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    PROLOGUE:
  
 
    In the valley below the mountains, a young mage stood quietly in the dark. He was lost, for he had been chased, and his breath beat heavily in the air. He stood, dressed in black, under a thick patch of dark pine and listened to the night, listening with a thunder of heartbeat exploding in his ears, listening to wolves call far off, and high above, and listening to the forest for hope, and danger.  
 
    Around him, the mountain air was cold, and thick with snow, and each step he took gave away his presence in the dark. Ahead a small stream lay before him, hidden under tall cedars, where frost had gathered, and ice grew in shallow pools. The young mage bent cautiously to the stream for he was thirsty, tired, and afraid. He paused for a moment, searching the treeline with his eyes, his mind racing, as he cupped water to his mouth and drank. He had seen too much, he knew that now, he had learned too much, and they would kill him for it.  
 
    Many days they had chased him, over barren wastes and ancient ruins, across endless streams, and forests thick with bear. They had not stopped. They would not. For what he had seen would end the kingdom, all kingdoms, one way or another. He thought he could fight them, beat them, destroy them. He was a mage of RavensKeep, after all. He was wrong.  
 
     The young mage knelt now, softly, his knee pained from the frozen snow, his breath fading, quieting, as he listened to the forest. For a moment an owl called, somewhere above, its low murmur echoed in the pines, calling a dark song for those who would listen. It stopped abruptly, as did the snow, and the forest was still. The young mage looked up, and in the distance he saw hope.  
 
    Light. Campfires and hearths and billowy blue-grey smoke from coal stoked chimneys. And life. A town. A village. Safe and warm where others would be, and not, them. Where he could find help, and rest, and not, them. Where he could send a warning to the castle, a desperate wanton plea of the darkness ahead, and of the lies that lay waiting for them all.  
 
    He would run one last time, through the dark of the forest and the night, through the cold, and the snow, and the frozen icy air, he would run. He would succeed, and not, them. The young mage looked up for a moment and sighed. He forgot the forest was silent now, and the snow had stopped, and that no owl, or wolf, or anything, anywhere, could be heard. He smiled, faintly, for he knew then, that death had come. 
 
   
  
 


 CHAPTER 1: FUTURE ENDS
  
 
    The dawn neared. As it did, an old mage dressed in a simple brown robe, stood, staring at the dark. He stood for a moment breathing. He stood in a clearing before a great crowd, restless and jeering, sitting atop rough cut stands of sod and slate, pitched an an angle, and wet with dew. He stood listening to the forests around him, to the torches flickering in the dark, and to the high snow capped mountains far above. The old mage paused for a moment more, breathing, then, as was expected of him, he chanted. He chanted archaic blessings before those gathered, he called on the moon and stars, and on powers those who watched now, knew nothing of. He wished well of those who fought, and more of those that died. For what they dared was not to be taken lightly, or foolishly he said, for fate always chose its way. As the old mage smiled gently, and sadly, those that gathered, laughed. 
 
      
 
    ------- 
 
      
 
    The first contestant, a young woman from the north, was a tyro of the shaman order. She wore a white tunic, a grey belt, and a scar in the shape of a comet above her left eye. The crowd snickered for she was young and pretty. The girl stood motionless. And silent. Her eyes closed, her hands clasped before her, she mumbled words under her voice, soft words, and old words, whispering to the wind and the sky. 
 
    Several moments passed yet nothing happened. The crowd grew bored and a low murmur rumbled through the arena. The old mage, whose duties presided over the night, glanced at the girl. It was a good try. In the next moment, as he stepped forward, a clap of thunder exploded in the clearing. The crowd ducked, screaming in terror, their ears deafened, their eyes flash-blind, as lightening hammered to the ground before the girl. 
 
    Three boys who stood in the front row of the stands, laughed, clutching their ears, shouting and pointing to one another, yet no one could hear a thing. The crowd slowly rose to its feet, scared, blinking, sparks and starlight across their vision. Squires re-lit dead torches in the dark as the girl opened her eyes. The crowd cheered. Ten yards ahead, the ground was scorched in a blacked circle. A few small twigs glowed with embers, as the remaining contestants stood up, having fell down or jumped down from the attack. Yet It wasn’t aimed at them.  
 
    Her target, unmoved, was centered in the circle of blacken earth ahead and unharmed. The old mage walked to her side, whispering, comforting, but the girl shrugged. She had failed. She turned abruptly and stormed off the field. Her dark braid swished recklessly mid-back, as a dozen masters from every great house of magic chased after her, begging her to join them.  
 
    Of the three boys, the boy on the left, Chap, whistled. He was short, stout, and rather amused. The middle boy, Lavos, who was a year older and a year taller, glared at his friend. They argued for a moment, each thinking themselves a better suitor, while the boy on the right, the boy named Gilgamesh Row, ignored them both. For he stared ahead, staring at the clearing, where two contestants remained, where a circle of charred blackened earth still smoked, and where a statue stood, as it always had, and always would, unharmed.
  
 
    ------- 
 
      
 
    A thousand years earlier, the village of Astal was not much more than a lake. A cold, glacier fed lake, filled with clear water, and trout, and pine forests thick with bear. Occasionally, traders would stop in the valley by the lake, on their long route from the southern lands, as they travelled north to the great cities of Visantia, Arroe, and Stranst.  
 
    They would stop for a bit of rest, and respite, camping on the shores of the cold lake, under milky stars and sheer cliffs of granite, and stone, but never for long. For there were better roads, smoother and less wintered, where grassy plains swayed in warm winds, and towns clung to the kingsway, where food was plentiful, and easy, and safety was all but assured. Yet a town had grown here high in the mountains and forest, where one would not think to build a town, or want to, had it not been for a statue. It was an old statue, and ancient, hidden long ago in dark pines, hidden at the edge of a lake where hundreds had passed by for years, unknowing, and for an age, forgotten. Yet it was found, high in the snowy passes of a glacier lake, high above the kingdoms of old, and new, for nothing ever happened by chance, not ever, and fate was a fickle thing.  
 
      
 
    ------- 
 
      
 
    The next contestant, a brutish, bulging dark skinned man from the Sea Kingdoms, stepped forward. Pen-cu. They were paid warriors, swords for hire, assassins, soldiers, killers. His arms were covered in black chevrons, markings of deaths, his deaths, which were many. The old mage didn’t bother with introductions but scuttled away to the safety of the crowd. The brute stared up at his opponent. He had killed many men and had fought many battles, but none like this. Stone was stone, flesh was flesh.  
 
    Pulling a small wooden whistle from his vest, the warrior blew several sharp, but inaudible notes through the weathered reed. Seconds later, two massive black stallions thundered their way into the clearing, circling and snorting about. Eventually, the horses calmed and came to their master. He lashed a thick woven rope to their backs, red, and made of sea twine. The crowd watched with fascination. Others had tried to topple it. To bend it. To break it. One fool, several years earlier, had brought a great southern sand bull to knock it down. Twice the height of a man, and a hundred times as strong, the bull raged mad from defeat and tore through the crowded stands with lust. Four dozen were gored that day, or killed, until a warlock from the Black Order struck the monster dead. Since then, no beasts of the wild were allowed. King Schenchon, Sovereign of all Mountains and Lord of Huu-Di, forbade it. Yet warriors came every year, thinking they had the strength, but none did. Broken limbs and broken blades were always crowd favorites. The statue was magic. It was protected by magic, and no force of man, or mage, could harm it. Still, the pen-cu was entertainment for the crowd, and so they cheered.  
 
    Now taught, the rope twanged with the tension of a great weight. The horses drove forward, pulling with all their might, pulling under whip and fire, pulling with thick muscles buckling and sweat steaming, pulling for their lives, and the night, pulling, at the outstretched hand of a kneeling statue.  
 
      
 
      
 
    ------- 
 
      
 
    The statue, that which was found long ago, was ancient and old. Near ten feet tall and carved from a single block of granite grey, Its features were weather worn, and soft, and said little of who he once was. Yet the statue, like many relics, had remained, a remnant that spoke of an age long past, and of a time much greater than now.  
 
    Yet, for those who had found it, it was something else. Something more. At first a mystery, for its hand held water which never dried, or froze, or ever, in anyway, left. If drank it would refill, if dirtied it would clear. It could be scooped with buckets and hands, or mopped with rags till soaked, yet the water always and eternally came back. It was an oddity, and a marvel, yet in a kingdom filled with magic, and mountains, and cool glacier lakes feeding streams of clear water, it meant almost nothing.  
 
    After that, and for a very long time, people forgot. The world moved on, peasants grew old, nobles grew rich, and the statue remained as it always had, but ignored. It wasn’t until much later, when the Huu-Di invade from the north and the age of kings began, that a lowly farmer discovered a secret worth dying for. And many did. Great battles and wars had been fought over it, and for a thousand years men had come, as they always had, to fight, to bleed, to die. For the statue held more than just water. For there in its hand, and only under the light of a blood moon, a treasure appeared. A gem, a jewel, fiery red and glistening under the moonlight, sharp as a knife, and more coveted than all the world. And though myth grew, and legend, and a host of stories spread, no one knew exactly what it was, or why it was there, or who this wizard, for that’s what they called him from then on, had been.  
 
    Yet this gem, this shard was magic. For three nights a year it would appear, and for three nights they would compete. Wizards and warriors and mages. Knights from the High Kingdom, and savages from the north. They all came, and they fought, but not each other. For the shard was different. It could not be taken from the water by any force of magic, or might, ever known. Many had tried. They attacked the statue, and bashed it, and smashed it, and did everything they could, and knew, to break it. Yet still it remained. They tried magics dark and powerful, calling on the earth and the sky, and on things no one ever should. Yet still, it remained. And for a thousand years, no one, not ever, succeeded. 
 
      
 
    ------- 
 
      
 
    The ropes were holding. Enchanted. The crowed jeered, bored, restless. The horses pulled, their shadows flickered, yet nothing happened. The ropes would not break, and the statue, immutable, would never bend. Angsted, the pen-cu cursed at the heckles now growing from the stands. Suddenly the brute drew a massive glistening scimitar from his back, waving the blade above the wrist of the statue. The crowd grew quiet, this was something new. The boys laughed. They were from Astal, and for them, nothing was ever new. Several years earlier an extremely ambitious yet shaky old soldier had tried something similar. They had buried him, axe and all, before the end of the first day. Yet the crowd cheered.  
 
    A steady, trumpeting rhythm chanted through the stands, ha-ru, ha-ru, ha-ru, as the pen-cu lifted the enormous blade, ha-ru, ha-ru, ha-ru, smiling he held it, grinning, knowing he would be the one, ha-ru, ha-ru, ha-ru, swinging with all his might, swinging with the full force of his massive bulging body, ha-ru, ha-ru, ha-ru, swinging, striking, crushing the stone with blade and force and anger, ha-ru, ha-ru, ha-ru! and then, the crowd gasped. A crack, loud and echoing filled the arena, and for a moment silence, hoping, wondering, but not. The ropes broke, the blade bounced, as the pen-cu flew through the air, still holding, still gripping his sword, sailing ten, fifteen, twenty feet back, pummeling against the ground, smashing against the dirt, rolling, bouncing, sword still in hand, blade still shimmering, then finally, grossly, stopping. Gilgamesh, or Gil as his friends called him, shook his head. The pen-cu was still alive, battered, and bruised, but alive. The statue of course was untouched though the horses had run off. 
 
      
 
    ------- 
 
      
 
    The last contestant of the night was dressed in a long blue tunic trimmed with silver. He wore a glistening golden sword at his side, and spoke with a nasally accent from the capital, Visantia. He was son of a baron, or a lord, or some other liege who thought their title alone would win them their prize. It didn’t. It never did. Chap and Lavos turned to leave, to chase after the girl in the white, to seek their own challenge, and fortune, but Gil stood silent. Always so serious. The other two boys huffed and rolled their eyes but returned to their friend’s side.  
 
    The young nobleman attempted everything he could think of. Punching, nearly broken his hand. Screaming, hoarsed his voice, and his golden glistening sword shattered in one swing against the stone statue. Undaunted, he turned his body, contorting, his hands formed shapes, his arms drew signs, runes and symbols, waves, and words of a spell, for he was an oracle. Leaping through the air, infused with magical energy, the young nobleman struck the top of the water with the flat of his palm, a flash of yellow light sparked from the impact as water splashed to the ground.  
 
    Amazed at his own luck, the young nobleman gripped his fingers around the small triangular shard held in the statue’s hand. A few in the crowd giggled, though some were silent. He could feel its sharp edges in his palm. Success. The young nobleman grinned, and pulled, and pulled, yet nothing happened. The water was again full. Grasping with both hands, he braced his feet against the statue’s arms. Leverage. Pulling and straining with all his might, his fair skin turned red, then purple, as the crowd laughed. It was no use, greater wizards than he had tried, and failed. The old mage tired of such nonsense, waved his hand in judgement. Three squires came forward and dragged the young nobleman away, kicking and screaming from the field, and into the dark. The crowd roared in outlandish applause. Lavos smirked, leaving the stands. Gil and Chap followed shortly thereafter, as the arena torches were once again dashed out with the rising sun. No one had ever taken the shard, and no one ever would. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 2: THE CONTEST
  
 
    Past midday, Gil found his friends sitting under a tall cedar, dozing lazily in the shade. The air was cold and bright, and spoke nothing of the night before. Troupes of costumed hooligans danced about, wearing bright colors, and feathers, and garish masks of goblins in the dark, celebrating harvest, and the moon, for the festival of Asher-Gwan had arrived. Nevertheless, the three boys set upon their quest with ferocity, and merit, drinking at each and every tavern in the village. Some, were temporary canvass tents, with straw bale seats, and pale ales not fit for the pigs. Others, were wagons, selling exotic brews at high prices, spiced reds, frothy golds, and a host of strange concoctions from foreign lands, coconut, rum, and sacara. Lastly, finally, they came to the Otter. It was the inn of Astal, year round, a great weather worn three story building, with cedar shingles, iron doors, and ales fit for a king. 
 
    Inside the Otter, creosote soaked corner posts lent an acrid fume to the mix of straw and stodge and beer. Three large hearths, aglow with warmth, crowded a half dozen long dark tables. The inn was filled with all sorts, pen-cu sulking in the corners keeping to themselves, minstrels from Arroe singing for a quick coin, and knights from the capital boasting of great deeds and greater days. There were tyros, and magi, and mages, and many many others. The Otter was the biggest, and the best, and all came here, festival or not.  
 
    Inside, as the boys stood, their eyes adjusting to the dark, it wasn’t long before Lavos spotted the girl in the white. He dashed across the room without a word to his friends, who still stood standing by the door. Chap frowned at Gil, who didn’t seem to care either way, yet both followed Lavos a moment later. Lavos, smiling wide, sat down across from the girl in the white. A skinny, angry, red-headed girl sat next to her, dressed in a black tunic. The two girls stared at the boy, silent.  
 
      
 
    “I  … am Lavos,” he began, but was interrupted as Chap squeezed in next to him, his own introduction forthcoming. Gil stood by the fire, silent and sulking, for the table was already full.  
 
      
 
    “Well done at being yourselves! Lavos, Chap, and silent boy,” the girl in the black snarked, half angry, half mocking. Lavos glanced at Chap. Not what they were expecting. The girl in the white looked, amused. 
 
      
 
    “We … I … saw you in the tilt yesterday … you were … amazing,” Lavos said to the girl in the white, it was sincere, but the hundredth time the girls had heard it. 
 
      
 
    “Oh? and did you see me? How was I?” the girl in the black snapped, a thick northern accent in her voice. The two boys gulped, trying to remember, had she competed? She was the one who tried … “Humpf! … that’s what I thought!” the girl in the black spat, gulping down three swigs of dark ale. Lavos frowned but only for a moment. Guard dogs were always difficult. 
 
      
 
    “Let me buy you both a drink—" 
 
      
 
    “BLACK ALE! THREE BLACK ALES!” the girl in the black shouted at the barkeep. Three? Lavos smiled his most innocuous grin. The drinks came a few moments later, along with brown ales for the boys. After several minutes of well parried small talk, deflected by the girl in the black, Lavos grew tired of the games and decided to ask what he really wanted to know. 
 
      
 
    “Where did you learn to call a sky serpent?” the question was blunt and unexpected, and the girl in the black was speechless for the first time since the boys sat down. Thank Velor. Carmine sat still, waiting, as the two girls glanced back and forth at each other awkwardly.  
 
      
 
    “Come on tell us!” Chap squeaked. The girl in the white was about to speak, when Gil interrupted. 
 
      
 
    “It wasn’t a sky serpent …" 
 
      
 
     “Oh?” the girl in the white snorted, softly, and glanced at Gil. 
 
      
 
    “A sky serpent, a real sky serpent, would have done far more damage to the arena. They’re chaotic and messy, not pinpoint strikes. Also … you’d likely be dead,” Gil sipped his at beer, unemotional. Lavos and Chap tried to smile. Why did he always have to do this sort of thing? 
 
      
 
    “Don’t mind him ladies, he has a stick up his butt that’s bound to fall out any day now,” Lavos grinned motioning for more drinks. Both girls giggled. Finally, progress. 
 
      
 
    “No, its ok … why do you say that?” the girl in the white turned, facing Gil. 
 
      
 
    “A serpent is expert magic. Even a mage would be drained if they dared tried it. You? You weren’t even flush. No damage at no cost? It wasn’t real. No …more likely you used a caophit crystal, something rare, something expensive, lot’s of show but no punch. Looks the same, but isn’t …" Gil took another sip. The girl in the white smiled a bit, once again amused.  
 
      
 
    “Not that I’m admitting what you say is true, but if it was, why would I do such a thing?”  
 
      
 
    Lavos and Chap turned at Gil, shaking their heads. Please don’t. 
 
      
 
    “People enter the tournament for one of two reasons; one, they actually think they’ll be the one fated to take the shard, or two, they want attention,” Gil drank again, as Lavos collided forehead with palm. “Attention is usually needed when one wants to do something they shouldn’t, or can’t do something they should. In your case … you used an expensive crystal to fake eye catching magic. Mostly likely you're a noble trying to prove your worth, or at least, to prove how clever you are, though I don’t know why.” 
 
      
 
    “Anyone ever tell you you’re too smart for your own good?!” the girl in the black snapped. 
 
      
 
    “We tell him everyday, but he never listens …” Chap shook his head. Outside a low dry bell rang. The last night of the tournament would soon start. The two girls stood without saying a word and left the table. 
 
      
 
    “IDIOT!” Lavos barked. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Gil shrugged. Lavos’s face turned as red as his shirt with anger, ready to yell at his friend, though he quickly shut up. The girl in the white returned.  
 
      
 
    “Are any of you entering the tournament?” The three boys glanced back and forth at each other, the thought had never crossed their minds. The girl in the white smiled, and winked, and told them her name. Ashfalla. She left without another word and the three boys stared at each other for a very long time. 
 
      
 
    ------- 
 
      
 
    The bouts had already begun and the stands were filled, for it was the last night of the tournament and often, the most interesting. Inside, merchants sold food, and ales, and did their best to sell as much as they could, as long as they could, while the contestants waited restlessly out back. Lavos, faster than the others, was already arguing with the recording scribe at the entrance tent. Gil and Chap approached slowly, to hear what they had expected, “too young, too boring, and try again next year.” Lavos wouldn’t have it. Gil sulked a few feet off, he wasn’t going to enter, and didn’t want to. Chap who was well versed in tournament rules, joined Lavos and argued with the scribe, who didn’t have the right to deny them. Seeking the shard was fate, and the will of the gods, after all. A squire darted into the tent, whispering in the scribe’s ear, interrupting the debate. The scribe paused, his face pale, then whispered back to the squire who ran off to the village. 
 
      
 
    “Tell you what boy …” the scribe folded his hands, laying his quill aside, “I’ll let you enter, but only if you can guarantee a good show. You gotta make it last at least … ten, no … fifteen minutes, each, got it?” 
 
      
 
    “No problem, done,” Lavos nodded, sticking out his hand for a good shake. 
 
      
 
    The scribe flicked the boy’s hand away dismissively, pointing instead, “That’s all three of ya, got it? You, this fat bugger here, and that sulking fellow over there against the wall, got it?” Lavos grinned and extended his hand once more. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 3: NOT EVER
  
 
    “You, are an ass …” Gil slapped away the wooden token Lavos held out. 
 
      
 
    Lavos rolled his eyes. “Ugh … why are you always such a pain? Listen, it was the only way … no I don’t why he wanted all three of us, who cares why? … So what? … Don’t worry about it! … If you ever want to try again, we have you covered on the entry cost, I promise …" Lavos really was an ass. A good friend, but an ass. Chap looked a bit stunned at this idea as well. He wasn’t the son of merchant either, and the last thing Gil wanted was someone else paying his way. He took care of himself, he always had.  
 
      
 
    “Anyways, don’t worry about it, it probably won’t even come to that. I slipped the scribe a full sovereign to snatch the ko token for you. Damn highway robbery if you ask me. No one ever wants the last spot, on the last night. If you don’t get to compete now, they wipe your name from the record, get it? you’ll get to try again, anytime you want, and the Ko token never makes it before the sun comes up anyways … and besides …" Lavos smiled his widest cheesiest grin, “I’ll win long before you even get a chance to try!”  
 
      
 
    Gil shook his head and rolled his eyes. “Fine, but you're still an ass … and you owe me a beer you jerk …" Gil snatched the ko token from Lavos as the three boys walked around back to the arena’s holding area. A moment later Lavos stopped smiling. The boys saw now why the scribe was so eager for fresh young constants. Several dozen competitors lay dead on the ground. Some fool couldn’t hold their magic, or perhaps it was a fight, either way, it would be a short night, and the ko token would compete after all.  
 
      
 
    ------- 
 
      
 
    The third night of the tournament went rather smoothly. The squire sent into the village found a dozen additional competitors to draw out the night. Some seemed strangely familiar to the boys, downright repeats from the past two evenings. The boys wondered if the repeats payed for another chance or were paid. The god’s favor was fickle that way, sometimes. Nevertheless, it seemed the third night of the blood moon would be rather uneventful. Chap’s token placed him in the fourth round, with a canist from the Southern Kingdom and an enchanter from the north. The canist poured black oils into the dirt and called down a dozen magic spells from every kingdom known, yet none took effect. The old mage, who for most of the night had been speaking with a commander of the Silver Order, the king’s knights, disengaged momentarily to have a rather long, rather heated conversation with the canist on the dangers of several things he had tried.  
 
    Next, the enchanter’s luck was no better. Runes scribed with his own blood were meant to break apart the stone, but they didn’t. Oddly, of the three, Chap’s attempt was the most interesting. At fourteen he hardly knew any magic, though he knew sales from his parents shop. Twirling about with his quarterstaff, his green tunic flapping in the wind, the chubby boy mumbled a half dozen made-up words, gesturing wildly before the crowd. They were silent and confused, for no one had seen magic quite like this before.  
 
    Chap, sensing the moment, threw his staff at the statue. It landed upright and motionless in the water and the crowd roared in thunderous applause. No one had ever done that before. Chap stood frozen for several second, as shocked as the rest. Ashfalla, and her red-headed friend Kara, giggled in the front row. Chap approached the statue with as much trembling confidence as he could muster, and for a moment he stared up at the statue’s face. Its eyes were kind he thought, even, amused.  
 
    Chap plucked his staff from the water with one hand, then as if an after thought, dashed his other over the shard. It felt warm, and soft, though he couldn’t remove it. The crowd gave the boy a standing ovation as he walked off the field, entering the stands. Chap worked through the crowd towards the girls. Hopefully they had warmed a bit too.  
 
    The next few hours passed slowly. Dozens of warriors, warlocks and knights tried there best, but failed. Gil and Lavos passed their time playing cards waiting in the hold, while unbeknownst to them Chap merrily entertained the girls. It was a good night after all. An hour before dawn, Lavos’s round turned out to be quite different than Chap’s. 
 
