out into the alley to fire his big weapon at the machine down the end.
 
   There was a massive explosion that ripped the tents around them to pieces and incinerated the clothing from their bodies. Mike screamed somewhere in the distance. He still had some skin.
 
   Knife shot past and performed a vicious combo of attacks on a few dazed soldiers that stepped out from the broken tents with his big knife.
 
   "Argh, that hurt," Mike shouted.
 
   "Turn off your pain sensors and let’s go!" Tank yelled.
 
   They ran out of the camp past the wreckage of the X70 droid. He made a note to treat Vic with more respect. He never wanted to have to live through an explosion like that again.
 
   Bullets hailed down on them as Tank took the vehicle to its limits over the terrain.
 
   20 seconds, Knife reminded.
 
   "Ummm... boss," Mike said.
 
   "Yes?" Tank asked through his concentration.
 
   "I have something to admit."
 
   "Please don't tell me you did something foolish again?"
 
   "Well, I found a few nukes," he said and then paused.
 
   "And?"
 
   "It was only a small one."
 
   They were definitely going to need to talk after this.
 
   A small set of explosions preceded a massive explosion that sent the vehicle flying. Tank hoped he would live through this.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Welcome Back
 
   Blackness turned to light as the static came and cleared. He was lying in the back of a small truck.
 
   "Where am I?" he asked.
 
   Jose lay next to him burnt and blackened, but otherwise ok.
 
   "I think we are close to town again," he said groggily.
 
   Tank turned his head. Mike sat with the box he had before.
 
   "Whose driving?" he asked.
 
   There was a tap on the glass. Knife waved at him next to a dead man in an army uniform.
 
   He looked over at Mike.
 
   "That was crazy. Have you gone totally mad?"
 
   Mike gave him a big smile.
 
   "It needed to be done," he said.
 
   "Please, oh master strategist, why did you nearly need to kill us?"
 
   "Because we needed to hide that we stole this." He opened the box.
 
   "Is that what I think it is?" Tank asked with wide eyes.
 
   "The latest nuke prior to the collapse of the Mexico army. Worth upward of 50,000,000 US dollars."
 
   "Well now. Maybe you can be forgiven," Tank said with a wide smile.
 
   50,000,000 was a lot after all.
 
   We are almost there, Knife texted, What do you want to do?
 
   "Let's go to the big city. I think we have some drinking to do," he said with a big grin.
 
   Everyone smiled. They had done very well today.
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