      
 
    ------- 
 
      
 
    The first contestant was extraordinarily unremarkable. Lavos went next. More worldly than Chap, he had learned a handful of decent magics while on the road with his parents. In the great cities of the Huu-Di there were always masters willing to give an impromptu and expensive lesson to a rich merchant's son. Lavos smiled and waved at the crowd. Chap chuckled, waving dramatically back at his friend, making sure Lavos saw him. The two girls, as drunk as Chap, hugged his pillowy arms and blew kisses to Lavos, whose face flickered a half dozen chaotic emotions, bewilderment, disgust, shock. The girls laughed even more. Lavos, frustrated, smiled graciously and turned towards the statue, bowing at his opponent. A moment of silence passed then a blinding flash of color and sparks exploded from his hands as he rushed forward chanting archaic tones. It was quite a show, but completely, utterly, useless. Expensive lessons were not necessarily good lessons it seemed. Nonetheless, the crowd cheered for the boy, it was entertaining after all. 
 
    The last contestant of the round was a sorcerer. Dressed in black, and hooded, his face could not be seen. The crowd was silent. No one clapped, or cheered, or laughed, for none dared. The sorcerer stood before the statue, head down, his eyes closed, as the old mage watched him, cautiously.  
 
    Twisting and turning, the sorcerer moved his hands through the air, gracefully, silently. An oracle weave. He changed his stance, sliding heavy black boots through the dirt. A rune drawn. He stepped forward and whispered dark words, words none should know, and the crowd gasped. The water holding the shard began rising from the statue’s hand. It swirled and spun, lifting, following the movements the sorcerer weaved, funneling, transforming, a column of churning, frothing water rising higher, growing, bulging, he called to the water as only shamans do, he called to it, speaking its name, demanding it, forcing it to obey as the water rose, and with it the shard.  
 
    Many in the crowd screamed. Gasps of terror and wonder shot through the stands. No one had ever come this far. The old mage watched, horrified that a sorcerer should claim it, but sworn from intervening. Still the water grew higher. The sorcerer took no more steps, his heel planted in the rune, channelling its power, he changed the motions of his hands, twirling, drawing, pulling the water towards him, closer it bent, nearing, the water spun wildly, a funnel, its neck arching, narrowing, the shard at its head, spinning just beneath its surface, as the funnel bent closer.  
 
    The crowd was breathless. Arms clutched, lips bit, waiting, pulsing, praying. The sorcerer narrowed his hands, ebbing and weaving, tighter, smaller, the water drawing nearer, stretching to its limit, stopping. The long curved arc of water hung, dangling the shard a few feet above the sorcerer, just out of reach. The sorcerer called to it, commanded it, screamed at the water to come closer, to drop the shard, to let go. It didn’t, it wouldn’t. Caught. His hands still spinning, his foot still bound, he could not reach it, he could not move it, and he could not stop. The moment he did, a desperate, horrible lunge flung him forward, his fingers glazing the edge of the water, the spell broken, the column retreated, and the shard returned. 
 
    Gil, whose turn would be in the next round, had stood at the gate of the hold, watching. When he saw the sorcerer draw the water, and the shard hanging within arms reach, hanging but impossible to take, a strange and most unexpected thought occurred to him, a thought no one else had ever had, not in a thousand years. 
 
      
 
    ------- 
 
      
 
    It was some time before the sorcerer was finally forced from the field. A dozen knights, and three pen-cu managed the job, though none of magic would help. Afraid. Yet numbers still won over magic, usually, and the sorcerer had already exhausted himself, unable or unwilling to fight back. With the dawn drawing closer, the third night was almost at an end, and the tournament was almost complete. Two contestants still remained, an aged archer from the east, and a thin boy dressed in brown. 
 
    As Gil walked into the area, many in the stands had already left. Less than fifty had waited, though Chap, Lavos, and the two girls still cheered for their friend. Many in the stands were those that had tried and failed over the last few nights. The best and strongest often stayed to the very end each year, learning more for the next. The hooded sorcerer was also present, sitting high in the stands, legs crossed, eyes closed, palms upheld, an oracle pose to recharge his magic. 
 
    The old mage came forward. He blessed the two contestants, and bade them hurry for the sun would be upon them soon, then returned to the commander’s side to resume their envoy. Gil looked at the old warrior next to him. The man’s grisly hair, grisly eyes and stained teeth, spoke of better days behind than ahead. Gil bowed, slightly, and let the old man go first. The elder hissed, gesture meant little to him anymore. Glancing around the arena, the old man spied what he was looking for, the pen-cu cadre. People entered the tournament for one of two reasons. Cadres often took on extra men willing to earn coin for dangerous work. Desperate men were cheap, and dead men were cheaper. 
 
    The old man stepped forward and drew a long red bow from the hollow reed at his back. Nearly as tall as the archer, it took several minutes to string the curve as some in the crowd snickered. Three arrows with white and blue feathers were stuck in the ground twenty yards from the statue. The old man bowed to the pen-cu leader, who Gil recognized from the previous night.  
 
    The archer wheezed several long slow breaths, then nocked the first arrow. Bow raised, he drew the string, the arrow’s tip pointing at the statue as the old red wood groaned with age. Many in the stands crouched as low as they could. Archers were particularly dangerous, arrows could bounce in any direction. The old man exhaled, then suddenly pointed the arrow into the sky and released.  
 
    A dozen curses and swears could be heard across the stands. People ran to the corners, hiding, ducking, crouching under eaves and banners wherever they could, anything for protection. The cadre didn’t move, neither did the sorcerer, though he did open one eye for a moment to glance upward. The old man, clutched the second bolt languidly, then shot it upwards following the first. When he did the same with the third, a dozen people ran from the arena as fast as they could. Gil glanced at the old man, then into the darkened sky above. Lavos, Chap and the two girls screamed at him to move, to run away, but Gil seemed indifferent as the archer, standing motionless, and waiting. The old man stared at Gil, the boy's face was unemotional and familiar to one who had endured much. He spat. A second later, six arrow halves darted the ground surrounding them, and the old man smiled. The cadre was already motioning to join them. 
 
      
 
    ------- 
 
      
 
    The sky warmed. The tournament would be over soon. After the archer’s game, a dozen more had left the stands. The arena was rather empty now, compared to other nights, and other years, as Gil stood silent, and alone on the field. Many gathered their things to leave. Chap and Kara were dozing against each other, asleep and sound. Lavos stood near Ashfalla, whispering, winking, laughing, as Gil thought back over the many bouts he had seen. Some, had been great. Some, had been terrible.  
 
    Gil thought about the hundreds of knights and warriors he had seen fail. He thought about the endless number of spells cast, of runes drawn, of magics spent. He thought about the sorcerer, and the shard, and of course, his parents. Smiths, they worked with metal, with iron and silver steel, and they were good. Great even, but fire changes everything, and it always would. 
 
    Gil thought again of the sorcerer and the water arcing, stretching, bending. He thought of the shard, just out of reach, a touch away, a grasp. He thought of the young nobleman who pulled with all his might, and he thought of Chap who had felt it warm and soft, yet, unmovable. Once more he thought of the sorcerer, commanding it, ordering it to obey, and once more he thought of fire, and its nature, untamed. 
 
    Gil stepped forward as the sky brightened. He didn’t know how long he had stood there, thinking, wondering just why he was there, wonder what magic he might use or what spell he could try. He stepped forward, walking slowly, the old mage watching cautiously, carefully. He stepped forward, drawing closer, as Ashfalla stared at him, as Lavos woke his friends and the crowd stirred. He stepped forward, as the cadre jested and the sorcerer mused and a dozen others laughed on their way home. He stepped forward, as the dawn neared, and the night rescinded. He stepped forward, and did what no one before him ever could. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 4: RAZORS EDGE
  
 
    When Gil pulled the shard from the water, the arena was silent. No one could believe it. Even in front of their eyes, as plain as day, the crystal glimmered, sparkling in the boy's hand, but still, no one could believe it. Gil stared at the glassy point, blazing red, its edges sharp, its surface hot, staring in wonder. As he did a chain suddenly grew from its form, looping and weaving into iron, dark and strong and cold. Gil held the pendant, gazing, before placing it over his neck, as many in the stands bowed in worship, prostrate and afraid, they would not look up.  
 
    Yet a moment later everything changed. The sun began to rise as Chap ran forward cheering for his friend, hooping and hollering and jumping his way across the field, but then, falling, tumbling, blood spurting from his mouth, dead. Stunned, Gil blinked in disbelief. Kara screamed. Chap lay at Gil’s feet, eyes closed, an axe stuck through his back. It was meant for him. Shaking, Gil’s eyes darting around the arena. He could see it everywhere, in the stands, in their eyes, the hunger, the desire, the hate.  
 
    The axe was pen-cu. They were the first and the quickest. The cadre moved with unnatural speed, swiftly cutting, stabbing and killing anyone near them. Less competition. The hooded sorcerer stood, and walked slowly, casually, down the steps towards Gil. A dozen knights sitting in the stands attacked the sorcerer, each he touched gently, on an arm or shoulder, and they fell, white, lifeless, and dead. Others in the crowd fought one another, slaying each other, slaying even those bowed in prayer. Less witnesses. Dozens of magi unleashed magics, battling until their energies were spent, their bodies ruined, or their enemies dead. Several warlocks sprang onto the field and sliced their hands, drawing blood runes, as a dozen different spells were heard in the chaos. Gil stumbled backward, afraid, his ribs hitting the statue’s outstretched hand, as the pen-cu leader ran towards him, sword drawn.  
 
    The sound of steel echoed through the arena. Gil opened his eyes, not dead, not yet. The commander of the Silver Order, the one who spoke with the old mage, had parried the blow. The knight stood in front of the boy, guarding him. The pen-cu jumped back, cautious. The knight lunged forward, attacking, his dark indigo cloak swept through the air as his silver long sword cut and thrust and stabbed at the pen-cu’s body. Gil’s heart pounded. His eyes dashed about the arena. Blood. Death. Carnage. Warriors killed wizards, knights killed magi, the whole arena was embattled for the shard, stabbing, choking, burning, killing. The Sorcerer stood above Lavos and the girls, smiling, he stabbed Kara with a long curved blade and slashed at Lavos. A sudden flash exploded from one of the warlocks on the field, as hundreds of tiny swerving beetles raced at Gil, gnashing and biting and gnawing with a thousand tiny teeth, dashing closer, but then, silence. 
 
    The arena was frozen. Not completely, but it had slowed so much, that time itself stood still. The warriors were caught in battle, their movements sluggish, ticking in tiny almost imperceptible jolts. And fuzzy. Everything looked fuzzy. Gil whirled his head about, still scared, still confused. It was dirt. The air was filled with it. Saturated with it. The ground had imploded, lifting, spreading through the aether like a dark cloud, thick, gritty, and fuzzy. Gil stumbled about, unsure what to do, or where to go, but suddenly stuck. He could not move his feet, they were frozen and stiff to the ground. Gil clenched his heart, afraid, looking up, a shadow moved towards him through the dust. It was the old mage. 
 
      
 
    “Do not speak Gilgamesh Row, for we have little time, and you … are in more danger than you will ever know …” Gil’s body was frozen as the old mage in brown approached. He could not move his arms, or legs, or anything below his neck as the old mage knelt before him, looking into his eyes. The old mage smiled for a moment, reaching out to touch the shard dangling around the boy’s neck. 
 
      
 
    “That’s mine!!!” Gil screamed, though he didn’t know why. 
 
      
 
    “Indeed it is young master, though more than you know, and perhaps more than you will ever want … though, we really don’t have time to discuss this now …” the old mage pulled his hand back and motioned with his head. Gil glanced at the two closest, the commander and the pen-cu. They were speeding up.  
 
      
 
    “A funny thing fate is …” the old mage nodded, “I have watched this arena for more years than I can remember, and even tried a few times myself, when I was young … yet in all my years no one has ever done what you have … and do you know why?” Gil shook his head. The old mage mused silently, stroking his long white beard, glancing at the pendant once more. “Listen boy, this shard, there is nothing more valuable or coveted in all the world … wherever you go, whatever you do, people will want it. They will try to take it, they will hunt you, hurt you, kill you, and everyone around you, to have it. Look now. See how many have died this night already? How many will die just to have it? To touch it? If they see it on you, or know you have it, they will never stop. Never. If you lose it … gods help us if someone worse was to find it. You were chosen, you and no other. Protect it. Keep it safe, keep it hidden. It is your gift and burden …" The old mage smiled gently trying to comfort the boy. “Now for the hard part …”  
 
      
 
    Gil’s eyes widened. The old mage waved his hand in front of Gil’s face, three times, whispering an ancient spell under his breath. As he did Gil felt strange. His face began to pull and twist in various directions, his lips trembled, his eyes wrinkled, his brow curled, and his jaw grew. Gil reached up and felt a face not his own. He was a different boy. His face had changed, his hair had darkened, his eyes had turned grey, and he was older and taller. “You are no longer Gilgamesh Row, choose another name, any other, but never speak your first name again, for when you do, this spell will wear thin and others will see you for who you really are. My spell will protect you, and hide you, for as long as you do not speak your name, for it is a spell which can never be undone. Choose another name, and forget the boy that you were.”  
 
    Gil was speechless. A thousand questions ran through his mind as he glanced once more to the warriors. The world was speeding up again, almost to normal, the commander's sword was now moving like an oar through deep water. The old mage turned his head slightly and smiled one last time. “Go to RavensKeep boy. You won’t be safe anywhere, not even there, but at least you may have a chance. Enter the Keep. Learn magic. Learn how to defend yourself. Learn how to fight and how to live, if you can. Go to RavensKeep and find Master Amas. You must, only you and you alone can do this, you must find him, for your very life depends on it. Find him and give him the shard, for he is the only one that can help you now. Tell no one of the shard, never speak of it, not to anyone of magic, not to friend or foe, not even to the archmages, especially not to them. Do you understand?” the boy nodded though he didn’t really.  
 
    The old mage smiled. Then using the rather long and sharp thumbnail of his right hand, sliced open his palms, and drew a strange blood rune in the dirt. It was more complex than any Gil had seen before and encircled by strange symbols the boy couldn’t read. The old mage stared at Gil once last time then slammed his palms into the ground, activating the rune. In an instant, a tremendous flash of light blinded Gil as his head screamed and swirled and twisted about.  
 
    Several moments later as the darkness faded from his eyes, Gil realised he was laying on his side atop a pile of wet earth and spruce needles. His head still spun, and as the boy sat up he vomited several times. It was some time before he managed to get to his feet. He was in a forest, surround by tall pine, and fir, and covered in dirt. Lumbering about, confused, the boy walked to the edge of a small clearing shadowed in dim light. Far away he could see snow covered peaks, level at the horizon. Still dazed Gil stared out trying to make sense of what he saw. A flicker of light caught his eye and the boy looked down. Standing at the edge of a cliff, he could see a low plain far below. The flicker of light grew and Gil suddenly realized where he was. The rune had transported him to the western peaks high above the valley floor. Gil realised the flicker of light as well. It was the village of Astal, burning. 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 5: THE MOUNTAINS
  
 
    The worst part of being alone in the woods was not the darkness, nor the cold as one might think, but the sounds. The western mountains were filled with sounds. Crickets chirping, branches cracking, cones falling, and silence. Here silence was a sound, an endless empty sound filling space and time, filling fear and dreams. It was broken by the distance howl of a wolf now and again, and Gil wished only for the horrible sound of silence to return.  
 
    The boy sat at the edge of the cliff for a long while watching his village burn. It was a dot, faint and dim along the valley floor, until the sun rose and daylight hid it from sight. Gil wondered what happened after the old mage had transported him into the mountains. He thought of his friends, Chap, Lavos, the girls, even the village folk. None of them deserved to die, not because of him, not now, not ever. He remembered their faces, burned them into memory, and he remember others too. The sorcerer. The pen-cu. Eventually, Gil stood as he rubbed his chin, it felt odd for it wasn’t his. So much had changed. He sighed and stared at Astal one last time, then turned and walked west.  
 
    The western mountains were more or less impassable. Unapproachable. High, steep and thick with forest. The mountains stretched for a thousand miles north and south, a narrow spine of jagged peaks that separate low valleys and high plateaus. Gil had never been to RavensKeep, he had never planned to pursue magic. He wasn’t a noble, nor rich, nor descended from a line of magic. Joining a House would have been a fantasy, joining RavensKeep, a myth. Plans change. Live. Fight. Survive. Lessons Gil knew all too well. Revenge would be a new one for him, but one worth learning. 
 
    He knew the castle lay to the west, that RavensKeep was on the far side of these mountains, somewhere in a narrow valley at the edge of an ancient forest, but that was all. By road, the journey from Astal to RavensKeep would take a year. But now? Gil didn’t know how far the castle was. He didn’t know how long it would take to cross the mountains. The old mage had transported him here, where no roads led and none could follow, but none could help, either. He was alone now and high in the mountains. He was always alone. 
 
      
 
    ------- 
 
      
 
     Gil walked for hours. Days. Weeks. He walked until his feet were numb. He walked as the rains fell and the sun shined and as the winds blew strong and fierce and endless. He walked uphill, and down, and across fallen trunks spanning ravines covered in moss. He walked through patches of bare earth, brown earth, and soggy swampy muck. Always west. Always towards the castle. There were no roads, nor trails, nor any sign that man had ever even once walked where he did now. He was lost many times. Turned back by an impassable rock face, a bottomless chasm, or a slimy slippery bog. Yet he walked on, day in and day out, always west, and always, he remembered.  
 
    At night he camped. Once under a great cedar, wider than a barn and taller than the sky. Once in a cave, a shallow hollow of rain worn rock, when the wolves came. He camped there for three nights, afraid to move on. Hunger drove him. And curiosity. Inside, a deep gnawing gut wrenching need to know, why. Once he camped under the bones of some ancient beast, its white washed ribs hung overhead like crooked fingers, dancing firelight and shadow, but never again. He happened upon dozens of them. Long dead creatures of bone. He wondered if anyone knew they were here. As a boy, a sailor from Aaroe once tried to frighten him, telling him stories of monsters that swam in the deep, hidden in the open sea, waiting to devour curious children who asked too many questions. Leviathans he called them. Whales. He wondered what the sailor would have thought, had he known they were here too, once.  
 
    Some days he walked many miles, some, few. Food was scarce and hard to come by and he was always hungry. Time lost meaning. He sang to himself, and talked, and hummed. Anything not to think. The vast emptiness of the wild grew upon him, and in him, lonely and sad. Somewhere, midway, when heavy rains came and thunder bellowed in the mountains like old voices, he stood under a sugar pine and watched the storm. Drenched, he waited, naked and shivering, as his clothes hung drying as best they could. The storm raged and he nibbled week-old berries from his pocket, soggy, sour-green and precious few. As he did, a little bird with grey wings and glossy black eyes landed on the tree trunk near him. It chirped, faintly, thin and hungry. He watched it for some time, holding the last of the berries to his lips, thinking. The little bird was starving, as was he, but it didn’t matter. He held out his hand, offering the last of the berries. The little bird chirped and flew to him landing on his finger. It ate, happily. When it finished, the little bird paused for a moment to stare at Gil with its glossy black eyes. Gil stared back, and realized the bird was looking at the shard, now dangling from his neck. Gil covered the pendant with his free hand and the little bird flew away into the forest. 
 
    The next day he walked down a steep broken slope covered in broken stones, and heard a strange sound far above him, calling down the mountain. Though difficult, and long, he climbed back up and followed the sound. It took some time, and searching, but soon enough he found the little bird sitting atop a craggy grey rock covered in dust. Gil smiled, and for a moment he thought the little bird smiled back, before it chirped, twice, and flew away. He stood for a moment and watched the bird disappeared into the distance before picking up the rock. Much to his surprise it wasn’t a rock, but a coat. Dusty and crumpled, yet without a scratch or tear or any sign of age at all. He paused for a moment before trying it on, which fit, perfectly. It was long, hung to his knees, and grey. He wondered why it was here and who had lost it. Eventually, he left the broken slope and continued on, west, as the snows came. Heavy snow, and wet snow, and cold. He would have frozen to death, several times, had it not been for the grey coat. It kept him warm no matter how cold it was, and when warm days came, when he descended into the valleys and lakelands of the alpine meadows, it kept him cool no matter how hot it might have been. He wished he would see the little bird again, to thank it, though he never did. 
 
      
 
    ------- 
 
      
 
    Sometime later, Gil crossed a small stream near a meadow filled with yellow flowers and short green grass. Aside the meadow, he discovered faint remnants of what once may have been a wall. Near the wall, he found a large chest filled with gold, and silver, and gems. He laughed for several minutes, sitting on the stream’s bank, wiping tears away. It was more money then he had ever seen, or could even count. He exchanged the pennies in his coin purse with gold, then filled his pockets with gems, in handfuls. Next to the chest he also found many weapons, though all of it ancient and rusted and useless. Bone dust scattered to the wind long ago, left no clues to their owners, or their purpose, though the gold said much. He wondered about the wall, and the weapons, and the treasure, and why there were so many things in the mountains there shouldn’t have been. As far as he knew, as anyone knew, no one had ever been here, but perhaps there was much about the world that wasn’t known. He stood still, thinking, and for a very long time, waiting, before picking up an axe. It was heavy and badly rusted, though not nearly as much as the other weapons which had crumbled apart when touched. Even so, he decided it was too cumbersome, it would only slow him down, so he left it behind and continued on.  
 
    The next day, Gil came across a small deer trapped in a pit. Ten feet down, and twenty across, it was a hollow empty hole. The deer stood silently watching him, as Gil did the same. For a long time Gil stood at the edge of the pit wondering how and why the deer was down there. For a while he thought about killing it, how it would taste, how it would fill his belly in ways the sparse mountain berries and rarely caught squirrels hadn’t in many weeks. But he didn’t. He felt sad for the deer. He felt very much like he did when the wolves had trapped him in a shallow cave not so long ago. The deer watched, still silent, as the boy turned and walked away. 
 
    A few hours later Gil returned, axe in hand, the same he had left in the meadow the day before. Already exhausted, having ran both ways, it took some time, and effort, but Gil managed to fell a long narrow tree. He dragged it to the pit, straining, and dropped the wider end of the tree into the pit, then sat, exhausted. The deer leapt up the trunk in two bounds, and paused for a moment to stare at Gil with glossy black eyes. Gil stared back, and realized the deer was looking at the shard, now dangling from his neck. He tucked the chain under his shirt and out of sight, and the deer dashed away into the forest. Gil kept the axe. 
 
      
 
    ------- 
 
      
 
    A week later, early in the morning, Gil crossed a grassy meadow between two very steep, very snowy, peaks. The patch was pristine and peaceful and impossibly beautiful. The meadow was edged with shadow pines striped with crimson and green, and filled with tiny dots of pink snow flowers, which lapped wantingly at his ankles, though there was no wind, nor sound in the meadow. Near the center of the meadow Gil felt odd, and sluggish. His arms felt heavy, his legs felt thick, and he dragged his feet as if very tired until he tripped on something hidden in the grass. He looked down and saw a glossy black stone, an orb, reflecting his shadow. He stared at it for only a moment, then glanced up at the forest.  
 
     When Gil looked up, a small deer was standing a dozen yards off at the edge of the pine, bleating endlessly in a loud sorrowful plea. He realised it was the same deer that he had helped before in the pit. He walked towards the deer, feeling unusually tired as he left the center of meadow, and the orb, behind. When he reached the trees, the deer seemed to smile at him before it dashed away into the forest. Gil stood under the pines and stared at the sunset, crying, and wondered if only a day had passed.  
 
      
 
    ------- 
 
      
 
    Much later, Gil had finally crossed the mountains, and it was late autumn. To the east across the endless miles he had already travelled, the peaks were snow capped and dark. He was descending now. The scraggly pine of the high mountains gave way to aspen and birch, ablaze with golden hues, scarlet and pumpkin. Lowlands appeared as the mountains bled to soft hills and gentle slopes, and the sweet scent of wood smoke filled the air. Ahead, villages, a town, a road. Gil looked at his feet. They were tired. He wondered how long he had walked. He wondered what had happened to his friends. He wondered what had happened in Astal, and if news of the tournament had spread. He wondered a great many things, but then stopped. He had heard something. It was faint, yet familiar. It was the sound of voices.  
 
    Gil ran through the woods. Thick leaves, knee high, mushroomed into the air with each step. It wasn’t a great idea, nor a smart one. The old mage had warned him. Be cautious, be safe. But it had been too long. Too many days without people, too many nights without a friendly smile or even an unfriendly one. Loneliness was most terrible when it was near an end, and so Gil ran, pushing through thick underbrush until he stumbled onto a road, dry and chalky white. Across the road was an inn, wooden, painted green, and filled with with the sounds of travelers. 
 
    Inside, the inn was small but lively. A dozen folk, some old, some young, sat at three round tables, drinking beer, shouting and laughing. A long bar spread from the door where Gil stood, to a second that exited out the back and towards the stables, while a hearth in the corner burned wet wood, filling the room with thick blue smoke. Gil sat down at the bar, trembling a bit, just listening, enjoying, and waiting for the barman. A young couple owned the place. A tall man with a beard that looked far too heavy for his thin frame tended drinks, while his wife, blonde and chubby, served the tables and food. From behind the bar Gil could hear an old hag somewhere in the kitchen grumbling about her job, yet cooking something which smelled insatiably good. Gil’s stomached knotted in response, eager to digest things other than sour mountain berries.  
 
    The young barman approached and eyed Gil for a moment, wondering if he should ask the boy for payment up front. The barman stared at Gil. His hair was disheveled, his face was dirty, and he smelt, terribly, even for a traveler, yet the boy wore a coat finer than any the barman had ever seen, and rested one hand on a large axe atop the counter. The barman glanced at the axe and when Gil saw his expression he smiled, and lay the axe under the counter by his stool and ordered three sweet ales, a roast chicken, a batch of boiled turnips and two loaves of dark bread. The barman eyed him again, almost mockingly. Gil smiled, and thumbed a tiny gold piece from his purse across the counter. The barman slapped his hand over the gold as quick as lighting and glanced about the room nervously, shaking his head at the boy before disappearing into the kitchen. Gold was rare these days and that small coin could feed and house the boy for a month, if he wanted. Gil sipped at the first of his ales, slowly, as his stomach growled and churned and twisted, wanting more, but wanting less. 
 
    In the corner a traveling band of gypsies played their lutes and pipes, singing a ruckus song that set the room clapping and shouting and stomping. Gil, a bit drunk, turned and hummed along for a while until his food came. When it did, he spun back around to see a short fat man with a dirty face sitting next to him. Gil smiled briefly, but quickly turned away when the man didn’t smile back. 
 
      
 
    “Fancy coat …” the fat man said accusingly. His words were slow and gritty.  
 
      
 
    Gil shrugged and sipped his ale, looking ahead. The barman’s wife quickly put the chicken and turnips and bread in front of Gil, looking for a moment at the fat man who grinned horribly at her, before she retreated into the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    “Fancy axe …" the fat man spat, and edged closer. Gil turned his head and looked the man in the face, which was now inches away.  
 
      
 
    “Buy us a beer …” it was a command, not a request, “and a chicken, and all this …” waving his handing mockingly at the food in front of the boy, “me and the lads,” the fat man grinned, wickedly, nodded to four rather large, rather dirty looking men now standing behind the boy. The band plucked a sour note and the music stopped. The room quieted and tensed as several traveler got up from their tables and left through the back door, or front, or both. The young barman and his wife, and the cook, stood by the kitchen, upset but silent.  
 
    Gil sighed. He knew what would happen next. After his parents died, he was alone, and hungry, and more than once people had robbed him. It was never pleasant. He grew older, and stronger and sometimes he won, but not always and not often. Gil stared at the hot crispy chicken bubbling with fat and crackling oil. After so many weeks in the mountains, without food, without people, he was so very very hungry, and now this. For a moment Gil thought back to all those times people had beat him, robbed him or bullied him. He thought back to the little bird in the mountains, who was starving, as he was, then and still, and somewhere deep inside him he felt something change. Something different, something burning and boiling and bubbling, like fire smoldering in the dark. 
 
      
 
    “Leave him alone!” the shout came from the corner, from the band. A boy, about the same age as Gil, though more muscled, stood up. He worn a dark tunic, and a dark wool vest. Gil was surprised, glancing across the room, the fire inside, fading. 
 
      
 
    “Mind your business bard, or you’ll be next!” the fat man shouted not bothering to turn around, grinning wickedly at Gil. 
 
      
 
    “You’d better leave him alone, or else …” when she said it, everyone in the room turned to look at the girl in the band. Her voice was soft and feminine, and didn’t match her words. She was tall, skinny and very very pretty, with short hair and a soft brown coat edged with bear fur.  
 
      
 
    The fat man snickered and looked the girl up and down, hungrily. “You’re next … love … I’ll be with you in one sec …” turning back at Gil. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t say I didn’t warn you …” the girl shouted. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t know when to shut up, do you?” the fat man spat back, drawing and pointing a sharp dagger at the girl. 
 
      
 
    “You’d better listen to my sister … you don’t want to make her mad,” the boy in the vest interrupted, smiling.  
 
      
 
    The fat man turned, again, and looked at the boy in disbelief. Gil wrapped his fingers around the axe handle. The fat man laughed, and nodded with his head to the room. Eight men stood up, three at the table near the band, five by the fire. Several more travelers ran from the room. Gil did a quick mental tally, thirteen against … he glanced around the inn looking for help, at the barman and his family, at the band, at those few patrons who were still, slowly leaving, thirteen against three … a boy with an axe and two wandering musicians … 
 
      
 
    “When we’re done with this rich bastard here, I’m going fuck you and your sister you stupid little—” the fat man didn’t finish. He fell backwards off his chair, clutching his head and screaming in pain, as Gil smashed the blunt end of the axe into his temple. Gil shrugged and smiled at the two gypsies, who looked a little surprised for a moment, until the real fight began. 
 
    The fat man rolled on the floor yelling at his gang to attack. The four nearest Gil lunged at the boy, who ducked out of the way as the men toppled into each other. The two siblings quickly lifted a table and rammed the three men standing near them, knocking them down. Then, all hell broke loose. Fists flying, kicks cracking balls, bottles cracking heads, knives pulled, slicing and missing, Gil swung the axe and chopped off several fingers, and toes, blood spurting, men screaming, the barman stood frozen shaking his head, as Gil and the two siblings dashed about the room, smashing and breaking everything they could find, attacking, and ducking, and fighting back. The other band members, apparently accustomed to such things took up their instruments and played a lively tune to match the scene. Gil paused for a moment when they did, awestruck that they had, as one of the larger, heavier robbers tackled him to the ground. They rolled a bit before Gil managed to slice the man’s throat with the axe blade, even dull it did its job. It occurred to Gil, that he hadn’t killed anyone before, though he didn’t really feel all that bad about it now, considering.  
 
    Six were done. One dead on the ground with his throat cut. One dead with a broken bottle stuck through his eye courtesy of the skinny girl who didn’t know when to shut up. Three nearly dead, or soon enough, missing enough fingers or toes or both to make them rather useless, either way. The last was unconscious, knocked out by the boy in the vest, and lying halfway through the open backdoor, which continually slammed into his skull with a satisfying, thud, thud, thud, from the wind outside. 
 
    The band stopped playing. The remaining seven, bloodied and battered, slowly cornered the two siblings and Gil near the fire, all of whom were in much worse shape than the gang. The girl cradled her left arm and wrist, both broken, while a long cut trickled blood from her right bicep. The boy in the vest was bruised head to toe, his lips bloody, his eyes already blackened and swelling shut, and missing several teeth. Gil limped heavily on his right leg from a kick to the knee, though was otherwise seemingly unhurt. The axe lay near the bar, lost in the struggle, and out of reach. The fat man glanced around at his gang members, dead, dying, or maimed. Who the fuck where these kids? He grinned wickedly twirling his dagger between stubby fingers. 
 
      
 
    “You little bastards … I’m going to do so many terrible terrible things to you for this … you will wish you were dead!” The fat man stood in front of Gil, and drew a line across the boy’s cheek with the point of his dagger. Blood trickled to the floor, though Gil didn’t scream, or cry out, or in anyway respond to the pain. The fat man looked at the boy in disbelief and anger. He stared Gil in the eyes for several seconds, growing more and more upset, then suddenly took a step back, afraid, as he saw something in the boy’s gaze that terrified him. Gil thought for a moment, then smiled, and shrugged. Fear turned to rage as the fat man screamed, and stabbed the dagger into Gil’s chest. 
 
    The room froze. The barman still standing by the kitchen dropped a plate. The tall girl gasped. Gil looked down, expecting blood, expecting death, but saw, neither. The dagger's blade had shattered against his coat. The fat man’s arm was still extended, the dagger’s hilt was pressed against Gil’s chest over his heart, but the blade was gone. Exploded. Broken. Somewhere deep inside Gil felt the churning bubbling power he had before. It sparked, fanning, growing, burning. In the next moment Gil turned and reached into the hearth, gripping a log with his bare hands, yanking it free, blazing with fire and flames, and smashed it into the fat man’s skull, whose body fell, limp and dead. His face was melted and mashed and burned. Gil dashed forward with the flaming log, bashing and beating at the other six. Two more fell, burning, bloodied and dead. The remaining men ran from the room screaming for their lives, as did everyone, for the whole inn was ablaze with fire. Gil dragged the unconscious man in the doorway away from the inn, who quickly awoke and ran away after the others.  
 
    Flames licked at the night sky, as the inn’s rafters fell, burnt through, crumbling the roof down in a heap of sparks and flames. Gil stood outside, a few dozen yards off, near the stables. The young barman and his family stood near him, a few feet away watching as their home burned down, watching, upset but silent. In the commotion the two siblings had vanished. He didn’t even know their names. Gil stood for a moment and looked at his hands. They weren’t burnt, the fire hadn’t harmed him. It couldn’t. Gil stood, thinking about a great many things and watched the fire burn. He looked at the young barman, and his family crying in the dark, and tossed them his coin purse full of gold. 
 
      
 
    ------- 
 
      
 
    The next morning, having walked all night, Gil limped sorely down the chalky white road. He didn’t know where he was, or which direction to go, yet he put as much distance between himself and the inn as he could. The woods were thick here, and dark and Gil had had enough of the wilds. Now and again he came across a small patch of cultivated land, rows of corn, or squash or beans squeezed between dogwood and willow. Only dry vines and brown leaves remained now, and Gil wondered who farmed these fields, and when, for he hadn’t seen anyone, or any houses all morning.  
 
    Gil walked on for several hours, hungry, thirsty, and tired. The road narrowed at times, and twisted, around sharp corners and large boulders bigger than ships. Gil stood at one of the boulders for a very long time, thinking. It was an enormous rock, mostly round and as large as any hill he had ever seen. It looked out of place and felt it, sitting atop the road, gentle and silent. Moss gathered at its belly, where jagged facets shadowed the ground regardless of the hour, while far above, thick ledges stretched out from its bulk, growing forests of their own. Trees and roots, vines and ivy, hung lazily, waving in the breeze. Gil though of the marbles he played with as a boy, and how an ant must have viewed the slippery stones from the ground below.  
 
    As Gil stood looking over the boulder, he heard voices. Down the road, or rather around it and on the far side of the boulder, several people were arguing. Gil paused for a moment then crossed under the edge of the great rock towards the commotion. An elderly couple stood by an old wagon, arguing, as only old couples can, about its wheel now stuck in a deep crusty rut. Atop the wagon a little girl with curly yellow hair sat crying. When Gil approached she stopped. The old couple hadn’t seen him, or heard him and they jumped nearly out of their skins when the boy suddenly appeared from nowhere. At first, they thought he was a bandit. He carried an axe, his hair was messy, his face gaunt, and his clothes were covered in blackened soot. They stared at the boy for a long time before speaking, for his eyes were wild, and fierce, yet somehow kind. 
 
    Gil helped them free the wheel and in return they offered him a ride, and rest, in the back of the wagon. Gil was worried for a moment that they’d ask him questions, for old people always had questions, like, who he was? where did he come from? and what was his name? questions he didn’t have answers for, not yet, and not now. And they did have questions, many many questions though they asked none. For Gil fell asleep the moment he laid down. 
 
      
 
    ------- 
 
      
 
    When he woke it was morning, long clouds doused in pink and purple had filled the sky. Gil still lay in the back of the wagon though a warm wool blanket covered him. He sat up, confused, and looked around. The wagon had stopped at a small farm. The horse no longer hitched, stared lazily at the boy across the yard as it nibbled oats from a leather bucket. Aside the wagon a thatched roof cottage muffled laughter and bacon. Savory salty smoke wafted through the air. Gil’s stomach gurgled at the aroma as he jumped down from the cart and walked to the cottage. He knocked at the door and a few moments later the old woman beckoned him inside, calling to her husband and yellow haired granddaughter.  
 
    The cottage was modest but happy. In the kitchen Gil joined them at a long wooden table. It wobbled as he sat, teetering against one short leg, for it was old and had seen better days. The old woman set another rasher of pork in the cast iron pan atop the stove, its greasy fat squealing from the heat, and poured a thin mixture of water and oats into the pan next to the bacon. Glancing over her shoulder at the waif of a boy, she dashed another two handfuls of dry oats from a stone jar into the pan. The old man and the little girl waited silently as Gil’s food cooked. The little girl smiled at him, and asked her grandfather something in a language Gil didn’t recognize. The old woman plated the bacon and oatcake and set it before Gil, before sitting down next to her husband. The old couple stared at Gil who stared at the food. The old man motioned for the boy to eat. Gil nodded and attacked the bacon. 
 
      
 
    “Whoa … lad … slow down or ya’ make ya’ self sick,” the old man glanced at Gil then at his wife. “Been awhile since ya’ last ate a good meal I take it?” The old man smiled gently. Gil looked up, his cheeks puffed out with food, he nodded, then gulped down the mouthful. His stomach contracted and gurgled again, perhaps he should slow down. The four of them sat, not talking, while Gil finished his breakfast. 
 
      
 
    “I slept through the night?” the boy asked, his colored returning while still chewing the last mouthful of bacon. The old man glanced at his wife, concerned.  
 
      
 
    “Nigh lad … you’ve been asleep for three days.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh …” Gil shrugged, he didn’t really know what to think of it. 
 
      
 
    “We tried to bring ya’ inside … but ya’ so god-awful heavy for ya size we couldn’t budge ya’, not even the three of us. Twas like a spell or something …" The old man was the one who shrugged this time. A spell. Gil wondered how close to the truth the old man was. “We thought maybe ya’ were dead, or dying, but guess not. Just hungry I reckon,” the old man chuckled, trying to convince himself that was the all of it. They mused a bit, and chatted idly, talking of weather and crops and the horse. They were grateful for his help with the wagon, but their questions, who he was, where he came from, his name, seemed less important than before. For simple country folk the situation was already peculiar enough and they didn’t want to know more. Gil did.  
 
    RavensKeep it turned out, was only a few days north of the cottage along the road. The old man actually knew a good deal about the mage’s castle, having traded with them on dozens of occasions, and was happy to talk about it. He told Gil the basics, where it was, atop a craggy stone bluff, what it looked like, a tower of translucent glass, and about the village nearby, disreputable but interesting, though he didn’t know and had never heard of a Master Amas. For the most part, useful facts, all of them, but fairly superficial. All but one. To join RavensKeep required passing a test given only once per year, and if Gil wanted to join, he had better hurry. The boy stood, thanked the old coupled and dashed out the door before they even replied. The test was in three days, and it was still a long ways to the castle. 
 
      
 
    ------- 
 
      
 
    Gil ran as fast as he could. Three days of sleep and a double rasher of bacon had done wonders for his vitality. The old man had told him the castle lay to the north, and west, in a long narrow valley sunk low, and surrounded by great peaks on all sides. Gil considered taking their horse, or buying it, but thought the old couple needed the horse, and needed it more than a ruby, or a dozen rubies, or the trouble that came with them. Wealth would only bring them pain and danger. Like the inn. Gil raced on, over rock and hill, past open farmland and grassy fields and thick copses of mulberry and birch. Eventually he slowed, walking, as the road ascend, first over small hills and dips, then higher, reaching again into the foothills of the mountains ahead. Broadleaves soon mixed with pine and fir, as the trees grew taller and broader and quiet. Gil passed several wagons, traveling south, who stared after the boy long after they couldn’t anymore.  
 
    Late in the day, Gil rested by a deep stream babbling softly against mossy rocks. It was a quiet glen, and peaceful, and made him think longingly, of home. Gil closed his eyes for a moment and listened to the forest, the leaves falling, the water gurgling, and the wind lapping gently across his face. He felt the cut on his cheek, it would scar. When he opened his eyes he could hear splashing and yelling from somewhere up stream. He sighed, and stood, and followed the sounds.  
 
    Ahead, a shallow pool widened in the brook, holding only a few inches of clear water over smooth dark stones. Gil stood at the edge of the pool, silent and watching. Two men, peasants, dressed in ragged clothes and shoeless stood in the center of the shallow water, where an enormous blue fish, as long as a man, lay dying and gasping for breath. Each time the fish tried to flop towards deeper water, one of the men kicked it and pushed it back into the shallows. Gil glanced at the riverbank aside the men, where dozens of trout were dead, and piked on long wooden spears.  
 
      
 
    “What are you doing?” Gil spoke, as the men jumped, startled.  
 
      
 
    “Go away boy, none a ya business!” one the men snapped and kicked the fish again, which let out a terrible gurgling sound as it rolled over in the shallow water. Gil looked at the fish, its eyes were glossy black, full of fear, and pain. 
 
      
 
    “Why are you doing that?” Gil asked flatly, stepping into the pool towards the men. The two men glanced at each other, confused, then back at the boy. 
 
      
 
    “What? What’s it to you? It’s our fish, go away find your own!” the other man yelled at the boy. Gil glanced at the river bank again. Dozens. 
 
      
 
    “Leave it be. You already have enough. More than you can carry, take them and go home,” Gil’s voice was deep and angry as he stepped closer, the icy water soaking through his boots. 
 
      
 
    “What’s it to you? So what if we do?! We want this one too, but the damn thing won’t die!” the first man spat, kicking at the fish again and again. When he did, Gil dashed forward and shoved him into the water, head first, hard, then spun around and hit the other man with the back of his axe, cracking several ribs. The boy wasn’t a warrior, but two fishermen were even less skilled at fighting than him. Gil stood over the first man, who was cowering on his knees in the water, and raised the axe to strike.  
 
      
 
    “Please! Please don’t kill us! We’re starving! Our families are starving! Everyone is these days! We just needed more food that’s all … our village is starving … please, please don’t kill me! I have young ones, they’ll die without me!” the man whimpered and pleaded as Gil stood with the axe still held high. For a moment Gil thought of how bad his own life had been without parents. He thought of the choices he’d made, and the mistakes. 
 
      
 
    “Go! Go home! Take the fish on the bank and go!” Gil screamed at them. The two men nodded, cowering, and thanked the boy as they stumbled to the bank, grabbed the wooden spears full of trout, and disappeared into the forest. Gil stared after them for a long while before turning back to the fish, but it too, was gone. At his feet where the fish had been was a sword. It lay just under the surface, and shimmered in the ebbing water. Though glistening, the sword seemed rather ordinary. It had a plain black handle, a straight guard, and a simple steel blade. Gil picked up the sword from the water, and wondered a great many things. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 6: RAVENSKEEP
  
 
    On the morning of the third day Gil reached the rim of a long narrow valley. Ahead, oak trees blazed with a thousand shades of red and yellow and the air was crisp and cold. The valley was nestled at the foot of the western mountains not far from the sea, and though it was still dawn, Gil could see a large town hazed by woodsmoke and mist, and beyond it, the castle. 
 
    When Gil reached the town of Mendoc it was near midday. Crooked alleys and cobbled streets ran in all directions as dozens hustled about, selling foods, wares, and all sorts of things, disreputable or not. Smiths worked their furnaces, tinkers glanced through colored panes of glass, and pushcarts roamed the street calling bargains. Many people wandered about the town, knights of the Huu-Di, scholars from the capital, wenches hard at work, and workmen hard for wenches. Gil avoided the crowds as much as possible and made his way at the edge of the town as best he could. He bought a dark, stonewood sheath for his sword, paying the smith the smallest possible gem from his pocket. Gil didn’t have much idea on the value of gems, though he knew it was worth more than the sheath. Luckily, for Gil, the smith he found was at least somewhat honest. Along with the sheath, the smith gave the boy a handful of gold and silver coins in change, a large black leather rucksack, and a pair of new boots as Gil’s were rotten and worn through. The smith wondered if the boy knew how much the tiny gem was really worth, and decided to give him a few more coins to ensure the boy never thought of it again.  
 
    Finished at the smith’s, and famished, Gil bought food from the nearest pushcart he could find, downing two charred sausages, a sour ale, and three spiced apples in half a heartbeat. Sated, the boy continued towards the castle. Shortly passed the town, Gil spotted several scarlet jays sitting idle in the oak along the road. The birds watched him with mock interest, as the boy near an old stone bridge. The bridge crossed a thin river of dark blue, swift and strong, as the waters moved with the force of the mountains high above. Across the bridge, Gil came upon two dozen white tents lining each side of the road. Many people stood before the tents, waiting in lines longer than Gil could count. Beyond them a grassy meadow stretched to the edge of a granite butte, whose massive bulk loomed far above the river and tents below. At its base a single archway passed through a short sandstone wall encircling the rock. Stairs, cut deep into the sheer cliff of the butte, led far above, to the castle of RavensKeep, and its five towers of shimmering black stone. 
 
    As Gil stood gawking at everything and everyone before him, several newcomers crossed over the bridge, nearly knocking him to the ground. They were dressed in fine robes of golden silk, embroidered with lavish patterns, high collars, and ivory buttons. They were masters from the House of Mystics. One of them, tall, bald and particularly arrogant, glanced at Gil, then laughed, and turned away. There were many people waiting for the entrance test it seemed, all sorts and all ages, and many many more than Gil had expected. He recognized some by their colors, but not all. The ceremonial robes of the Alchemist's House, lavender and white. Clerics from the north, dressed in indigo and sky. There were oracles, and shamans, nobles and lords, and many many others. Most were dressed like him. Not in grey, but simple, practical, and smart. Boiled leather, denim, wool. Felt cloaks and buckskin tunics. Some had weapons, but most didn’t. 
 
      
 
    ------- 
 
      
 
    As Gil walked past the first few tents he couldn’t see any real difference between them. Each tent had two men seated behind a table, and each table had a very large, very thick book set upon it. Gil found the shortest line he could and waited for a very very long time. Lines were moving in an abrupt fashion, spurts of extreme quickness or agonizing sloth, though he didn’t know why. He knew nothing of the test, and learned nothing from standing in line. When one entered a tent a veil of magic enclosed it, shimmering and white, like wet snow suspended in the air. The veil muffled sight and sound, and was altogether completely and utterly aggravating, to a boy wanting to cheat. 
 
    Three long hours passed. Gil dared not leave the line, no one did. He tried to start several conversations, asking questions about the test, and if anyone knew Master Amas, but none did and no one had. A sinking feeling began to grow in his stomach, as a worrisome little voice rang in head, Why are you here? What are you doing? Eventually he reached the front of the line. Ahead of him, a very short, very old woman entered the canvass tent. One to go. Behind him a disheveled servant, who had been standing in line as long as Gil had, glanced around anxiously.  
 
    A short time later two boys dressed in rich velvet, and a few years older than Gil, came over the bridge. They were fat, with dark curly hair and feathered hats. The two boys switched places with the anxious servant who bowed profusely, then ran off back to the town. A dozen people behind them in line jeered at the boys, who quickly turned and yelled a slurry of replies such as, “Shut up!” and, “Do you know who we are?!” Seemingly, these were powerful spells, for no one spoke again. Amused and irritated, Gil glanced at them but kept silent. Across the road a tall young man, perhaps twenty and dressed in dark leather, also stared at the two boys. His face was calm, though his eyes had a curious look upon them. He glanced at Gil for several long seconds and smiled slightly.  
 
    The old woman in the tent was taking far longer than any had. Gil was restless, and the two boys behind him only made it worst. They whined like children, complained about the wait, and kicked at the dirt. One of them suddenly tapped Gil on the shoulder.  
 
      
 
    “Hey … hey you …” Gil turned his head slightly. “I’ll give you a sovereign to switch places with us.” Gil smiled but shook his head. The boy tapped again, harder this time. “Ten sovereigns.” They were rich, and asses, it seemed.  
 
      
 
    “No …” Gil said as politely as possible, then added “thank you,” though begrudgingly.  
 
      
 
    The other boy grabbed Gil by the shoulder and twirled him around. “He said ten sovereigns!” they weren’t accustom with no. When Gil turned, both boys took a slight step back. Something in his eyes made them afraid, it was a wild look, desperate, and dark, and something else they weren’t accustomed to as nobles.  
 
      
 
    “You going to chop your way into the Keep?” one of them grinned pointing at Gil’s axe. “Give it here, let’s have a look,” the boy suddenly stepped forward and tried to take the axe from Gil’s hand. Gil pulled the axe away and shoved the boy with his free arm, nearly knocking him down. The other boy dashed forward and shoved Gil back, equally hard, and pulled a small silver knife from his belt. Gil’s hand immediately went to his sword's hilt, though he didn’t draw. The two boys paused for a moment, glancing at each other, and, at the undrawn sword. 
 
      
 
    “Knock it off, both of you, or you’ll be kicked out,” it was the tall young man dressed in dark leather across the way. He didn’t move from his line but shouted from where he stood. The two boys glanced at each other then took several steps towards the young man, the line behind them moved forward, filling their spaces. 
 
      
 
    “Mind your own business stranger or you’ll get what’s coming to you too!” the second boy snorted holding up the silver knife.  
 
      
 
    “No, I won’t, but you might. Put down the knife idiot before you hurt yourself.” 
 
      
 
    The two boys stunted, “How dare you! How dare you! Do you have any idea who we are?!” the first boy was almost screaming. People in both lines looked frightened.  
 
      
 
    “No I don’t … and do you know who I am?” the young man smiled curiously. The two boys paused glancing at each other. They didn’t. The lines whispered a bit, guessing, shaking their heads yes, no, maybe. The first boy was about to open his mouth again when a wizard of RavensKeep came towards them. He had blonde hair, and was dressed in a long crimson jacket. His fingers held a dozen gold rings ornately decorated with delicate flowers, leaves and insects. Everyone in both lines bowed to the wizard as he passed, everyone except the two boys, the young man in dark leather, and Gil. The wizard stood between them all, silent, as he surveyed the scene, glancing at each of them, one by one. When he looked at Gil, the wizard stared for several long seconds, then smiled, slightly. 
 
      
 
    “You two, return to your line,” the wizard commanded. The second boy opened his mouth to protest, but his brother elbowed him in the ribs. Some fights you couldn’t win, no matter how rich you were. The two boys turned and tried to push back into their spots. “Not there, the end …" the wizard pointed. Both boys stood with their jaws open. As they turned to leave, the two boys gave both Gil and the young man dressed in dark leather an embellished and aggressive bow. They would meet again.  
 
    The wizard left without another word, and the young man dressed in dark leather entered the tent before him. Gil stood silent and confused as ever. Another tap on the shoulder. This time it was the old woman. She smiled softly, but sadly, then walked back to the town. She hadn’t passed. 
 
    Inside the tent Gil didn’t know what to expect. He knew nothing about RavensKeep, nothing real anyways. He knew the stories. A school of magic. The castle of the Ancients. The five towers of black glass, endless rooms, gardens, libraries, crypts and ghosts, and all sorts of terrible and interesting rumors. But nothing more, nothing real, nothing to tell him what he should expect of the castle or the test. 
 
      
 
    “Name?” the man on the left asked blankly. 
 
      
 
    “Lincoln,” it was his grandfather's name, “Lincoln Hart.” The deer in the mountains had also come to mind. He had three hours to think of a name, though he wished he had thought of one better. The man on the right who sat in front of the great book wrote it without looking up.  
 
      
 
    “House affiliation?” 
 
      
 
    “None,” Gil replied. Both men looked up, then looked at each other. In awe? In mock? Gil smiled awkwardly. The man at the book drew a long hard line after Gil’s name. He waited for several moment staring intently at the page before shrugging at the other man. 
 
      
 
    “Lincoln Hart, since this is your first attempt, I will briefly explain how the test works. You may choose to take a test of knowledge or of skill.”  
 
      
 
    Gil stared at the two men, scratching his nose. Brief. Gil scratched his ear and stared at the tent roof. Yes very brief indeed. The man on the right let out a deep sigh. Infants. 
 
      
 
    “The knowledge test consists of twenty questions on all manner of magic. You are allowed five errors, and when you fail, you may retake the test again in subsequent years for as long as you like. The old woman before you, for example, has retaken the knowledge test forty-two times.” 
 
      
 
    “Forty-three,” the man at the book interjected. 
 
      
 
    “Forty-three times. On the other hand, the skills test changes every year and will not be revealed until the test begins. You may take the skills test only once in your lifetime, and it is pass or fail, only. You may of course drop out of either test at any point, but if you drop out of the skills test you may never take it, or the knowledge test again.” 
 
      
 
    Gil glanced between the two men trying to decide. Five errors seemed, generous. He had read a lot about magic, he thought. He knew about cayophty crystals, and embedded charms, and a range of dark creatures large and small. He knew weather runes and could name the attributes of each calling. He knew myths and legends, and understood the basics of the inner star. Yet the old woman had retaken the test forty-three times. His practical skills were far less impressive. Lavos had shared his lessons bought on the road, though Gil knew these weren’t much. Chap had once shown him a woodworkers spell to command greenwood, but again fairly useless unless you were making cabinets or clearing a hedge. Gil had seen magic though. Terrible magics. Great magics.  
 
      
 
    “Could I speak with Master Amas?” the boy blurted out. 
 
      
 
    “Who? … no. Never heard of him. Listen boy, stop wasting time. Chose or leave. Others are waiting …"  
 
      
 
    Never heard of him? Apparently no one had, and Gil’s stomach turned at the thought. “May I see the knowledge test before I decide?” The two men looked at each other. Few ever knew they could ask, it was an unspoken rule. The essence of knowledge was seeking after all. The scribe in front of the book handed Gil a single sheet with twenty questions on it. Gil skimmed the page. He didn’t know what half of the words even meant, and couldn’t read the other half. 
 
      
 
    “I choose a skills test … please …” Gil smiled and handed the sheet back. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 7: THE TEST
  
 
    They had gathered on the grassy meadow before the sandstone wall. It was nearly sunset, and the great shadow looming from the butte above seemed appropriately ominous. They hadn’t been given more information, only to gather, here, before the sun went down, and nothing more. Nearly a hundred now stood on the meadow waiting for the skills test. Gil glanced around. Most looked decades older, in years, and experience. Dark scars and grey beards prevailed. They glanced at the boy with looks of mock and disgust. Gil’s stomach turned, again. He thought back to Astal, of the magi killing each other, of the magics used, the blood, the death. If the skills test was against each other … he turned his head and glanced back at the bridge. For a moment, he thought he saw two men who looked familiar, standing atop it, and pointing. 
 
      
 
    “You made it!” the young man dressed in dark leather spoke out. Gil turned back and stared at the young man standing next to him.  
 
      
 
    “My name is Carmine Kilgarden.” 
 
      
 
    Gil looked around, unsure who Carmine was talking to.  
 
      
 
    “Hi,” Carmine spoke with emphasis, “and what’s your name?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lincoln,” Gil said, glancing over Carmine’s shoulder, as his eyes dashed around the field. Many others were drawing the same conclusion Gil had earlier. They were preparing for battle.  
 
      
 
    “Pleased to meet you Link!” Carmine’s voice was jovial. Gil stared at Carmine for several long seconds, his brow raised.  
 
      
 
    “You chose the skills test also?” Gil’s voice cracked in disbelief. Carmine shrugged and smiled.  
 
      
 
    “I’ve never been very keen on books. Too slow, too boring. Besides, the knowledge test is almost impossible to pass, unless you’ve studied in an abbey for the last twenty years. Who has time for that? Not me! Look there, see … those few are the ones that passed it, this year …” Carmine pointed to a small landing along the cliffside. Two stood looking down on the field, an older woman, perhaps fifty, with a young face and long greying hair, along with a tall bald master in a yellow robe, the same that had laughed at Gil earlier that day. “You see? Hundreds tried that test this year, and only two passed, and that’s far more than normal. No thanks. No need to waste my time on the impossible, am I right?”  
 
      
 
    Gil shrugged. “Isn’t the skills test harder though?” he questioned. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but it’s a chance at least. You never know what you might get in the test. One year it was a great labyrinth, two dozen people passed that one. Another year it was an illusion test, I heard many who tried ended up lost in the woods for months, and only a handful made it through. Last year it was two on one dueling with the high mages, four group made it, but one group died later from their wounds.” Carmine glanced at Gil, his face was pale. “Hey, don’t worry about it. If it’s too difficult you can always just drop out, its not like they want anyone to die, they do actually need new recruits, sometimes, I think …" Carmine shrugged and grinned. 
 
      
 
    “Why did you help me earlier today?” 
 
      
 
    Carmine glanced at Gil, smiling. “Well, nobles shouldn’t act that way. Those two were brats. They think their money gives them the right to do anything, but nobles should hold themselves to higher standards, not less.” Carmine stared up towards the castle above the butte, silent for several moments. “Besides if anything, I was saving them from you, am I right?” Carmine laughed and slapped Gil on the back. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    Carmine stopped looking at the castle and turned towards Gil. His eyes were filled with curiosity and amusement. “Ha! You're a funny guy Link, I mean anyone who’d wear an Ardent Coat must be one bad ass magi, am I right?!” 
 
      
 
    “A what?” Gil asked. Carmine glanced at him unsure if Gil was joking or not. 
 
      
 
    “An Ardent Coat. You're kidding right? It was the coat worn by the great archmages a thousand years ago. Few people would recognize it of course … but … I mean, not that you're actually wearing one, that would be impossible, but wearing a replica is damn bold no doubt! You're basically proclaiming that anyone who fucks with you is dead meat, I mean that takes some serious balls, especially for someone your age. You must have some serious magics am I right?” Carmine raised a brow, Gil shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “Where did you study? What House?” 
 
      
 
    “Well … I didn’t actually,” Gil shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Ah … ok … well I see, you had a private master than? … or family magic?” Carmine’s expression was turning from amusement to worry. 
 
      
 
    “No, not really …” Gil started to feel uncomfortable with the conversation, and glanced about the field looking for another place to stand.  
 
      
 
    “Listen kid, I like you, you seem fearless, I get that, no guts no glory right? but seriously drop out. This isn’t a game. If you don’t know magic you're gonna die here today. Even if you somehow manage to pass, you’ll die up there,” Carmine pointed at the castle, “the magics they teach are dangerous strong magics. You need years of knowledge even to try them. I’ve had the best masters money could buy all my life and I’m still worried I might not make it. Don’t try this, its crazy.” Carmine’s face was filled with serious worry. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t have a choice,” Gil shrugged and feigned a half hearted smile. Carmine opened his mouth to ask why, but then a horn blew, the test had begun. Above them, on the small landing a wizard stepped forward. It was the same wizard they had encountered while waiting in line, wearing a long crimson jacket and many gold rings. 
 
      
 
    “I advise you all to turn around and go home.” The wizard yelled across the field. There was a long pause as many of the competitors on the grassy slope whispered, rumored or laughed. “Very well, you have been warned. Any who dare to proceed do so at risk of their own life. If you wish to join RavensKeep simply pass through the archway before the sun sets,” he said, motioning to sandstone wall below. The wizard then took a small golden dagger from his waistcoat and sliced his palm, drawing several blood runes atop the landing’s edge wall. For several moments nothing happened, but then the ground shook across the field. Many fell over unable to stand from the earth shaking below them. When it finally stopped and people got back onto their feet, a great massing bulk of a creature stood blocking the archway. 
 
    Eight feet tall, the creature’s body resembled that of a man, though hunched back, and its arms were far longer, nearly touching the ground with enormous six fingered hands. Its skin was a dark ocher color, with thick dirty fur covering its forearms, feet and head. Its face was elongated, like that of a cow mated to a rat, with small narrow eyes and darkened lips. The creature was naked, and aside from its great size and long dirty fingernails, it looked rather gentle.  
 
    Gil looked up at the landing. The two who had passed the knowledge test, along with the Crimson Wizard, and a few others from the castle above, now stood at its edge watching the field below. Most on the field stood silent unsure what to make of the creature, though a handful of contestants had already left crossing back over the bridge. Gil glanced around. Carmine was intently staring at the creature, while to their left, a boy and girl stood whispering to each other, and staring, at Gil. The boy wore a dark vest and tunic, while the girl stood in a long brown coat trimmed with fur. Siblings. Their injuries were gone completely, no bruises, no cuts, no broken limbs, and Gil suddenly realised why. They were druids. The girl smiled, and nodded at Gil, who blushed, and looked back towards the wall.  
 
    The creature stood near the archway, swaying gently in the breeze as the long shadow from the butte covered it, ending but a few feet down the slope. One of the contestants on the field, dressed in blue and black of the House of Wardens, stepped forward. He was tall, strong, and extremely confident. His hands twisted several strange configuration in the air as a thin fog surrounded him. Carmine glanced at Gil who looked confused. “It’s a protective spell, a shield, easy to make and takes little energy to maintain. Stops or reduces basic physical attacks like punches, kicks, claws, bites and scratches. Good against animals. Good if you're not sure what you're up against.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh …” Gil replied as the sun continued to set and the butte’s shadow stretched farther from the archway. Carmine stared at him for a moment before returning his gaze to the warden. Most everyone on the field was doing the same, waiting to see what would happen. The creature remained a few feet from the archway, unresponsive to the approaching combatant, or anyone else further down the field. The beast gazed strangely, staring off into the distance. The warden, moving forward, performed several additional gestures, as the fog around him seemed to thicken, forming a hardened translucent shell at its outermost edge. 
 
      
 
    “Hmmm … impressive. A third rank barrier on top of a defensive shield. That would also stop most small or slow weapons, knives, clubs, spears, thrown objects like rocks, axes and …” Carmine didn’t finish his thought. As he spoke the the warden ran forward racing towards the archway, stepping across the growing shadow counting down to sunset. As he did the creature jolted towards him, moving with lightning fast reflexes the beast jumped at the warden, dashing its long arms through the shell barrier, and the fog shield, as if they weren’t there at all. In a split second the creature's hands wrapped around the warden’s chest, and legs, and tore him neatly into two equal pieces. The creature tossed the upper torso aside, its bloody limp body rolling down the grassy hill towards the other contestants, as the lower half, the legs, made their way into the creature's mouth. Bones, crackling like brittle toffee, could be heard across the field. More than half the contests turned towards the bridge and left. 
 
      
 
    “Oh gods—" Carmine breathed, staring at the creature. “Its a Mallock …” Gil looked at him blankly, then glanced at the druid siblings who were pointing at the beast and whispering something Gil couldn’t understand. “Ugh … you're kidding right? Gods Link … I seriously hope our friendship will be of some use to me down the road. A Mallock is an ancient creature, they’re incredibly strong, fast and impervious to most magics, or at least any that I’ve ever heard of. I didn’t think there were any, not anymore, I’ve never actually seen one myself, only heard of them. Gods … anything but a Mallock …” Carmine kicked at the dirt dismayed.  
 
    Several other contests ran forward at the creature as the sun continued to set and the shadow grew. An enchanter tossed a heavy net at the beast, and for a moment it weighed the Mallock down, or so she thought, but it was only a ruse. As the enchanter ran by the creature it tossed the net aside as easily as a leaf and squeezed the woman's body until it burst. Many others tried, most with the same result. Each time as the contestants neared, the beast tore them apart, hit them, bit them, or killed them, yet continued to ignore anyone standing further down on the field. A few managed to hobble away with severe injuries, if they were lucky. Some, tried long distance spells from afar, but with even less effect than those who attacked the beast head on. Their magic spent they left and crossed the bridge to safety. Many more turned from the field and left without trying. The more that failed the more dropped out.  
 
    A few, who thought themselves warrior magi, attacked with enchanted spears, or swords, which did no damage at all. The Mallock brushed their weapons away like tiny flies and dismembered their users with malice. 
 
    A lone alchemist cautiously stood far off and threw a dozen vials, and bottles, each exploding on the creature but with no effect. Time was passing quickly and the looming shadowing marking sunset grew further down the slope. As the alchemist stood mixing new potions for his next attack, the edge of the shadow passed by him and the Mallock dashed forward and punched him with such force his arms and legs broke like thin twigs, as his body rolled and tumbled across the field, smashing into a dozen others.  
 
    Watching the alchemist’s battle, Gil exchanged a quick glance with the druid girl, who seemed to have the same sudden enlightenment as he had. She turned to her brother, shouting something in archaic druid and pointed at the Mallock and the shadow growing from the butte. Gil yelled at Carmine, who smiled, then nodded at the two druids, who nodded back, as all four dashed forward. The druid brother attacked first, throwing a dozen bolts of blue energy at the Mallock, each exploding with a burst and flash of light in front of its eyes, as the creature cried out in pain, shielding its face from the light. Carmine withdrew a golden amulet from his shirt in the shape of a primitive sun, the Kilgarden family crest. Carmine whispered a spell under his breath, holding the amulet before him, as the golden orb began to glow, brighter, first red, then yellow, then white, then a blinding impossibly bright light exploded from the amulet scorching the shadow on the ground, its edge retreating but for a moment. When it did the Mallock stumbled backward racing to stay within the shadow. In the same moment, the druid girl ran forward, her hands glowing with green energy, rolled and sprung up under the beast hammering its chest with the full force of her attack.  
 
    If done on a human, the attack would have caused instantaneous sleep, on the creature it had a similar effect but only for a moment. The Mallock stumbled, dizzy and disoriented, and as it did the four ran for the archway as fast as they could. Unfortunately, at the exact moment of their attacks a shaman from the other side of the field had cast a shadowing spell, hoping to sneak by in the darkness. The shaman's spell spread a thick blanket of darkness across the hill, instantly empowering the Mallock once more. The beast dashed to block the archway, caught the shaman with one hand, squeezing his body like soft mud, while with its other, it slapped the druid girl’s heal knocking her to the ground. Her brother and Carmine stopped a few feet away, screaming at her to get up, for their magics were spent and they couldn’t help anymore. The girl terrified, froze, and for an instant foresaw her horrible death ahead. Gil, standing several feet back did the only thing he could think of and threw his axe.  
 
    The axe whirled through the air, almost comically, and many on the field stopped for a moment, almost laughing, almost. It was a terrible throw, though Gil had never thrown an axe before, and as the blunt end of the axe collide with the beast, its rusty blade exploded in a dozen jagged shards, catching in the creature's eye. The Mallock nearly fell over, screaming in pain, stumbling several feet backward flailing its arms wildly to keep balance, and threw the shaman’s body at Gil, forgetting about the others. With the archway unguarded the druid siblings and Carmine dashed through the opening and up the steps, only realising too late that Gil wasn’t with them. 
  
 
    The sun was almost down. Many had died. Most had left. Only Gil remained standing on the field, alone. He was sore, bruised and battered. The shaman’s corpse had hammered him, but saved his life also, knocking him down the slope and beyond the shadow’s edge for the time being. Above, on the landing, Carmine and the two druids stood watching intently, for they owed Gil their lives. He had to make it, he had to. Many also stood across the river, and dozens had come down from the castle, new students and old, higher ranks joining those on the landing, others straddling the narrow staircase that clung to the cliff’s side. Even wizards enjoyed a good show it seemed. Gil thought it was ironic, and laughed, how events seemed to be repeating for him, no matter where he went.  
 
    The sky was darkening rapidly as Gil stepped forward. He had no idea what he would do. He quickly inventoried his options. He didn’t know how to create a spell of light, or of green, or blue energy. He didn’t have a magic amulet of the sun, and the axe was destroyed. He did have a sword still, though he wasn’t a warrior and didn’t know if it would be effective on this creature, and doubted if now was the time to find out. He had a nice jacket of course, one which kept him warm when it was cold and cold when it was warm but that didn’t seem very useful at the moment. Lastly, he had the shard, though he didn’t know what good that would do him either. For he didn’t know anything about it, not really, other than everyone in the world wanted it, and wanted to kill him to have it. Autumn was turning out to be surprisingly pleasant this year he thought, and chuckled a bit more.  
 
     Shaking his head, Gil tried to clear his thoughts, right now he had more pressing matters at hand. The sun was almost down. In moments it would be too late even if he made it through the opening. Gil walked slowly towards the Mallock. It still stood near the archway, gently swaying back and forth, waiting at the edge of the growing shadow. Gil thought it could sense him now as he was the only one left on the field, or at least the only one left alive. Dozen of bodies surrounded him. He looked down at the torn limbs and heads and torsos, and a flush of anger surged through him. What kind of a test was this? What kind of place was this? He felt hot all of a sudden, like a fever coursing through his blood, like fire bubbling under the surface. He stood motionless, thinking and sweating profusely. Gil thought of all the people he knew who had died because of him. He thoughts of his friends, of Chap and Lavos and the Girls, dead. He thought of his village, of Astal, dead. And he thought of his parents, dead. Everyone he ever knew and cared for now dead, because of him. He thought of all of them, and the fire inside blazed. 
 
    On the landing the Crimson Wizard watched with keen interest. He too had noticed the boy’s jacket earlier that day, and wondered much. The bald master had also noticed, but didn’t think it funny or interesting. To the House of Mystics legend and myth were everything, nostalgia was a crime and replicas heresy. Below, Gil could feel them watching, them and all those gathered on the stairs and at the river. The last light was failing and as the sky grew darker the Mallock seemed to be stirring awake. Something about it was changing. It yawned and stretched and sniffed about in the air. For the first time since the test began it walked about, restlessly. At first just a few feet left and right. Then more, each time quicker, pacing, dashing. Suddenly Gil realised what was happening. It was a creature of the night. Not just bound to the shadows and sensitive to light, it slept during the day and hunted in the dark. Up to this point it had been slumbering, only reacting when it sensed danger. That was why it didn’t move, didn’t chase, didn’t attack unless in the shadows. Oh gods. The Mallock turned suddenly and stared at Gil. The creature saw him, it smiled, wide, a terrible grin of razor teeth drenched in blood snapped at the boy. Gil looked down again, at the field, at the bodies, and felt a molten churning fire growing inside him. In an instant the Mallock dashed forward racing down the slope at Gil, running at full speed, its fangs extending, biting and snapping and clawing at the earth. It would be over soon. What to do? What to do? The sword? He wasn’t a warrior. A spell? He didn’t know any unless the Mallock liked cabinetry. What to do? What do? The Mallock let out a blood curdling cry, screaming and screeching through the air as it raced forward. What to do? What to do? He didn’t know how to fight, not really, and he didn’t know any spells, not many. But he had seen magics. Terrible magics. Great magics. The Mallock leapt through the air, claws extended, jaws open, screaming, screeching, drooling as it neared, and for a moment Gil smiled. 
 
    In one fluid motion Gil dropped to his knees, drew his sword, and cut both palms across its blade. His fingers drenched in blood, he scribbled the same rune the old mage had used on him in Astal. The Mallock only inches away, its teeth encircling his head, Gil slammed both his hands into the ground activating the rune. The shard dangling from his neck, glowed red with fire. He looked up, feeling the tremendous power surging through his body, exploding like a volcano from his mind, his eyes blazing red, glowing like two burning coals from hell, as he smiled, and winked good bye to the creature. 
 
    As if caught by a great wind, the Mallock was ripped backwards, first as a whole, then in chunks as large blocks of its body tore apart, separating flesh and bone, skin and scalp. Soon it ribboned, swirls of thin flesh peeled away like leaves caught in the storm, swirling and churning and spewing every which direction as blood rained across the slope. Its bulk tore further back, a mash of mottled indistinguishable parts slamming against the stone wall encircling the butte. It held, suspended for a moment, writhing and screaming in agony dribbling blood and pus and bile as parts disappeared and reappeared on the other side of the wall, some in festering bubbling clumps. Some stuck in the wall, mashed in the stone as if blood was mortar, and bone, brick. When it stopped, screaming, when its body stopped twitching, and its crying died out, the great force that had caught it, pushed it, ripped it, and killed it, finally subsided. Gil’s eyes no longer glowed, though none had seen them in the commotion. The slope was silent. The landing was silent, the stairs, the river, everyone, everywhere was silent. 
 
    Gil stood, tucked the pendant into his shirt and sheathed his sword. His legs trembling, his hands dripping blood, he walked forward and passed through the archway as the last light of the setting sun left the field. Torches flickered on and lined the staircase in dancing flames as Gil rose to the landing, his blood dripping across the stone blocks in dark blotches as he ascended.  
 
    Those on the landing stood along its walls. No one spoke. Their eyes were in awe, curious and afraid. Carmine nodded, proud, and the two druids smiled. The Crimson Wizard stood in the center of the landing silhouetted by the large limestone blocks. Gil climbed the last step and stood, waiting at its edge. A cold wind blew across the landing, whipping at the torches. The Crimson Wizard stared at Gil for some time. Eventually when he opened his mouth to speak he stopped, grasping at his temple in pain. Whatever he was going to say would have to wait. Lifting one arm, pointing to the steps, the wizard bowed, slightly, and gestured to Gil.  
 
      
 
    “The archmages, will see you now …” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 8: THE ARCHMAGES
  
 
    An attendant from the castle accompanied Gil as he climbed the narrow stone steps rising the butte. They stopped several times, as Gil had lost much blood and the attendant needed to bandaged his hands with thin strips of white cotton every so often. Once, when they paused a good long while, resting, Gil managed to squeak out a faint, gnawing question, though he already knew the answer.  
 
      
 
    “No, I don’t know Master Amas? Who’s that?” the attendant answered, staring blankly at the boy. Gil sighed, and continued up the long twisting staircase of the butte. He peered over the railless edge of the rock cut stairs and he wondered why they didn’t use a winch and basket to ascend, rather than all these terrible steps. Night had come before they reached the top, nearly two hours had passed, and many others had ran by them during their climb. Some going up, others down, everyone running. Gil wondered how long the journey took if one ran, though he still wished for a basket. 
 
    At the top, the butte was flat, smooth, immense, and at its center was RavensKeep. The great citadel of magic. The Ancient’s castle. Five great towers loomed far above Gil, and for the first time he could plainly see them, as he stood motionless and gawked in the dark. Each tower was made of dark mottled stones, hexagonally shaped, and several hundred, if not thousands of feet tall. The towers had simple names, Forest, River, Rock and Stone. And of course Cloud. Cloud tower was the tallest, and biggest, and dwarfed the others ten times over, a giant among ants. 
 
    Gil though back to the old farmer’s description and wondered if the man had ever even seen the castle. The castle was as large as a city, for it was a city, and unlike any other. Gil wondered how many thousands could live in such a place, how many did, and he suddenly felt very small and insignificant.  
 
    Gil’s stomach turned at the thought of meeting the archmages. Why did they want to meet him? Why now? The attendant, who was already a dozen yards ahead having not realised that Gil had stopped, clapped his hands at the idiot with his mouth open. As Gil followed, he glanced at the horizon. Far in the distance he could see the twinkling lights of the town of Mendoc, barely a speck far below. 
 
    Entering the castle, Gil followed the attendant through a massive iron gateway, lined with statues of terrifying beasts, though most Gil didn’t recognize. Dozens if not hundreds of black eyed, black feathered ravens sat atop the statues, silent and watching. It was said that the ravens were the first inhabitants of the butte, long ago, long before the Ancients built here, and it was said they would be the last, long after men had left.  
 
    The passage led to a spacious center courtyard, surrounded by giant, iron-wrought torches illuminating the night. The courtyard was also hexagonally shaped, and on each of its six sides, three archways led to each tower. Gil only had a moment to stare up at the towers, and the starlit sky above, before the attendant quickly led him through one of the arches leading to Stone Tower, the Mage’s Tower. They passed only a few people in the halls, though none paid them any attention, as the attendant toured Gil on a series of twisting turning passages, doorways, and tunnels, eventually ending at a small white tiled room before a large wooden door banded in thick iron. As they approached, the door opened on its own and the attendant motioned for Gil to enter, all be it alone. 
 
    Inside, three large, simple wooden chairs formed an arc across the room facing Gil. The room’s walls were bare, off-white, and shadowed in darkness. The three chairs at its center, stood out in contrast to the room, which was illuminated by a soft blue light emanating from the ceiling above. Along one wall, large rectangular windows overlooked the valley below. In the distance Gil could see the village lights again, though they were much smaller, and fainter than before. He didn’t remember climbing any stairs inside the tower, and wondered now, if they had.  
 
     In the first chair a man of perhaps fifty sat impatiently, leaning forward with a wrinkled brow and a dark beard, staring intently if not angrily at Gil. He wore a long dark coat, with black trimming and glossy black buttons, though he worn no jewelry save for a hollow bronze pendant around his neck in the shape of a six pointed star. The second chair in the middle was empty, but in the third, a beautiful young woman in her early twenties sat, lazily, with one leg over its arm, twirling her long blonde hair around her index finger. She was very short, and thin, and looked strange sitting atop the enormous chair. Gil thought she was far too young and far too pretty to be an archmage, but he was an idiot after all. She wore a long white coat with silver trimming and silver buttons and wore the same hollow bronze pendant around her neck. The woman stared wistfully at the ceiling causing Gil to glance up as he approached. The ceiling directly above the chairs was made of a down hanging glass dome, five feet wide, banded in copper, and behind it, an ocean of turquoise water sparkled. It was filled with great colorful fishes swimming in every direction, and sunlight which flickered through the water, casting a soft glow on the room below. Gil starred for the longest time, unaware that the two archmages watched his reaction. The woman smiled gently though the man frowned even more. After a long while Gil finally looked down from the ceiling. 
 
      
 
    “I am Archmage Aldrin, and this is Archmage Cassandra …” the man spoke, gesturing to the young woman in the farthest chair, “we are the high mages of RavensKeep, so tell me Lincoln, where do you come from?” 
 
      
 
    Gil suddenly felt flush. For a moment he worried if they could see the real him, but they couldn’t. He had been so enchanted by the ocean in the ceiling his thoughts were scattered, and vulnerable. Thankfully he didn’t answer for sometime but glanced around at the room instead. The two archmages exchanged looks unsure if the boy was delaying or just an idiot.  
 
      
 
    “Aarroe,” Gil finally answered, thinking of the fishes above them, of the whale skeletons in the mountains, and of the sailor who scared him as a boy. It was a lie, and Gil wondered if they could tell. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome Lincoln of Aarroe,” the woman’s voice was soft, warm, and comforting. She smiled at Gil when she spoke, though she still sat lazily in her chair. For a moment Gil thought of asking them, surely they knew Master Amas, but something about Cassandra's overly pleasant smile made him consider otherwise. Don’t trust anyone, especially the archmages.  
 
      
 
    “And where did you train? Which House?” 
 
      
 
    “None … I’m not of any House.” 
 
      
 
    “Who taught you magic than? Who was your master?” Aldrin snapped. The questions were quicker, harder, angrier.  
 
      
 
    “None … I taught myself … sir,” Gil added it quickly, sensing Aldrin’s growing agitation with him. It was the truth. In a way. Gil glanced at Cassandra who still smiled at him. Aldrin leaned back, stroking his beard. A long time passed before anyone spoke and Gil grew increasingly uncomfortable.  
 
      
 
    “The spell you used to kill the Mallock, where did you learn it?” Aldrin stopped rubbing his beard. Gil felt sick again. 
 
      
 
    “No where … sir … I made it myself, I …” 
 
      
 
    Aldrin snorted. Gil stopped talking and glanced at each archmage. 
 
      
 
    “There are only a handful of people in this world who know how to do that spell, and even fewer who can do it without killing themselves, two of whom … are sitting before you now. So I’ll ask you again, who taught you that spell?” Aldrin voice was calm but harsh. Gil stared at the empty chair, then at Cassandra who still smiled. Gil stood, motionless, thinking. He thought about the rune he drew, and what he had drawn wrong, or different, and tried to remember it as best he could. It would be useful again, he thought.  
 
      
 
    “No sir … no one taught me that spell, I made it on my own.”  
 
      
 
    The two archmages looked at each other, waiting in silence. Finally Cassandra turned and spoke to Gil. “Lincoln of Aarroe, you have passed the skills test and therefore have the right to join RavensKeep. However … the spell you used is forbidden magic. It is dangerous, to yourself … and others. If you use it again you will be banished, and other judgements will be regined upon you by this council as deemed necessary. Do not use it, do not speak of it, and do not teach it to anyone, ever. Do you understand?” Gil nodded and he knew she knew he was definitely lying this time, yet she smiled at him anyways, and it made him anything but comfortable. At this Gil bowed and left the room, following the attendant back through the castle once more, while the two archmages sat in their chairs, speechless for a very long while. Cassandra gazed at the ocean above, twirling her hair, waiting for Aldrin to ask what she knew he would. 
 
      
 
    “He lies?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, most certainly. But so did I, as did you …” Cassandra mused thoughtfully, then paused as if listening for something. A moment later she sat up with a look of concern on her face. Aldrin studied her expression. She was too young to be an archmage. Cassandra opened her mouth to speak, then paused for a moment, “He’s home …” she smiled, sarcastically, then glanced up, as the large wooden door of the room swung open, and a man wearing the same hollow bronze pendant as the others entered. He was tall with dark grey hair, a thick grey beard, and a long blue coat with dark trim and dark buttons. Supreme Archmage Monith. He glanced first at Cassandra then at Aldrin. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome back,” Aldrin bowed, touching his fingers to his forehead. Cassandra smiled and tilted her head to one side mockingly. “How did the negotiations go?” 
 
      
 
    “Not well, Sovereign Arn is stubborn, he refuses to listen to anything that Schenchon’s envoys offer, though oddly they didn’t seem upset from Arn’s refusals … but … Schenchon is not a patient man. He wants war, he lusts for it, he is only waiting for a reason to attack.” Monith’s face was grave with concern. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry brother, he can’t, not without our help … he doesn’t have the men, or the power, to conquer Pillar and fight us at the same time …” Cassandra flippantly waved her hand in the air. 
 
      
 
    “He has the Black Order,” Aldrin snapped. 
 
      
 
    “The Order?!" Cassandra laughed, “Reject magi trained by us to use as his personal inquisitors? HA! They are far too few in number, and I doubt he fully understands where their allegiance lies … besides, the Southern Kingdom is strong, as numerous as the Huu-Di, and with many talented magi of their own. Schenchon couldn’t lift a finger unless we allow it … frankly he should be bowing to us.” 
 
      
 
    “Careful sister …” Monith cut her off, his voice was harsh, “for ten thousand years RavensKeep has served the Mountain Kingdom, it has served as a balance between all kingdoms, and it has been a mutually beneficial arrangement. Do you know why child? No? Hmmm … we of magic, of real magic, are fewer everyday, and though our powers are strong, even with them, the Huu-Di outnumber us a thousand to one, as they do in every kingdom. In truth, if the King wanted to, he could wage war on our castle and kill us all, you’d be dead, I’d be dead, even Aldrin here would be dead …" 
 
      
 
    “Let him try! The Huu-Di would lose far more than we would! I’d kill ten thousand before they even got near the castle!” Cassandra jumped from her seat fuming and huffing and stamping around, her temper flaring wildly. 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps …” Monith patted his hands in the air, trying to calm his sister, “and that is why the King doesn’t attacked, that, and because we still serve him. Bargains are often difficult choices sister, but no mage has unlimited power. Yes, we’d kill many of them in such a battle, but sooner or later you’d be drained, we all would, and then they’d overwhelm us and we’d all still be dead. Trust me, being dead really gets in the way of living, its just not fun anymore after that,” Monith smiled, gently, and Cassandra sat back down. “Still, it is concerning, and you may be right, Aldrin. I sense the King is planning something, something more than just war with Pillar, but perhaps … what? What’s wrong?” Monith sat down in the middle chair, and glanced at Aldrin, whose brow was even more furrowed than normal. 
 
      
 
    “Valik presided over the skills test today …” 
 
      
 
    “Gods, what is that ass doing here? And why did you let him? How many died this time? If he keeps killing everyone who comes here, there won’t be anyone left soon enough … what?! What’s wrong now?” Monith glanced at Cassandra who was also frowning. 
 
      
 
    “The King sent him. No I don’t know why, but he arrived a few days ago. Yes … he has been waiting to speak with you. As for the test, well, it was his right, brother, he asked and we were spread thin as it was, anyways that’s not the problem …" Monith raised a brow in surprise at her words, “it’s not the ones that died … but the ones that passed.” 
 
      
 
    “Someone passed one of Valik’s tests?” Monith asked in a low voice. 
 
      
 
    “Four did, as hard as it is to believe. Two rather clever druids, along with the son of Baron Kilgarden, and … one other … a boy, who managed to kill one of Valik’s beasts, a Mallock.” The three archmages sat silent for a very long time. 
 
      
 
    “A boy killed a Mallock?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, a boy. A peasant from what it seems, but we’re not really sure. I couldn’t read him, and he’s not with any house, we’ve checked, and when the scribes took his name, no lineage showed, no record at all, actually … and, the boy … he’s wearing an Ardent Coat. Yes it’s real, and yes, I’m sure.” 
 
      
 
    “Where did a boy get an Ardent Coat?” 
 
      
 
    “Good question brother, I thought there weren’t any left?” 
 
      
 
    “There aren’t.” Another long empty silence passed between the three. 
 
      
 
    “Also … he’s carrying an Elder Sword, if you can believe it. Though, he doesn’t seem to know it himself." 
 
      
 
    “What! How do you know that?” Monith stammered. 
 
      
 
    “When Valik summoned the Mallock the boy threw an axe at it, terribly I might add, and set the Elder Sword aside rather than use it. Assumingly, he doesn’t know what it is or what it can do.” 
 
      
 
    “But you said … he killed the beast?” 
 
      
 
    “He did," Cassandra smiled, but in a very different way. 
 
      
 
    “How?” 
 
      
 
     “The boy activated a spell. He used a spell as easily as one yawns and killed it …” Cassandra laughed a bit, shaking her head, “I’m sorry, my mistake he didn’t just kill it, he tore it apart, fucking shredded its bones and skin and sockets, and ripped it into so many goddamn little pieces that that attendants will be scrubbing the outerwall for the next three months.” Monith glanced at Cassandra, then at Aldrin.  
 
      
 
    “What kind of spell does that?” 
 
      
 
    “That, dear brother, is the problem. We have absolutely no idea …” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 9: IRON AND STONE
  
 
    The next day Gil wandered about the castle on his own. Lost, a good dozen times, the attendant from the night before had done nothing more than show him his room, and there were many many room. There were huge rooms with vaulted ceilings, colored glass and endless tapestries. There were small rooms stuffed to the edge with supplies, larders of fat, salted eel, and barrel upon barrel of aged port, spiced ale or dark rum. There were odd rooms, of odd sizes, and many of them. Some were alchemist labs filled with hundreds of bottles, potions and powders, others not more than closets filled with wrinkled dusty scrolls which no one ever read. Many rooms were piled haphazardly with treasures, old ruby crusted lamps, golden platters scribed with delicate complicated swirls, and dozens of goblets, vases, statues, and coins. None were guarded and no one seemed to care. Gil stood for a very long time at the first of such rooms wondering if it was a trap, or enchanted, or a test. After the fourth such room he stopped wondering. The castle was rich beyond compare, and enormous, and empty. There were far more rooms than people, and far more treasures than anyone ever would need. He wondered if others in the kingdom knew of the wealth, and wondered why no one had ever dared take it. 
 
    By midday, he had been lost enough times that a simple map began forming in his mind. He knew where the library was, the endlessly long room filled with more books than he ever knew existed, or ever thought possible. He knew where the hot baths were, very well, having seen far more of the women in RavensKeep than they would have liked, but far less that he had wanted given the opportunity. He had found a dozen lecture rooms, workrooms, kilns, coupes, balconies, stables, stairways, hallways, passageways, secret passageways and more abbeys than he thought possible, though he had explored only one quarter of one floor of one tower. Eventual, tired and desperately hungry he happened upon a dining hall by random chance and found Carmine sitting before the carcass of a large turkey, a silver pitcher of red wine, and three wheels of musty cheese, while merrily chatting with the two druid siblings.  
 
    A moment of tense silence swept the table as Gil sat down, but broke as suddenly when he attacked the turkey like a hungry wolf. Carmine had already charmed both druids into new-found life-long friends, and wasn’t for some reason all that surprised that they had met Link before. Nevertheless, they were all rather astonished both with his incomparable appetite, and his profound if not dangerous talent of destroying monsters be they Mallocks, robber gangs or once fowl feathered friends. 
 
      
 
    “You should have seen the look on Master Valik’s face!” the druid girl laughed. Her name was Sela, it meant forest in the their tongue, and when she smiled at Gil he blushed more than even two pitchers of red wine could have hoped. “Serves him right the bastard, that you killed his little pet, what kind of a monster summons a thing like that for a test anyways? I’m glad its dead! They say it was the last one, and now there are no more Mallocks in the world, and good riddance!” She laughed again but in a rather different way. It was a monster, but perhaps, even monsters deserved to live, sometimes. 
 
      
 
    “We owe you our lives Link …” Tarr, Sela’s brother said. Gil shook his head as if it was no big deal.  
 
      
 
    “He’s right … truly, I’d be … we’d all be … dead if it wasn’t for you.” Sela spoke, softly laying her hand on Gil’s arm for a moment, she blushed, this time. Carmine smiled wide. Ah kids. He was after all several years older.  
 
      
 
    “They're both right Link! Swear to Velor we’d be mashed potatoes right now if it wasn’t for you.” Gil set down his spoonful of whipped spuds. “Though … why did you throw your axe?” the table was silent as Gil looked up over the edge of his wine cup, they were all waiting for an answer. 
 
      
 
    “I … uh …” Gil glanced at Sela, her face was filled with a pensive pondering look and he blushed again even deeper this time, “I … uh … don’t know, it seemed like a good idea at the time …” Gil gulped down several swallows of wine, embarrassed. Sela and Tarr smiled. Carmine chuckled, and Gil grew even redder. 
 
      
 
    “My friend …" Carmine winked, “if there is ever anything we can do to return the favor," lifting his glass to the table, “just ask …” 
 
      
 
    At this Gil’s face stiffened for a moment as he set down his cup. The others stopped smiling and stared eagerly at Gil, waiting. His voice trembled a bit but finally he spoke. “Well … to start with, you can help me find god-damn Master Amas …" 
 
      
 
    ------- 
 
      
 
    Archmage Monith sat behind his large oak desk gazing at a dozen maps and scrolls unravelled before him. The negotiations had not gone well. The Huu-Di and the Pillar Kingdoms had been fighting over the crescent plain for three hundred years, and for good reason, for the plain was a rich fertile farmland unmatched in all the world. It sat on the northern bank of the great river Umbia, a bank which if the river defined the borders of the kingdom as the Huu-Di claimed, belonged to the Huu-Di, yet currently, was controlled and occupied by Pillar. A delicate peace, maintained by RavensKeep, whose castle was nearest the plain, had kept the balance of power between the two kingdoms for generations. Yet now, the Huu-Di had grown powerful, and large, while the seat of the Pillar Kingdom dwindled in the southern deserts. Only RavensKeep hemmed the tide of looming war, always at the horizon. What was Shenchon up to? Monith stared at the maps, lost in thought. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you ever knock?” Monith asked, eventually glancing up from his desk, annoyed. Valik, in his long crimson jacket, sat smiling, innocently, in a chair before Monith’s desk, his feet crossed and stretched atop the archmage's desk. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t want to disturb you, Master Archmage …” Valik bowed his head, half in jest. 
 
      
 
    “You are …" Monith returned his gaze to the maps. 
 
      
 
    “My apologies, truly … but some things can not wait no matter how annoying they might be,” Valik smiled, gently, playing with his golden rings. Monith ignored him. “I am in need of new pupils for the order …” Valik continued, Monith still ignored him. “I believe four should be sufficient, this time …”  
 
      
 
    Monith looked up. Four. “And where is the group I gave you last month?” 
 
      
 
    Valik smiled. “Dead,” he said blankly. Monith stared at the Crimson Wizard. The council was right to choose Cassandra. Valik sighed, heavily, but continued, “It’s not my fault if your trainees don’t have enough sense to see through a witches tricks … I did warn them after all …”  
 
      
 
    “No.” Monith said flatly to Valik. 
 
      
 
    “No?” Valik smiled back. 
 
      
 
    “No. We can’t spare any more at the moment, the entry exam was yesterday, and as I’m sure you know, very few passed.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I do seem to recall that, though, I think at least four did.” Valik smiled a bit wider. Monith stared at him for a good long while. 
 
      
 
    “Why do you want those four? They are completely untrained …” Monith’s voice was filled with reproach. 
 
      
 
    “Hmmm … why? Why indeed … teamwork … ingenuity … glorious death. All four have the makings of excellent pupils for the order.” Valik was beaming with a row of impossibly white teeth, “Besides, I’ve looked over your other students, what few I could find, and it seems you're training an excellent group of accountants and librarians, outstanding job as always, Master Archmage …” Valik bowed even lower this time. 
 
      
 
    “You’d be leading them to their deaths …” 
 
      
 
    “I doubt that, very much. But if so, it is for the need of our King … unless you’d like me to tell him you said no?” Valik grinned but in a very different way. Monith paused, hesitant, but eventually sighed. 
 
      
 
    “When?” 
 
      
 
    “A month, maybe sooner. Anyways, that should give you enough time to give these four any training you think they might need. In the meantime, I have a few errands to attend to, and I’ll need to replenish my stocks from the vaults if you don’t mind,” not that Monith had a choice in that either, “but after that we will be off, important secret mission you know, very hush hush, direct order of the King.” 
 
      
 
    “What mission? Where?” Monith stammered. 
 
      
 
    “As always Master Archmage, it has been a pleasure.” Valik stood and bowed perhaps sincerely this time, and left the office. Monith stared after him through the open door, there really was nothing he could do. 
 
      
 
    ------- 
 
      
 
    Gil tried to explain as best he could. It wasn’t easy, considering he couldn’t tell them who he actually was, why he needed to find Master Amas, or why he couldn’t ask the archmages. It was easier just to lie. A simple lie, as close to the truth as possible. He told them that a gang of evil magi and pen-cu had taken over his village and that he had barely escaped with his life. He told them that an elder from his village sent him to RavensKeep to find Master Amas and ask for his help. He left out the shard of course, and everyone dying, and the tournament, and the name of the village. He told them of his conversation with the archmages, mostly, though deciding it was better to leave out the out the part about forbidden magic, which would only raise more questions. And he told them how everyone he’d spoken to thus far had never heard of a Master Amas.  
 
    Even so, Carmine wanted Gil to tell the archmages of what had happened in his village. Or to tell one of the king’s knights, or a warlock from the Black Order, or anyone really, who could help. Many would, he said, for the Huu-Di would never allow such an injustice to go unpunished. But Gil wouldn’t explain further, and didn’t know whether or not they believed him, and didn’t care. Far too many people had died already, and far too many people were trying to kill him, to care. 
 
    But, by the second day, their doubts didn’t seem to matter all that much anymore as Valik had informed them of their new assignments in the Order. The druids protested loudly, having just arrived at the castle, wanting to stay, wanting to learn all they come to learn. Valik assured them that they would learn far more with him, than here among decrepit old mages.  
 
    Carmine, unlike the others, understood what it meant to join RavensKeep. He knew anyone in the Keep could be called to the Order, anytime, though most never were. It was the grand bargain, for a thousand years, a pact, between the kings of the mountains and the mages of the castle. To learn the greatest magics, to be independent, one risked the call to service, to the King, to the Order. Most, stayed safe and secluded, tucked away in some dull corner of the castle, their whole lives spent in a book reading about magic but never using it. They faded away, them and their magics, never needing to think about service, or war, or anything other then their studies. Those few that were called, were often called years after them came to the castle. The Order was patient and cunning. It looked for a very particular set of skills before choosing, not just experience, or knowledge, but a certain moral flexibility, done in the name of the order of course, and accompanied by dissatisfaction with the heavy hand of the Mage’s Council, and the Houses of Magic. Members of the Order were often sent to investigate the very people who first trained them, house leaders, mages, wizards, anyone who may have broken the code, or defied the King. There was a thin line between magic and politics, one which the Black Order often wrote. 
 
    Carmine accepted their new assignment, happily. Service in the Order would be exciting he thought. A departure from the boredom of study, from the monotony of nobility, and a grand adventure, no matter where they would go.  Even so, he did wonder why they had been chosen, and why now, though he didn’t mention it to the others.  
 
    Unlike his friends, Gil had remained silent. He didn’t agree, or argue with the news, for he didn’t know what to make of Valik, or the Order. The Order belong to the King and kingdom, they were investigators, inquisitors, the order maintained law where the army couldn’t, they dealt with magics where others wouldn’t, and often did things no one ever spoke of. They were always on the road, for they were nomads and went where needed, as needed, and though their numbers were few, it was always said that the order was clever, dark, and dangerous. Valik gave them each a blackened steel pin of an ouroboros, badges of the Black Order, and told them they would leave in a few short weeks.  
 
     After that, the others jumped on board without further questions. RavensKeep would always be open to them, but their assignments would take them across kingdoms, and the chances of returning to the castle would be few and far between. Death or distance would keep them away, months, years, maybe longer. If this was to be their first, and last time at the castle, they would make the most of it, and at the very least accomplish this. They would help Gil find Master Amas, no matter what it took. 
 
      
 
    ------- 
 
      
 
    Several days passed as the four friends set upon their quest whenever they could, with vigor and tenacity. Mornings, from sunrise to noon, were spent in class, learning from various masters in the castle. All first year students were required to take the same three basic core classes.  
 
    The first was Balancing Your Inner Star with Master Kalh, a short man with large white whiskers that grew from his lips, his ears, and eyes, and practically everywhere except the top of his head. Inner Star taught students to sit in a darkened room, staring at a candle, with their eyes closed, for several long hours.  
 
    The next class, Theory and History of Magical Callings, was taught by Mistress Van Ep, a strange woman who waved her hands dramatically regardless of how small or unimportant an antidote might be. More than once both Carmine and Tarr feel asleep in her class, for which she magically bound their sleeping hands to their sleeping feet and left them laying on the floor, while she moved the class to another room. Neither boy could break the spell when they woke, and they were forced to waddle down the halls like squat pigs and apologise to Mistress Van Ep each time.  
 
    The third and last course was Etiquette and Rules of RavensKeep in which Master Attendant Oal did his best to painstakingly repeat the four hundred and ninety-nine rules of the castle, each day. No one was allowed to ask questions, or do anything other than follow Oal around the grounds as he pointed and recited where not to sit, where not to eat, and where not to die. Sela thought Oal had likely been doing this same speech for a hundred years if not more and she wonder how many students had died just from listening. Each day, Oal toured them through the castle like common visitors saying things like, “This is the library, books are never to leave this room,” and, “this door is locked for a reason, you are never to open it,” and so on, and so forth, yet never explaining why. The days blinked by, quickly, and without reason, as the four learned a great many things and rules they had absolutely no use for. Worse, as it soon became all too clear, none of the classes taught magic. Not even a spell, not one, and Gil wondered why. 
 
    In the afternoons, students were made to run up and down the butte’s stairs, three times. If they stopped, they were made to start over from the beginning. If they paused, they were made to start over from the beginning. If they whined or complained, or spoke, they were made to start over, from the beginning. A strong body was the key to strong magic, or so they were told. In some ways, Gil thought, the running was worse than listening to the endless lectures and rules and sitting in stuffy old rooms wasting time.  
 
      
 
    ------- 
 
      
 
    As the days quickly flew by, the four friends searched for Master Amas whenever they could. Sometimes they snuck out of Master Kahl’s Inner Star class, it was easy, when the old man was asleep and snoring in the dark more days than not. Sometimes, they pretended to be asleep in Mistress Van Ep’s class, just so she would bind them, and leave them, for hours at a time, alone and forgotten. She hadn’t realized they had figured out how to break her spell weeks ago, or how to cast it themselves before she returned. They no longer crawled on hands and knees begging to be freed, which only made her all the more mad, and made her leave them all the while longer, and for them, the better. Oal’s class was particularly difficult if not impossible to escape. Oal was an impatient, insanely observant, and attentive little man who watched the students like a hawk. All they could do was watch, and listen, and hope, that one of his stupid little rules, or facts, or bits of unimportant knowledge, would someday somehow point them in the right direction. 
 
      
 
    ------- 
 
      
 
    At first, when they could, when they skipped out of class, or when they roamed the halls at night tired and hungry and sour, the four friends asked with caution, and care, whispering questions to those they thought might know, or to whom they could possible hopefully trust. Results varied. Most asked didn’t bother, or didn’t have time, or didn’t want to admit they didn’t know. Master who? Amas what? No one in the castle had ever heard of Master Amas, not now, not ever.  
 
    When disappointment turned to necessity, the four quickly decided to broadened their search to include more than just people. They started in the library, rousing page and paper, but had no luck, for there were far too many books to search and none written on or by Master Amas. Next, they tried the alchemist labs, the workshops, the classrooms, the gardens, the kitchens and banquet halls, any room and anywhere they could access and search. Not surprisingly, they didn’t find anything, and many rooms, if not most, were locked. The castle was immense and few if any roamed its halls. In fact it was almost completely empty. The four wandered the halls for hours, without sight or sound of others. Whatever secrets the castle kept, they assumed, were not out in the open. 
 
    Interestingly enough, as they were now members of the Black Order and as it was their last time in the castle, locked doors, and Oal’s rules, didn’t seem to be as much of a problem to them as one might have thought. Neither were locked cabinets, or closets, or windows, or chests or vaults, or anything barring their way. Carmine it seemed, knew a rather useful opening spell that could unlock almost anything. The others wondered why a nobleman’s son knew or needed such a spell, but didn’t ask. They were eager to learn, and to try it themselves. 
 
    Soon after, and with a bit of practice, the four were almost genuine, honorary, locksmith. And thieves. Not surprisingly their searching quickly turned to looting, and looting to unbridled mischief, which the druids seemed natural inclined towards anyways. Each time they broke into a room, or a cabinet, or a closet, they would flash their oroborus badge to each other, waving it about with executive authority to the host of onlookers who weren't actually there, Black Order business, move along, move along, and smile. No one seemed to mind, or care, or see. Among the many finds the four claimed, Sela managed to acquire a rather nice ebony longbow, dusty and forgotten in the back of a supply closet, while Tarr claimed a pair of silver daggers he quickly tucked under his vest. Carmine on the other hand decorated his room with lavish paintings, tapestries, and goblets befit the son of a baron, while Gil shrugged, seemingly uninterested, in almost, everything. 
 
    Later, unbeknownst to the others, Gil returned to the library and stole several books regarding advanced and dangerous magics. He stowed them under his bed, in his room, and stayed up each night after that, reading them. As he did, it didn’t occur to him that many of the books were written in the Ancient’s language, a language which he had never learned, yet now, somehow, he could read. Nor did it occur to him that the magics he was gaining should have taken years, not hours to learn, but there were many things he had yet to realize. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 10: CHOICES
  
 
    For the second day in a row a messenger greeted the group of waiting students in the courtyard. Gil and Sela were sitting close, against a wall, whispering and laughing, while Carmine and Tarr practiced hand to hand combat. Tarr always won. He was stronger, and shorter, and easily bested Carmine each time they fought, though Carmine was quickly getting much much better. After several tries the messenger finally managed to gather the group’s attention. Reading from a large scroll in an overly dramatic voice, hoping to simulate Master Oal, yet apparently never having met the short and angry little man, the messenger announced that Oal was sick and would not be there for today’s class, again, which was, after all, highly unusual for the unnaturally fastidious Master Attendant, and that the messenger would fill in for him, meaning Oal, and that everyone should obey his, meaning the messenger’s, commands. The group immediately dispersed, leaving the messenger standing in the courtyard alone, wondering why he had even bothered.  
 
    With the morning free, the four friends decided to take a break from their search. Sela and Tarr went into the town of Mendoc, bored with the drudgery of the castle. Carmine retired to his room, which was at this point the nicest most luxurious room in the castle, to catch up on some much needed sleep. Gil, wanting neither sleep nor excitement, decided to explore some of the other towers in the castle on his own, as up to this point they had only searched one. The size and complexity of the castle was daunting. Gil hadn’t really thought of it much, but now, walking its empty halls and silent rooms, alone, he felt it. The castle was empty. Too empty. He doubted if even one percent of the castle was occupied. In the last several weeks Gil had gotten to know just about everyone in the castle, if not by name at least by face. He rarely saw or met anyone, anymore, he didn’t know or at least recognize. He rarely met or saw anyone. Endless rooms, empty and cold filled every hall and every floor. A castle this size could have housed thousands, perhaps more, but Gil had counted less than a hundred. He wasn’t sure if Sela, or Tarr or Carmine had noticed. Something was wrong, very wrong, with the castle. Its vast emptiness hung like a shadow in his mind, gnawing for an answer, like a tree growing at the edge of a lake, or under it, restless, for air. 
 
    Gil shook his head, clearing his thoughts. Some mysteries would have to wait. He still needed to find Master Amas. He had to. Gil stood in the center courtyard, staring at the five towers of RavensKeep. Each tower was a different height, and size, though more or less the same. Archways led inside, mazes of stairs and halls led to floors, floors led up, or down, or sideways. They, in their looting and searching had explored only one tower, the River Tower, which held the stables, the stocks, and an annex, filled with rowboats, sailboats and oars. Gil though this was particularly peculiar, as the river, blue and dark and far below, was anything but reachable from the butte. Another mystery yet to be explained.  
 
    The second tower, the Mountain Tower, faced not surprisingly the mountains. It was a gloomy tower, the second oldest if one could tell, and dark, with a musty smell, dank and peppery. The barracks, student housings or at least new student housing, was of course here.  
 
    The third tower, was the Stone Tower, the Mage’s Tower. The four friends had steered clear of it, as much as possible, as did, most everyone. It wasn’t forbidden, necessarily, and the archmages were, more or less, agreeable, yet all stayed away. The tower was quiet, and still, and felt more empty than all the others, which in itself was saying a lot. 
 
    The Black Tower, also known as the fourth, was rather unremarkable. It housed the armory, and jails, and dungeons, though no prisoners, if ever, it seemed. It was in fact the third tallest of all the towers, but still the blackest. Not because of its history, or its components, but rather one simple, undeniable fact. It was in shadow, always. For the fifth tower, the Cloud Tower, loomed above it, and above, everything. 
 
    Unlike the other four towers, which were mazes of twisting passages, cramped rooms, hidden halls, and tiny turnbuckle closets, the Cloud Tower was enormous, spacious and cold. Three times the height of the other towers, it soared into the sky. Most often, its top was hidden, caught on clouds, or rather clouds were snagged on it, unable to move beyond its reach, held at the edge of a slumbering, sleeping giant.  
 
    Inside, as out, the cloud tower was unique. The first ten floors were an immense hexagonal lobby, dark, smooth and dreary. Vaulted ceilings loomed high above, as glossy indigo colored marble covered everything. The walls. The floors. The ceilings. There were no windows, or doors, or anything other than smooth, flat, dark, marble. The lobby stretched the whole width of the floor, and was, completely, empty.  
 
    Gil stood in the lobby of the Cloud Tower, motionless and silent. There were no stairs, or passages or anyway, apparently, up. Each step he took echoed a thousand times over, echoing sharp snapping bits of sounds, screams in a sanctuary of peace. Gil removed his boots. His feet, bare, save for thick woolen socks, squished against the cold marble with a strange liquidly thump. Behind him, toe prints faded, slowly, as he neared the center of the lobby and stared.  
 
    Above, a narrow tunnel of light streamed through a shaft, no bigger than himself, shining a soft bluish warmth on the the indigo marble below. The light above was so far away Gil wasn’t sure if it was sky or something else that illuminated the shaft. Below, in front of him, the light encircled an enormous orb set halfway into the floor. The orb was twenty feet wide, and high, and made of the same smooth indigo marble as everything else. Gil touched it, gently, and the orb spun, slowly but effortlessly. He had seen globes before, in the castle's library, and in Arroe, but not like this. The world was known, at least some of it. A quarter, maybe more. Globes had maps, maps had names, names that covered the mountains, the south, the north, and east. Islands, oceans, and deserts, labeled and known. Those not, those beyond, those avoided, were still marked, still recorded. The Evervail, land of eternal mist without edge or end. The Dark Sea birthplace of storms and barrow of the drowned. The Fire Cradle, wastelands of ash and smoke. These were the places at the edges of the map, places where none went, and none dared. Places known, or not, were marked on globes, globes that had lines and roads and names. This one didn’t.  
 
    Gil stood, watching, listening, thinking. A low hum, like the sound of waves ebbing reverberated through the lobby. Heard, and felt. In his feet, his toes. Gil laid down and placed his ear against the smooth marble floor. Everything was humming, vibrating. The stone, the walls the tower. Louder, like metal wheels rubbing, or rocks falling, or thunder. Gil sat up. He opened his eyes. He hadn’t realized they were closed, not yet. There was something very strange about the Cloud Tower, strange and yet somehow familiar. For a very long while Gil sat on the cold marble floor, staring up, staring at the light, and the orb, and wondered why on earth anyone would ever build something so big, or strange.  
 
      
 
    “Hello …” a voice startled the boy from behind. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to disturb you …” the voice walked around the orb facing Gil. It was a tall man, with a grey beard and a long blue coat. Gil glanced at the bronze star around his neck. Archmage Monith. “It’s very beautiful, isn’t it?” Monith smiled, Gil nodded. “I often come here myself, when I want to think … my thinking time …" Monith chuckled and sat cross legged several feet away from Gil and stared up at the light. “They say the Ancients built this tower,” Monith mused still looking above. 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t they build all the towers?” Gil asked. He liked Monith, something about the old archmage’s voice was kind, even comforting he thought.  
 
      
 
    “No … the other four were all built by great groups of mages who came long after the Ancients. First it was the Elders who added the Mountain, then the Ardents who added River and Stone, then finally the Black Tower …” Monith’s voice trailed off. 
 
      
 
    “Who built that one?” Gil prodded. 
 
      
 
    Monith smiled, “The funny thing is, even after all this time we still don’t know why the Ancients built this tower, did you know that? They were great travelers, the Ancients, they journeyed to many lands, discovered many things, and built. But … the first mages, the Elders, they came here long after the Ancients had left. Where did they go? And why did they go?” Monith pulled at his whiskers thinking. 
 
      
 
    “If you don’t know, then why are we all here? Why did the mages move into the castle? Why build? Why stay? Why use it?” Gil blurted out. Monith smiled once more. 
 
      
 
    “Sometimes, we use things even if we don’t know what they're for. We use them because we think we should, because we can, we use them even if we don’t really understand them, because we want to believe what we do is right and that using them is for the right reasons …" 
 
      
 
    Gil fought down the urge to clutch at the shard. He paused, thinking, wondering if it was just coincidence or if this archmage knew. He must. Gil was silent for a very long while, but then finally spoke. “How do we know if what we do is right?” 
 
      
 
    “Ah … now that’s the real question isn’t it? Sometimes we think we are doing the right thing, but it turns out it’s wrong. Sometimes we do the wrong thing only to find out it was right.” Monith smiled a little wider this time. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Gil shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Take this tower for example, we live here now, but maybe the Ancients left to go to a better place, or … maybe they left because this place wasn’t a good place to stay anymore …” Monith stood up. 
 
      
 
    “Isn’t that the same thing?” Gil stared at him, still sitting, still confused. 
 
      
 
    “Is it?” Monith smiled, pausing, “enjoying your thinking time …" he said, then bowed and left the tower. Gil stared after the archmage for a great long while. He wasn’t sure if he liked Monith or hated him, but at least those choices, he knew, were different. 
 
      
 
    ------- 
 
      
 
    Later that day, after the the midday exercises, and after another afternoon of fruitless searching, and questioning, finding nothing more than dusty relics, dusty vases, and ceaseless rhetorical answers, their looming departure neared. They felt it more now than they ever had. Only a few days were left, then they would be off with Valik commanded to some unknown place for some unknown reason.  
 
    As the four sat, watching the sunset, its dark rays lit the sky with a thousand hues of scarlet and crimson. Tarr, who’s thinking wasn’t often all that linear, had a rare moment of clarity and an idea. When he and Sela were in Mendoc earlier in the day, they had stopped at an inn, quenched for brew and music. They had sung sad songs, not wantingly but requested, by a passing merchant who had visited the grave of his lover earlier that morning. Songs of bone, and song sung for the dead. It took some time, minutes rather than seconds, but eventually Tarr pieced together his idea, which struck the others like the crimson rays of the setting sun. 
 
    Ironically they were all rather upset at themselves for having not thought of it sooner. It was simple really. No one had ever heard of Master Amas. No one in the castle, or the town, or anywhere. Not a single, living, soul had ever heard of him. Simple, really. For if no one living had ever heard of Master Amas, perhaps it was because he wasn’t either. That night the four friends left the castle and traveled to Sorrow Hill, the mages graveyard, the barrow beyond the butte.  
 
      
 
    ------- 
 
      
 
    Both druids felt at ease in the dark of the forest. Overhead dense clouds hid the moon in a lavender fog. Carmine, who was accustomed to the comforts of wealth had no desire to trek through the forest in the middle of the night, but as they other three had already set their minds to it he couldn’t very well be the only one not to go. “Just a look,” Gil reassured him, smiling, though Carmine thought he might have believed Gil more had he not. RavensKeep cemetery wasn’t forbidden, necessarily, but few ever went there unless it was their last stop. Life was for the living, the dead were dead, and magi preferred they stayed that way. Necromancy and deadspeak were among the few truly forbidden magics across all the kingdoms, for once the dead were given life, it was very very difficult to take it back. 
 
      
 
    “This is a terrible idea, have I mentioned that?” Carmine interjected for the fourth time. 
 
      
 
    “YES!” the others shouted at him in unison as they walked single file through the narrow vine covered trail towards the barrow. The way was dark, and slow, but they dared not carry torches in case any from the castle happened to be looking their way. Dark deeds were best done in the dark, after all. Both sides of the trail were covered in ash, aspen and oak. Several times they grouped together, ready for battle, hearing strange noises, a rustling of leaves, or a flicker of shadow somewhere in the dark. Sela pressed against Gil, given the opportunity. He didn’t seem to mind, though in the dark she wasn’t sure if he was still blushing or even smiling. Nothing came, only the noise of crickets surrounded them. The townsfolk had driven the wilds back long ago. Wolves, high above on lonely peaks could still be heard on the most silent of nights, but rarely if ever came into the valley. An hour later the four arrived at a long stone wall. A single iron gate stood open, partly, cast of thin spears, rusted the color of blood, and choked with dark branches. Behind the gate endless rows of tombs and stones pricked through wet mounds like broken jagged teeth. A single skull with a shattered eye socket was chained above the gate, staring down at the four, as they, stared back. 
 
      
 
    “This is a terrible idea, have I mentioned that? I thought I should be the voice of reason one last time …” Carmine sighed heavily. Gil turned towards him, smiled, and walked through the gate. The two druids followed a moment later, leaving only Carmine to exchange looks with the broken skull. After several long, exasperated sighs, Carmine joined his friends in the graveyard. The graveyard was made of several steep hills, sloping folds, like waves in a storm, or wrinkles in bedsheets. Each slope was green, and lush, and each held a dozen stairways, winding and twisting through a maze of moss covered tombs. RavensKeep buried all their dead here, they always had, and always would.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 11: REVELATIONS
  
 
    It was late. The archmages, Valik, and the senior masters were dining in a private hall, high in the third tower of the Keep, where large copper wrought windows overlooked the fading lights of the town far below. The hearth in the dining hall blazed fire and coal, which kept the council warm, for it was always windy in the Keep and always cold. An attendant, wet-soaked, as heavy rains now fell outside, entered the hall. His leather boots squished and squeaked with each step as he approached the table, leaving half footed puddles scattered across the stone floor. The room watched, whispering, as he neared the archmages. Monith glared at the attendant, who was shaking from the rain, or from the look, or perhaps both. The attendant opened his bag, also soaked through, and handed the archmage a wooden tube. It was a dispatch scroll, news from the kingdom, which had mistakenly been sitting in Mendoc for more than a week.  
 
    Monith stared at the attendant for several long moments, before nodding his dismissal. What news was so important that it couldn’t wait until after the rain, or after dinner for that matter? Monith glanced around the table, all eyes watched him with fascination and silence. The archmage opened the tube and unrolled the letter inside. Monith re-read the scroll three times before speaking. Cassandra, Aldrin, and Valik exchanged glances. Others at the table whispered.  
 
      
 
    “The shard of Astal has been claimed …”  
 
      
 
    When Monith spoke the room exploded in an uproar as dozens of questions poured across the table. The archmage raised his hands, trying to calm the council, asking for silence. Aldrin, less patient, drew a quick symbol in the air and wiped two fingers across it, mimicking lips, as everyone at the table went mute. The spell lasted only for a second, but it was long enough to return order and silence. Monith gave Aldrin a look of thankful disapproval, though Valik smiled.  
 
      
 
    “Please continue," Aldrin said, glancing over the room with a stern look that dared anyone to interrupt again. 
 
      
 
    “The letter is from the Warrick Council in the capital. It says that on the last night of the competition, someone took the shard from the statue in Astal. They don’t know who … or how … but they suspect a magi of the Pillar Kingdom, and everyone in the village is dead. However, a few peasants managed to escape in the chaos and made their way to the military fort at Penth. Penth sent men to Astal, but it was too late, it was, a massacre. Most of the competitors had killed each other, and the villagers. The soldiers from Penth also found the body of mage Tolin,” Monith glanced around the table at several confused looks, “for those of you unaware, Tolin was sent this year to preside over the competition. It says they found his corpse a few miles from the town, in the woods, though, from the rot of decay they think he was drowned several weeks earlier, long before the competition even started. Further, the Warricks have sent letters to all the Houses, asking for information, asking if any are claiming the shard, or if they know who has it. They are asking us, too. All the kingdoms will know of the shard within weeks … if not already …” Monith fumed thinking of how long the letter had been sitting in Mendoc. “The letter says that King Schencon has declared a call to arms. If Pillar does not return the shard to the Mountain Kingdom, the Huu-Di will go to war …” Moniths voice trailed off lost in thought. Was this Schencon’s plan all along? 
 
    In the next moment the council erupted once more in a volley of questions and comment, arguing and yelling and fighting around the table, “We won’t support a war! We must support the King! If we don’t the King will attack us! Let him try! Where is the shard now? Did you know this had happened? Who could possibly take the shard? How in Velor’s name did they take it? What will they do with it? We won’t support a war! We must support the King! Where is …” Valik, who had up to this point sat silently in his chair, listening, nodded to Aldrin for assistance. Aldrin tilted his head for a moment, unsure, then made the same air symbol as before, silencing the room. Monith glared at him worse this time, as Valik leaned forward, raising a hand to speak. 
 
      
 
    “My dear fellow council members and esteemed archmages, you are all missing the point of that letter …” Everyone at the table turned their eyes towards Valik and then, at the scroll. After waiting a long while for someone to ask, Valik sighed, heavily, and filled in the blanks. 
 
      
 
    “If Tolin was already dead, who presided over the competition?” 
 
      
 
    ------- 
 
      
 
    They had been searching for Master Amas for several hours. They searched dark mausoleums dedicated to long past archmages, dozens of large plinths scribed with a thousand names of fallen tyro, and hundreds of stone plaques embedded in the ivy covered slopes aside the many many staircases. Whether tomb, or stone, or plaque, each marker told of its owner, their name, and their end. Some were grand, Here lies Archmage Nomica, defender of the eternal realms, keeper of twilight, friend of the Fae, and destroyer of dragons, others were subtle, Master Dron Alvat, his loyal service to the Keep lasted many years, most were simple, Tyro Rywen - died y.342, Master Grunn - died y.667, yet no matter how small or big or old, no marker was ever blank. 
 
    When the rains came they stopped for a while to build a small fire, huddling in a shallow cave facing away from the castle. Tarr had spotted the cave by accident, for it was not on any path or stairway, but a good ways off from both, clutched under the roots of a massive elm tree, fallen and dead, and high on a hillside. The cave was small, broad mouthed, rain worn, and musty. Dangling roots clumped in thick patches from its roof, dripping rain and muck into the fire. It reminded Gil of the cave in the mountains where he hid from the wolves, and he shivered thinking it.  
 
      
 
    “We should go back, you're sick …” Carmine spoke up as the other stared out at the rain in silence.  
 
      
 
    “I’m not, I’m fine, we need to keep looking,” Gil’s voice was strained as his eyes flashed with certainty and madness. He knew it the moment they had walked under the skull, Master Amas was here, somewhere, he could feel it, though he didn’t know why. Sela stared at Gil. She wasn’t smiling anymore. She was concerned. Tarr and Carmine exchanged looks.  
 
      
 
    “Link, I think Carmine is ri—” Sela paused suddenly. She had been staring at the cave wall behind Gil, not wanted to look him in the eye when she spoke. The others turned and looked at where she pointed. Rain had been seeping in from the slope above, running a thin watery line across the cave’s lip, curving and flowing down the gentle slope of the roof, curving and flowing across the back wall, washing and wiping the dirty muddy earth away, and with it, revealing stone. It was smooth, old, and dark. Ancient stone. Forgotten stone. Gil scooped a branch from the fire as all four stood and walked to the wall where the stone was showing through the mud. They starred for sometime, as Gil held out the burning branch, illuminating a thin line that had appeared at the edge of the stone, washed clean and revealed from the rainwater. 
 
    Gil handed the torch to Carmine and quickly began wiping away more of the mud, splashing and flicking the dribbling water across its surface. He dug his fingers into the line and followed it around the stone, scraping and rubbing and pulling muck and mud from its edge. Sela stepped forward and helped. A few moments later they had cleared the surface of the stone and stepped back, hands covered in muck, their sleeves, their coats, wet, heavy and dirty. No one knew what to say. The dark stone was a single large sheet and the thin line now visible, surrounded it. Left, right, bottom and top. A smooth graceful arc. A door. It was a door, a simple and blank stone slab, it had no handle, or lock, or key, but it was a door nonetheless. As the four stood staring, wondering just why such a thing was hidden in a cave far off the pathways and out of sight of the castle, more rainwater poured in over the lip of the cave, running down the wall, running across the stone door making its way towards the floor to puddle as before, but didn’t. As the water cross over the now exposed stone, it stopped. It swirled and turned and clumped together, binding and growing and forming on the door’s surface, forming shapes, letters, a word.  
 
      
 
    “AMAS” 
 
      
 
    Before anyone could speak, Gil lunged forward and hit the stone with the flat of his palm, whispering the opening spell Carmine had taught him. The stone shattered in an instant and crumbled into a dozen large pieces that fell down a darkened staircase hidden behind the door. Wind rushed past them, racing down the stairs and howling into the abyss below. 
 
      
 
    “Why did you do that!” Carmine shouted. Gil shrugged. He wasn’t exactly sure himself. Sela, Tarr and Carmine all stared at Gil, glancing down into the vast emptiness below, then, at each other. Gil grabbed the torch from Carmine and stepped through the broken doorway. The other three glanced at each other, their faces blank, unsure, worried, and confused. A moment later Tarr stepped through the opening following Gil, as did Sela. Carmine stood in the cave alone, watching the torchlight of the three descend into the depths below. Biting his lip, he paced back and forth several times then shouted down at them, “this is a terrible idea!” his words echoing through the abyss. When the echo finally stopped, and no one answered, Carmine grabbed a branch from the fire and followed into the darkness. 
 
    Carefully the four descended a long twisting staircase into the depths below. At times it was steep, and damp, and rough, and though they couldn’t see beyond the light of their torches, they could hear rushing water from somewhere far off. The stairs eventually led to a long narrow tunnel, cramped and short. Carmine, being several heads taller than the rest walked its distance bent at the waist cursing and swearing with each step. Gil and Sela ducked at times, where a low pelt of brick jutted from the otherwise smoothly carved, fawn colored stone, while Tarr found the crossing easy, being rather short, even for a druid. At its far end, the tunnel opened onto a great cavern which echoed at every sound the four made. Tarr cast a large orb of very dim, very blue light into the air, which gently floated upwards, while Sela and Gil found and lit several dozen torches hanging from the walls surrounding the edge of the cavern. The orb illuminated the expanse for several long minutes rising far above, until it became a speck in the distance, eventually colliding with the cavern's roof, bursting softly against jagged limestone columns that protruded from the ceiling. The sound of the orb’s burst was a low, deep murmur that echoed back to the watchers far below.  
 
    The room they now stood in was hexagonal in shape, smelt of wet bread, was nearly bare, and empty, except for the flickering torches along the walls, and a large stone coffin in its center. For a long time no one spoke and no one moved. They stared at the coffin, it was plain, simple, and unmarked. It had no plaques on it, or carvings, nor were there any, anywhere in the room.  
 
      
 
    “What is this place?” Sela asked with a tremble in her voice. Gil walked about the room, holding his torch up to each section of wall, all of which were bare and empty, though he felt they shouldn’t be.  
 
      
 
    “What are you looking at?” Tarr asked. 
 
      
 
    Gil shrugged, “Nothing … I guess …"  he said as he walked to the coffin in the center of the strange room. The four stood, motionless, surrounding the coffin. No one spoke. On its lid, written in water, the word “AMAS” was evaporating. A moment later Gil reached out, and pushed at the coffin's lid. 
 
      
 
    “Whoa! Whoa! Whoa! What in the hell are you doing?!” Carmine yelled, as his voice echoed in the dark. 
 
      
 
    ------- 
 
      
 
    Monith had dismissed the masters, as the council gladly scurried away from the hall to gossip and rumor on their own. Only the archmages, and Valik, still sat by the hearth, staring at the glowing fire. Outside, the storm raged, howling like a devil’s cry in the night, as trees fell and the rains pelted down. 
 
      
 
    “You're right, it doesn’t make sense," for once Valik agreed with Cassandra. They had never seen eye to eye, yet she did have a point. Why would someone kill Tolin? Why would someone impersonate him and preside over the competition? The magi of RavensKeep had never been able to claim the shard, no one ever had, so what benefit was there in taking his place? 
 
      
 
    “You're not helping," Cassandra snapped at Valik. “This is a waste of time. Who cares who killed Tolin or why? Did you not hear that everyone in that village is dead? And that Schencon is planning to go to war? And did it occur to you that Pillar is likely planning the same if they think the Huu-Di have the shard? And how long do you think it will be before either The Huu-Di or Pillar ask us to join their side? And if we do, we will end up fighting one of them either way, and if we don’t? We'll end up fight them both! How long do you think we’ll be safe sitting here in this castle? What we should be doing, is finding the person who has the shard, finding them and taking it from them! Image what we could do with the shard! Senchon wouldn’t dare tell us what to do ever again! With it we could rebuild the castle, we could restore its power, our power, we could …”  
 
      
 
    “Enough” Monith snapped. “The shard belongs to whomever has claimed it. It is not ours to take from them, or to use, it is not, nor has it ever been … the will of the gods. We here, have all tried and none of us, not you or I or anyone ever before us has succeed. It is not ours to wield, its power is not meant for us, we are only guides and servants of Saa-Faa and nothing more …” Monith’s voice faded, gently. Cassandra bit her lip, holding back her thoughts, she exchanging an odd look with Aldrin, which Monith missed, though Valik didn’t. 
 
      
 
    “Valik, please continue with your thoughts …” Monith nodded at the wizard.  
 
      
 
    Valik smiled, ironically, “The point I am trying to make is that the competition could have gone on even without a mage presiding over it. It might have been messy, there may have been fights and arguments and a whole host of other problems, but it could have, even would have, continued without Tolin’s presence. Any given year there are always dozens of the king’s knights and several from the Order present for the competition. They could have easily overseen the tournament, even without Tolin. Having a mage of RavensKeep there has been nothing but a formality for hundreds of years. So why would someone kill Tolin and take his place?” 
 
      
 
    “They wanted the shard for themselves of course. Who ever impersonated Tolin is the one who claimed it, they used the opportunity and took the shard …” Aldrin suggested.  
 
      
 
    “Perhaps …” Valik mused, “but I don’t think so. If they had the power to claim the shard, they could have entered the competition, or just taken it, anytime they wanted. No … they were there because they knew someone else would claim it, they knew it and wanted to be there when they did …" Valik held up his hand sensing Aldrin’s next question. “No, I don’t think they were just waiting to kill who ever claimed it. I doubt they’d have the power anyways. Who ever claimed the shard must have been an incredibly powerful magi—” Valik cut short his thoughts, exchanging quick glances with the three archmages, awareness suddenly coming to them all.  
 
      
 
    “Where is the boy now?” Monith commanded, looking at his sister. Cassandra nodded, closed her eyes, and reached out with her mind into the dark. 
 
      
 
    ------- 
 
      
 
    “I said what the hell are you doing!” Carmine stepped forward, standing only a foot away from Gil, who still had his hand atop the coffin. Tarr and Sela had also edge closer. 
 
      
 
    “I want to look inside. I think … I think this is Master Amas’s tomb …” Gil tried to smile but it only made Carmine more upset. 
 
      
 
    “You're crazy! Why on earth would you want to look inside that?! And then what? Raise the dead? You're out of your fucking mind! We shouldn’t be here, everything about this place is wrong, the graveyard, the cave, the stairs, the secret cavern hidden underground, the water magic on the door, and now on the coffin? Why? How? Look around Link! There’s no writing or plaques or any mention of heroic deeds anywhere! Nothing at all! Does that make any sense? No one has ever heard of Master Amas, ever. Why do you think that is? Huh? This is all very very wrong, why in all the gods names do you want to do this?!” 
 
      
 
    “They killed my friends!” Gil shouted at Carmine, his voice rattling the cavern with an endless echo. “They killed everyone I ever knew, and they are trying to kill me …”  
 
      
 
    “What are you talking about?” Sela whispered. Gil stared at each of their faces for a very long time, thinking, before finally, he answered.  
 
      
 
    “My name … is Gilgamesh Row.” 
 
      
 
    ------- 
 
      
 
    “I can’t find him,” Cassandra opened her eyes.  
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” Monith’s voice was strained.  
 
      
 
    “I mean I can’t locate him, anywhere. He’s not in the castle, or on the grounds, or even in the village,” her voice was worried.  
 
      
 
    “Try locating his friends, the two druids, or the baron’s son, Carmine,” Aldrin suggested. Cassandra closed her eyes again, sending her spirit racing across the castle, a shadow flying over the grounds, the town, the woods. Nothing. She opened her eyes, shaking her head.  
 
      
 
    “Try this …” Valik handed her his oroborus badge, “they each have one.” 
 
      
 
    Cassandra glared at Valik, then at at Monith, frowning, and took the badge. She wrapped her fingers around the iron and closed her eyes, opening them just as quickly, her gaze blank, her eyes white, staring ahead, her mouth open, whispering, “Oh gods—" 
 
      
 
    “What?! What?! Where are they?” Monith commanded. Cassandra snapped back for a moment, and she glanced around the room.  
 
      
 
    “They …" her voice was raspy and thin, “they are in Sama’s tomb …” 
 
      
 
    “GO! GO NOW!” Monith screamed at Aldrin. Aldrin stood, clasp his hands together in a thunderous boom and vanished from the room running faster than anyone could see. A thin trail, faint and colorful followed him, but an echo of his presence fading from time. Valik jumped up and raced after Aldrin, following the trail of light as quick as he possible could. 
 
      
 
    “Sister …” Monith gently tugged at Cassandra’s arm, she was darting in and out of the spirit state. She shook her head several times, finally, fully, coming to. “Go, they will need your help …" Cassandra stood slowly, then ran from the table, but suddenly stopped at the door. 
 
      
 
    “What will you do brother?” her voice trembled. 
 
      
 
    “What I must, should you fail …" Monith smiled faintly. The two archmages exchanged a long solemn look before Cassandra ran off after the others. 
 
      
 
      
 
    -------  
 
     
 
      
 
    Carmine stumbled backward at Gil’s words. A strange glowing flash washed over the boy he knew as Link, whose face and eyes and hair suddenly changed but only for a moment. Sela and Tarr saw it too and they backed away frightened. Gil smiled, sadly, gently, and explained everything he hadn’t yet told them. 
 
      
 
    “I’m so sorry, Link … I mean Gil …” Sela’s voice was soft as she spoke, touching Gil’s arm. Gil smiled at her, in a way he hadn’t before. Tarr sat atop the coffin thinking, as Carmine paced about.  
 
      
 
    “So the old mage saved you?” Carmine asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “And sent you here, to find Master Amas?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” Carmine stopped pacing. Gil glanced back and forth between his friends. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know why. He said I must, my life depended on it, and given he’s the only one who’s even tried to save it, and many people have tried to kill me since then, I’m apt to believe him.” Gil shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “But why here, why the cave, why now?” Carmine questioned softly. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know why, its just … a feeling I have. Like this was all meant to happen. I don’t think it’s just chance, that I took the shard, that I came here and met the three of you, that Tarr found the cave, that Sela saw the door, that you taught me the spell to open it, that we are all here, now, after the seeing Amas written in water, twice, this was meant to happen, right?” Sela and Tarr nodded in agreement, Carmine shrugged, uncertain. He knew, more than any of them, that nothing ever happened by chance, not ever. 
 
      
 
    “And the shard … can I see it?” Carmine asked. Gil stared at him for a long while then removed the stone from around his neck and handed it to Carmine. “This is how you killed the Mallock then?”  
 
      
 
    Gil opened his mouth for a second then shut it. He hadn’t thought about it before, but it made sense. The power he had felt surging through him, the fire, the raw energy, it was like nothing he had ever known. “I don’t know, maybe. I tried to do the spell the old mage did on me, I thought it would transport me to the other side of the wall, it didn’t. I didn’t know it would kill the creature …” Gil wondered if what he said was true. Had he known? Something about the shard felt different when he used it, he, felt different. “I don’t really know anything about it, actually …" Gil laughed nervously, as Carmine handed the pendant back. 
 
      
 
    “I doubt many do …” Carmine mused. “Not anything more than legend and rumor anyways. A stone from the heavens. Fae magic. An amulet of power … we all know them … but I don’t think anyone ever expected a scrawny little kid like you to be the one to take it, am I right?” Carmine grinned mischievously. 
 
      
 
    “I could still kick your ass …" Gil grinned back. 
 
      
 
    “Probably so, but who’d keep you from doing stupid things than?” Carmine chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Not me …" Tarr smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Nor me …” Sela added. 
 
      
 
    “Out voted as always …" Carmine sighed, amused. “Well, shall we get on with this?” the others nodded. “Oh … and by the way does anyone know how to raise the dead?”  
 
      
 
    -------  
 
      
 
    Aldrin tore through the castle with a devastating rush. Wind whipped behind him, knocking over a dozen statues, urns and planters, tearing branches from trees and shattering windows at every corner. The archmage dashed down the narrow staircase of the butte, knocking over a dozen or more students returning from late night fun in Mendoc. Several nearly fell off the cliff, one may have, but Aldrin didn’t stop to look if they were ok. A few dead students would be the least of their worries if he didn’t get there in time. A few minutes later Valik ran by the same frighten students stumbling to their feet. Valik shouted commands at them to return to the Keep, immediately, and prepare for battle. Most stood motionless, confused and concerned. Most of them had never seen a battle, and the Keep hadn’t been attacked in a thousand years. Soon after, Cassandra ran passed the same students, still standing where they had before, still confused. She didn’t bother saying anything to them, it wouldn’t do any good anyways. 
 
      
 
    ------- 
 
      
 
    “Push!” Tarr shouted. All four leaned again the heavy coffin lid, pushing with all their might to open it, yet it wouldn’t budge. They tried to push it, to pull it, to lift it and bend it and break it, yet nothing seemed to work. Carmine had even tried an opening spell, they all had, yet still, the coffin was sealed tight. The irony and similarity to the statue in Astal wasn’t lost on Gil, and he doubted it was just coincidence.  
 
      
 
    “Try using the shard,” Sela suggested. Gil shrugged and pulled the pendant from under his shirt, he closed his eyes, wrapped the fingers of his right hand around the stone, and extended his left towards the coffin. The others quieted, watching as Gil’s hand trembled, as his muscles tensed, and strained, and sweat gather at his brow. The others held their breath and for a moment it seemed as if the coffin’s lid vibrated ever so slightly, but then, Gil dropped his hand. Carmine laughed.  
 
      
 
    “What?” Gil snapped.  
 
      
 
    “Nothing its just … well did you think that was going to work?” Carmine wiped tears from his eyes and Gil shrugged again. Carmine sighed, “How did you make it work last time, with the Mallock?”  
 
      
 
    Gil paused for a moment. Until now he hadn’t really given it any thought. Thinking back, he could feel it. The fire inside him, the power, the untapped impossible energy of the shard, exploding like a thousand thousand stars, scratching at the surface, scratching at him. “My parents. My friends. The village. Even the others who died during the test, all of them dead. I was scared for my life … and angry, at them, at myself. I felt … I was just angry at it all and wanted to fight back …” Gil’s voice trailed off.  
 
      
 
    “OK, so do it again. Picture them. Think back, remember them dying, how they suffered, their pain, they died because of you, remember it, feel it, do it again, find the anger, use the shard, use its power,” Carmine snapped. Both Sela and Tarr exchanged a look of concern at how callous Carmine was about all this. Gil paused for a moment then shut his eyes.  
 
      
 
    “It’s not working,” Gil said, his eyes still shut, thinking back to Astal, watching his friends being murdered, thinking back to the testing field and the bodies scattered about, “I can see them all clearly, but its not worki— Ah!!!” Gil cried out as Carmine slammed a torch into his back, knocking him down. Sela and Tarr dashed forward to stop Carmine from attacking Gil again, as he raised the branch for a second blow, but it was too late. Gil stood up, his eyes and the shard glowed, burning with fire.  
 
      
 
    “Stop!” Gil’s raised a hand at the druids as his voice boomed through the cavern, dark and deep. Gil turned and walked to the coffin, placing both hands on its lid, he breathed in, and pushed. The sound of glass breaking echoed around the cavern, splintering into a thousand tiny trembling voices crying in the dark. Gil leaning with all his might into the lid, pushing as his arms trembled, pushing and grinding and scraping into the cavern floor, pushing as the lid moved only the smallest possible amount. “Help me …” Gil commanded as the others jumped forward and slammed into the lid pushing with all the had. The stone was hot, burning hot, but still they pushed, and the lid began to slide. It was grinding, vibrating, sliding and slipping and nudging tiny fractions of distance at a time, with each movement the walls of the cavern shook and dust fell from ledges and cups and cracks all around them, shaking, crusting them in a thousand year of dirt and stillness, stone breaking stone, darkness into light, and as they pushed one last time, the glow from Gil’s eyes fading, weakening, they pushed, and finally, desperately, the lid fell off.  
 
    Gil stumbled to the ground, coughing, choking, spitting up mouthfuls of blood and bile and clumps of lung and stomach and heart. Sela went to his side, gently laying a hand on his back as he continued to vomit. Carmine and Tarr stood silent for a very long time, they stared at their hands, symbols were burnt in their palms, and in Selas. Runes, older than time, were now theirs, and they were all, scared.  
 
      
 
    ------- 
 
      
 
    Aldrin’s spell wore off several yards from the rusted iron gate. He collapsed spitting up blood, but quickly stood a moment later, swirling several symbols in the air to recharge his magics. Staring up, Aldrin looked towards the gate, and above, at the skull, which had crumbled to dust.  
 
      
 
    ------- 
 
      
 
    Gil eventually got to his feet, with Sela’s help, though he was pale and clammy.  
 
      
 
    “Was it like that before?” Tarr asked hesitantly, glancing between Gil and the coffin.  
 
      
 
    “No,” Gil managed, and wiped his mouth, staring at his already bloody sleeve.  
 
      
 
    “And these?” Carmine extended his palms towards Gil showing him the two symbols burnt into his skin.  
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” Gil said softly. Sela looked at her own palms for the first time. The four stood silent, thinking, wondering at what they had done. No one had bothered to look in the coffin, yet.  
 
      
 
    “I … I don’t think we should have done that …" Sela whispered still staring at her hands. Gil shrugged, again, and tried to smile, though it made them all feel much much worse. The four stood a few moments longer until Gil turned and walked to the coffin. 
 
      
 
    It was empty. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 12: CHANCE
  
 
    As the four stood, staring at the empty coffin, the sounds of footsteps began to fill the cavern from somewhere far off. Though it was impossible to tell where they came from, there seemed to be two sets, heavy steps, quick and frantic, as if running, or being chased, which echoed on the walls. The steps seemed to be nearing, as if running towards the cavern, down the tunnel, closer, then stopping. All four turned and glanced at the entrance to the passageway. For a split second Gil thought he saw two men who looked familiar, standing at the opening and pointing, but when he shook his head they were gone. A long silence passed and no spoke, for the cavern was oddly silent. A chill ran across Sela’s skin, and, as she turned around to face the others, she screamed. Next to her, next to the coffin, stood an old mage dressed in a brown robe.  
 
    Sela jolted back, frightened, dashing closer towards her brother and Carmine. The old mage massaged his neck, as if stiff, stretching, then smiled gently and glanced between the four friends standing in the cavern. Eventually, yawning, he landed his eyes on Gil, who stood motionless and confused. Gil knew the old mage, he had met him before, in Astal. 
 
     
 
    “You’re alive …” the old mage smiled, nodding his head in approval. Sela thought she could hear surprise, or perhaps disappointment in his voice,  as she glanced at Tarr, and Carmine, who seemed to think the same from their own expressions. 
 
      
 
    “I … I don’t understand?” Gil managed to eek out. 
 
      
 
    “You're safe boy, you survived, and I see you made it to the castle … I’m glad … but who are these three?” The old mage motioned to the others, smiling, though his eyes were angry and full of hate.  
 
      
 
    “My friends … they helped me find … I don’t understand? Where is Master Amas? What’s going on?” 
 
      
 
    The old mage walked around the coffin, tracing a finger along its edge, smiling as dust covered his hand, happy at the feel of the dirt between his fingers, amused at its gritty grimy thickness. The old mage paused, glancing into the hollow stone casket, “I told you not to make friends … not to tell anyone … to do this alone." The old mage was still smiling, though something in his voice sent a shiver down Gil’s spine. “Ah … but don’t worry, I’m glad you were able to find friends you could trust, it’s good to have those you can trust, those that will help you, like them, like me, I helped you when I could …” The old mage smiled again, a bit softer this time, kinder, and edged another step closer to Gil. “My dear boy, you’ve done marvelous, getting this far, but … oh gods … you’re still in terrible danger! They’ve come to kill you! Do you hear that?!”  
 
      
 
    Gil squinted his face, confused. Carmine was about to speak when the sound of footsteps could be heard once again. These were different, a single set, soft, and quiet, much slower, and most definitely coming towards them from the passageway. A moment later, a tall man in a dark coat entered the cavern, moving forward, it was Archmage Aldrin.  
 
      
 
    “All of you step away from that man … do it now,” His voice was deep, hostile and angry. It was a command not a request. Sela, Tarr, and Carmine took a few steps back and moved towards Aldrin. Gil hadn’t moved yet and the old mage took another large step towards him when the boy turned to look at the archmage. Gil turned back, at the old mage in the brown robe, who now stood just on the other side of the coffin. The old mage glanced rapidly between Gil and Aldrin. 
 
      
 
    “Boy! quickly! give me the shard! The archmage wants it for himself! He’s followed you here to kill you! And to take it! Quickly! Toss to me and I will defeat him!” The old mage yelled out with such terror and panic in his voice that Gil suddenly clutched the pendant and nearly pulled it from his neck to throw it across the coffin. 
 
      
 
    “DO NOT give him the Shard!” Aldrin screamed at Gil. Gil glanced between Aldrin, the old mage, and his friends, who were shaking their heads, their faces worried, panicked, and afraid.  
 
      
 
    Gil stood motionless clutching the pendant, “I don’t … understand …” 
 
      
 
    “Lincoln, step away … the creature before you is not a man, it is a demon …” Aldrin stepped forward, slowly, towards the coffin, his hands swirling in the air, glowing, building with energy. Gil glanced once more between Aldrin and the old mage who still stood with his hand outstretched, waiting for the shard. 
 
      
 
    “I …” Gil glanced at his friends, “I … don’t understand …” and he didn’t, for the next moment was a blur. In an instant Aldrin leapt twenty feet across the room, soaring through the air, his hands glowing with sparkling yellow energy, leaping towards the coffin. Gil, afraid, raised his arms thinking Aldrin was attacking him and turned towards the old mage looking for help. The old mage leapt across the coffin lunging at Gil, his face twisted and stretched, long white fangs protruded from his lips, snarling, and claws like razor sharp knifes appeared at his fingers. Gil stumbled backward, falling, his arms flailing, screaming, his heart racing, as Aldrin and the demon collided. A ribbon of energy hammered through the cavern, rattling walls and roof and stone. Aldrin was impossibly fast. Gil watched as if time had slowed again, as the archmage landed next to him shielding them both with a large disk of glowing yellow energy. In the next moment as Gil fell backwards, Aldrin reached forward and grabbed Gil’s sword from its sheath letting the boy fall over. Aldrin spun around and slashed at the demon but it was too late. As fast as Aldrin was, the demon was faster. Ten times faster. A hundred. In a blink it had jumped back, vaulting across the room, avoiding the slash. 
 
      
 
    “Too slow … archmage …” the demon laughed.  
 
      
 
    “All of you! Here! Now!” Aldrin shouted as he stepped backward near Gil who still lay on the ground. Tarr, Sela and Carmine dashed forward just behind the archmage. The demon darted around the room, laughing. Aldrin tossed the sword to Carmine, who caught it and pivoting to face the demon. Aldrin slapped his hands together, chanting as a large yellow energy bubble surrounded the group. The demon slammed against the bubble several times, laughing and retreating each time before Carmine could even turn towards the attack.  
 
      
 
    “Foolish wizard … how long do you think that will last? Hmmmm? You’ve already spent so much energy … don’t you feel tired? Don’t you feel sleepy?" the demon laughed and laughed as its voice rattled with a melodic hum. And suddenly they felt it. Tarr, Carmine, Sela, and Gil, even Aldrin, they all felt it, their eyes drooped, their thoughts clouded, and they felt like sleeping, all of them. If they fell asleep, if the energy bubble dropped, but it didn’t. Sela’s hands glowed softly with green energy as she reached out, placing one hand on Aldrin’s shoulder, and the other on her brother’s. Tarr lifted his arms, and touched both Carmine and Gil, linking them to Sela. Druid magic. Healing energy. It was a rare gift, even among druids. Sela’s energy flowed through them like ebbing waves counteracting the demon’s spell. The demon crouched atop the coffin like a cat, smiling. 
 
      
 
    “Very good little girl, but you're even weaker than him? How long do you think you can go on? Hmmm?” the demon laughed again, still smiling, still humming and waiting. Sela knew he was right. She wouldn’t be able to sustain her powers much longer. 
 
      
 
    “Long enough," a voice shouted. It was Cassandra, and Valik. Aldrin smiled. The demon glanced between the archmages, no longer grinning, no longer humming. Cassandra stood blocking the passageway as Valik moved along the far wall behind the demon.  
 
      
 
    “Boy, throw her the sword …” Aldrin spoke to Carmine, not daring to take his eyes off the demon. Carmine paused for a moment, glancing at Aldrin, at the sword, then tossed it across the cavern. The sword spun through the air as the demon’s gaze followed its arc. The demon didn’t move, or try to knock the sword away, or do anything other then grumble under its breath. Cassandra caught the sword with one hand and swished it through the air several times, each time the blade glowing brighter with luminous white light. Shimmering, Cassandra grabbed the sword’s pommel with both hands, and pulled it apart, holding two identical swords, one in each hand, and each with a glowing white blade. 
 
      
 
    “Now that’s not fair …” the demon huffed wryly. In the next moment Cassandra dashed forward, slicing the first sword through the air at the demon. On the attack, she was even faster than Aldrin, yet still missed by several seconds as the demon jumped backward avoiding the sword. It dodge as easily as if a child had swung it, vaulting over the archmage, as Cassandra spun around and slashed the second sword at the creature, still missing. The demon laughed and landed near the back wall.  
 
    Cassandra scowled, cursing, and moved towards the demon again. As she did, Aldrin’s energy bubble faded, his magics spent. The demon glanced up at Gil, and grinned, horribly, then crouched, tensing its body like a spring preparing to jump at the boy. In the next instant a dozen sharp thorny vines shot up from the ground reaching for the demon. Valik stood along the wall, his hands raised, controlling the vines. Each vine curled and twisted like a snare, like fingers reaching for a victim. Yet each missed. The Demon sensed them or heard them and jumped out of the way of each as easily as hopping over a puddle. At the same moment Cassandra leapt forward swinging both blades at the demon, missing, striking the wall instead. Again and again Valik and Cassandra attacked, each time the demon avoided the blades and the vines, moving with impossible, unnatural speed. Though the demon easily leapt out of the way of each attack, its own energy was wearing down, and the two archmages managed to corner it against a wall, seemingly having the upper hand. Cassandra raised her swords once more and swung with all her speed. 
 
    Before the blades hit, a massive bulge of water slammed into her, knocking her across the room. A second wave slammed into Valik, rolling him across the ground a dozen times, while a third hit Aldrin who had tried to raise a faint energy shield at the last moment, but was still too weak, and flew backward from the hit slamming against the coffin. The three archmages stumbled to their feet, tired, yet resilient, but it was, too late. The demon, once more in the shape of the old mage, stood by the passageway exit, smiling. “I will see you all again, very soon …” the old mage said, bowing, then turned and ran down the tunnel. He paused only for a moment to yell back, “Have fun!” but not to the archmages. For standing at the tunnel’s entrance was a hooded sorcerer. Gil’s stomach turned. It was the same sorcerer from Astal. The one who had almost taken the shard, who had killed Lavos and the girls, who had killed so many. Inside Gil could feel the fire again. He was drained, and tired, and hurting, but still he could feel it. It was a spark, small and faint, like kindling in a fire, waiting, for fuel.  
 
    Valik helped Aldrin to his feet, who immediately began recharging his magics, as Cassandra walked to where the four friends were standing. She looked them over with a few quick glances to make sure they were alright, and looked Gil up and down several times in a very different way. Gil stared ahead at the sorcerer, avoiding both Cassandra’s and Sela’s eyes. The sorcerer leaned lazily against the passageway wall, his legs crossed, his arms folded, a wry twist rising at the corner of his mouth. Cassandra swung the swords back and forth again, several times, building up their charge, pacing in front of the others. She glanced at Aldrin waiting for him to be ready. Finally he nodded and the three archmages stepped towards the sorcerer. 
 
      
 
    “Who are you and why do you follow Sama?” Aldrin shouted at the sorcerer, who still leaned against the wall, but didn’t respond.  
 
      
 
    “As a sorcerer, you were once one of us, of RavensKeep. Why do you turn your back on us now? Why do you choose a path of evil?” Cassandra questioned, but still no response. 
 
      
 
    “Give up, and we will spare you life,” Aldrin commanded, yet the sorcerer still leaned, dark, and silent.  
 
      
 
    Valik glanced at Cassandra, and Aldrin, then turned to the sorcerer, “We are the archmages of RavensKeep, there are three of us and one of you, you can not defeat our power, and you can not win …”  
 
      
 
    “Foolish archmage …” the sorcerer whispered flashing a row of jagged blood stained teeth, “you have no idea what real power is … but you will … you will …"  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 13: OPENINGS
  
 
    Monith paced unevenly before the three wooden chairs. Now and again, he paused and glanced at the ocean above him, it was empty and still. A bad omen. He continued to pace, restless, knowing what was coming, until eventually, it did. The large wooden door to the mages chamber swung open. Monith stopped, and turned to stare at an old mage wearing a brown robe. 
 
      
 
    “I know what you want, but you will not find it here … demon,” Monith said flatly.  
 
      
 
    “Oh my … but I want so many many things …” Sama smirked as he pushed the door open a bit wider so Monith could see into the hallway, where several dozen bodies lay dead, and piled, in pieces.  
 
      
 
    “You didn’t need to do that, they didn’t hurt you …” Monith shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Need … want … after a thousand years stuck in that box, you’d be surprised how wonderful the little things feel, to breath, to eat, to kill …” Sama grinned and licked the back of his hand which was covered in blood. “Sometimes all one needs is the little things …”  
 
      
 
    “You didn’t need to. They couldn’t hurt you,” Monith shook his head again. 
 
      
 
    “Neither can you … or anyone … you're not … fast enough … not … good enough … no one is,” Sama mocked, his voice purring. 
 
      
 
    “Someone was, once …” Monith smiled. Sama frowned. The two men stood motionless, and silent, for a very long time. Eventually Sama grew bored and took several long slow steps towards Monith.  
 
      
 
    “I have three questions for you archmage, after that I will kill you,” Sama grinned, his tone flat. “My first question, where is the eye of Tannath? I know you know, the master archmage always knows. If you tell me, I  promise, I will make it quick …” The two men paced around the chairs, Sama licked his teeth, grinning, as Monith tried to keep his distance.  
 
      
 
    “I don’t know, and even if I did I wouldn’t tell you …” 
 
      
 
    “Second questions, how did the boy take the shard from Astal? If you tell me I might let you live …” Monith paused. The demon didn’t know. At least that was something. 
 
      
 
    “Might?” The archmage prodded. Sama shrugged and grinned. 
 
      
 
    “Third questions, last question … join me or die,” Sama’s voice was cold, angry, lifeless. He stopped pacing and glared at the archmage, a twisted sick look upon his face. 
 
      
 
    “You were a fool, even long ago Sama. You chose a terrible path and I pity you. Truely. But they will stop you, you know they will, the other archmages, and the boy, they will find a way. There will always be more that follow the light than the dark, and they will stop you,” at Monith’s words Sama smiled wide and wicked. 
 
      
 
     “Foolish archmage … you have no idea who follows the dark, do you?” 
 
      
 
    Monith stopped and stared at Sama for a long while, wondering much. As the two men stood, facing each other, and silent, Sama winked. In the next moment the old mage transformed, his fangs bared, his claws extended, as he lunged at Monith. The archmage didn’t bother to move and didn’t try. Instead, he raised his hand and with a sudden burst of blinding white light, he shattered the glass dome above him, and the ocean came forth. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 14: RECKONING
  
 
    Cassandra stood in front of the four friends, guarding them. Valik and Aldrin quickly spread to the sides of the sorcerer, then as if one, the three archmages attacked. Valik cut a blood rune and summon a dozen ravens, crafted of smoke, that rushed towards the sorcerer, clawing and biting in a strange wisp of movement and song. Aldrin dashed forward stabbing with a large yellow energy spear, while Cassandra leapt through the air swinging both swords, wildly, shouting and screaming in some strange archaic tongue. The sorcerer grinned and in a few swift subtle movements called forth three more bolts of water, hammering each archmage to the ground. The ravens vanished the moment Valik went down, as Aldrin tried to quickly exchanged the spear for a shield but was still knocked aside, while Cassandra tumbled backwards near the coffin slamming her head against the stone. Grabbing her skull in pain she let go of the two swords in her hands. When she did, the false sword, the one fashioned by her mind, vanished in a shimmering wave of light, while the other, the real Elder Sword, lost its luster, returning to its simple ordinary state. At the sight of the fallen archmages Carmine stood ready clutching his family crest, while both Sela and Tarr charged their hands with glowing druid magic, though for all of them, it was much too late.  
 
    Somewhere deep inside, the fire kindling in Gil had exploded. He thought back to his friends. To Astal. To Lavos and the girls crying out in pain, being stabbed by this man, this sorcerer. In a flash his eyes glowed like burning coals. The shard around his neck was on fire, burning a hole in his shirt as he waved his hands through the air drawing symbols of pain, and death. The torches along the walls flickered for a moment, then in a great rush their fires spun and swirled, channeling towards Gil, merging and spitting out from his hands like great waves scorching the earth. The sorcerer tried to raise a bubble of water around him for protection but it was no use. The flames lashed out, hitting the sorcerer head on, vaporising the water shield, his robe bursting into flames, his skin boiling and bubbling, his flesh melting, his muscles, his bones. Seconds later, only a pile of ash and smoke remained, scorched in the broken earth. 
 
      
 
    The archmages stood around the boy, watching, as he heaved and vomited onto the ground. Gil tumbled over, shaking and trembling with pain, ebbing between consciousness and the unknown. The three archmages glanced at each other, shaking their heads, in disbelief, and wonder. 
 
      
 
    “You should be dead …” Cassandra crouched next to Gil, turning her head to look at his face. Sela knelt on the other side of Gil, swirling waves of green healing energy over him, and glaring at Cassandra. “Using that much magic … you should be dead, even with the shard, you should be dead …” Cassandra lifted the pendant slightly and stared at it. Gil was in no condition to fight back. Carmine and Tarr stepped forward, ready to fight if she tried to take it. Cassandra smiled. “You have good friends … stupid and foolish but good none the less, Lincoln of Arroe …” her tone was mocking to say the least. Cassandra released the pendant and handed the sword back to Gil. Instinctively the boy clutched it to his chest, which somehow soothed him and he stopped trembling.  
 
    “When you wake … there are a great many things that need explaining …” she touched the side of his face as he fell asleep. Cassandra glanced up at Sela, and smiled though it didn’t seem to do any good. The archmage glanced at Carmine and Tarr. “As for you three—” suddenly she stopped. Cassandra turned her head, as if listening, staring at the passageway. A heavy silence filled the cavern as the others glanced around, nervously. The air felt strange. “Oh gods …” she muttered, “Seal it! Seal it now!” Cassandra screamed and pointed at the tunnel rushing wind. 
 
      
 
    ------- 
 
      
 
    When Gil woke it was dark and the air smelt like salt, smoke, and burning fat. For a moment he didn’t know where he was and panicked. Dashing to his feet, the Elder Sword held out, he could feel the fire inside him growing again, fanning. A soft hand touched his shoulder, it was Sela. He calmed. She knew what he wanted to ask, the torches were out, so she led him to the passageway. Gil stumbled towards it. A very faint, very soft, yellow glow ebbed from the opening. Tiny energy bubbles were trapped inside a netting of tangled roots as thick as wool, dense and dark. The entire passageway was blocked. At his feet a small puddle had formed. Gil stared at it, then at the wall of roots, where drops of water were soaking through, slowly. Gil reached up to touch it. 
 
      
 
    “Please don’t do that …” Valik called out. He was sitting several feet away, his legs crossed, his eyes closed, facing the root wall. “It’s hard enough to keep this up without you poking and prodding at it,” his voice was calm, and smooth, but held a hint of burden in it, straining. Gil turned. Aldrin was sitting next to Valik, his face was dimly lit by the glow from the barrier, and his eyes were also closed, concentrating.  
 
      
 
    “Keep what up?” Gil asked, though neither mage answer. Sela tugged on his hand and lead him through the dark to the back of the cavern where the others sat quietly against the wall. The ground was cold and damp. “What is going on? What are they doing?” Gil stammered out. 
 
      
 
    “They are keeping us alive, Gil …” Cassandra mused wryly. Gil was silent, thinking. “Your friends have told us a great deal while you were sleeping … how do you feel?” Gil wasn’t sure if her voice was filled with curiosity or anger, and couldn’t see her expression in the dark.  
 
      
 
    “I’m Fine. How are they keeping us alive with that?” Gil asked again.  
 
      
 
    Cassandra sighed, “Do you remember when we first met? The ocean glass in the mage’s chamber?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh …” Gil replied, realizing what had happened. “Why?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    The cavern was silent for a very long time. “Sama,” Cassandra finally replied, and again silence. 
 
      
 
    “We put out the torches to save air,” Carmine spoke. “The water will recede, eventually …” Tarr added. It was good to hear their voices. All of them. Gil was worried not everyone had survived.  
 
      
 
    “Ask him about the sword …” Valik called back to them, still sitting with his eyes closed. “And the jacket …” Aldrin added. It was good that it was dark. The look on Cassandra’s face would have been enough to start a fight. She was getting to that. She didn’t need them telling her what to do. 
 
      
 
    “As I’ve said, your friends have told us a great deal. Who you are, where you came from, even about the shard. You’re an idiot, and a fool. You let a demon trick you. It told you lies and spun sweet words in your ear, and you listened, you did exact—” 
 
      
 
    “Everyone in my village died! Everyone!” Gil snapped at her. “What the fuck do you people know? Ever since I took the shard everyone I’ve met has tried to kill me! He tried to kill me, this pile of dust over here …" nodding to the ashes of the sorcerer in the dark, “the pen-cu, the magi in Astal, the bandits at the inn … they all tried to kill me! Even Mast—” Gil stopped suddenly. He hadn’t told anyone yet, not even his friends. “Even your own master fucking Oal tried to killed me …” 
 
      
 
    Suddenly a light flickered on in the cavern. Cassandra held out a small rock in her hand, illuminated with a soft white glow. She held it up to Gil’s face, confused, angry, and curious. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” She prodded. 
 
      
 
    “Master Oal. He tried to kill me three days ago. He knew I had the shard and he wanted it. He tried to take it …” Gil’s voice trailed off. 
 
      
 
    “And?” Cassandra asked, the light still held up. 
 
      
 
    “He failed …" Gil replied coldly. Cassandra extinguished the light. Gil sighed. “The old mage saved me. I didn’t know he was a demon. He saved me and he warned me. He told me not to tell anyone, especially you …” 
 
      
 
    Aldrin snorted.  
 
      
 
    “You could have put a warning on this fucking shard you know?! Or the statue?! Or even this cave!” Gil shouted at the archmage. “If you didn’t want someone to resurrect a demon, maybe you should have put up a sign that said ‘Danger! Demon inside! Do not open!’ I mean what kind of idiots just bury a demon in the middle of a graveyard without warnings or guards or anything, and instead just hope nobody finds it! for fucks sake …” Gil spat. He could feel the fire growing inside him again. In the dark Valik smiled, dissatisfaction with the mage’s council, check. 
 
      
 
    “Not us …” Cassandra spoke softly. Gil tried to calm, he knew it wasn’t their fault, not really, he knew it was his. His gift and his burden. “We didn’t bury him here. Not us. Sama was … is from another age. A thousand years ago, he was an archmage of RavensKeep, and unlike any other. Greater, better. But it wasn’t enough. He wanted more, and so he made a pact with Vashna, the dark god, and lost his soul in the process. Slowly he became a monster, a demon in man shape, and did terrible horrible things. He bred skinners, raised the dead and ate the flesh of men. He became a soul eater. He exchanged his life and theirs for power, dark power, for the more he gained the more he took. When he was finally discovered, magi from all the kingdoms banded together to defeat him. Many died. Many. Even with all their powers combined, they still couldn’t kill him, no one could, and so they locked him away, buried for all time, a half life, trapped in a tomb, in a mountain, unmarked and forgotten …” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve never heard this story before?” Carmine interrupted. 
 
      
 
    “Of course you haven’t!” Cassandra snapped. “Few have … this story was wiped from history, everywhere, erased and forgotten, and destroyed, so that no one, ever, would know the name Sama, or where the demon was buried. It was a story that was meant to be lost …” Cassandra’s voice trailed off. A long silence passed. 
 
      
 
    “Why?” Gil finally whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Because dear boy, he isn’t the only one …" 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 15: RISING
  
 
    Outside the chamber, the narrow valley had flooded. When Monith shattered the ocean glass, a sea of water poured forth, rushing, pushing, hammering against the castle as great waves crashed about rock and stone and steel. Monith had hoped it would be enough. It wasn’t. Even with the torrent of water smashing through the Keep, Sama was still too fast. In that moment, when the demon lunged, claws extended, fangs ready to tear, to rip, to kill, Monith had shattered the barrier holding back the wizard’s sea. Sama leapt to the side, avoiding the main crash of water barreling down, and sliced Monith across the chest rather than outright kill him. In a flash Sama dashed from the room, racing out of the castle with unnatural speed, running for his life, as wave after wave of water crashed behind him, filling the castle's halls, its rooms, and every square inch of space hidden or not.  
 
    The water pummel against doors, smashing and breaking every wood, every iron it found, churning and twirling and spinning a hundred statues and vase and chests and tables, like knives spit from an ungodly mouth, destroying everything in its wake. 
 
    Below, in the courtyard between the towers, a group of students stood, whispering and gossiping, feeling a tremendous shake and rattle all around them. For a moment they paused, then, one by one they looked up. At first a tiny drop of water fell. Then another, and another, until what seemed like rain, but wasn’t, poured down. Rivers of water burst from windows far above, spewing great streams of rock and stone, shards of jagged liquid, and death, falling down to everything below. People screamed.  
 
    In the valley below the butte, in Mendoc, the sun had just risen, and few people were awake. A codgy old farmer, splitting logs for the winter to come, breathed blue-grey pipe smoke into the frosty air. It hung languidly, almost laughingly, then whisked away in a heartbeat, as if knowing more than it should. The farmer titled his head, confused, then blew three more puffs into the air. Each vanished in a blink, each seemingly a bit wiser than the last, as the farmer removed his pipe from his mouth and stared, ambiguously. For a moment he wasn’t sure, but then, he felt it. At first, it was a soft brush against his cheek. A puff, like a gentle breath of a lover too close, or an oven too hot against the skin. The puff grew to a breeze, and the breeze to a wind, as the farmer rounded the corner of his house, and cried.  
 
    Gale forces shuddered down the valley. An avalanche of stone and rock and water exploded from RavensKeep, twirling and churning against the mountains, it spewed and poured and rushed from the castle, crashing over the butte, crashing down onto the valley, and the town, and all whose torment, and fortune, was held there now and forever. 
 
    Eventually, the ocean waters stopped, for it was never an ocean, but magic, great, and terrible, and never again. When the water drained from the mages chamber, and the castle, and the butte, it filled the valley for it had nowhere else to go. The town of Mendoc was dead. All of it, and everyone, drowned and lost, buried under waves, and rock, and death. The butte remained, now an island atop a great lake surrounded by forests and mountains, who peaks seems much nearer, and darker, for the voice of thousands dead and drowned cried out, and darkened a rising sun. 
 
      
 
    ------- 
 
      
 
    “A bird?” Cassandra snapped. 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” Gil replied flatly. 
 
      
 
    “And a fish?” she asked again, for the third time. 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Gave you an Ardent Coat and an Elder Sword?” Gil thought the archmage’s tone was somewhere between complete disbelief and total abject mocking. 
 
      
 
    “Yes …” Gil sighed. The cavern was silent, again. No one spoke. Several hours had passed. Valik and Aldrin still manned the barrier with healing support from Sela to refresh their magics, while the others continued discussing. Cassandra had answered their questions as much as she could, or perhaps, was willing to, Gil thought.  
 
    There were three demons, and a cult, long ago. A blood cult, a dark cult, followers of Vashna, and death. Three demons whose names were all but forgotten. First, was Sama, the archmage, who could shape change into a creature of impossible speed and cunning. Next there was Torrik, the Giant, said to have the strength of a thousand men, wicked and vicious to the bone. Lastly, there was Melinda, the witch of shadows, a vile creature by all accounts, though little else was know of her. Yet all were soul eaters, all, monsters. When they were defeated by the Ardents long ago, they were buried in secret, and buried alive, for none knew how to kill them. Their tombs were spread across the kingdoms, hidden, and forgotten, and those that had buried them, were killed. The Ardents had tried to erase all knowledge of the demons from time, hoping that alone, would keep them safe. They were wrong. 
 
      
 
    “Kan doc de va san kit a?” Valik asked, breaking the long silence in the dark. Cassandra paused, thinking, then replied, with anger, in the same strange language.  
 
      
 
    “What?” Gil snapped at them both. He was growing tired of secrets. 
 
      
 
    “He thinks they were Fae,” Cassandra answered. “Master Valik thinks you met Fae, and they gave you these items …” 
 
      
 
    “But you don’t?” Sela interrupted.  
 
      
 
    Cassandra mused for a bit before answering. “No one has ever met a Fae. Not ever. Not in ten thousand years, if you believe the stories …” 
 
      
 
    “No one’s ever claimed the shard, or freed a demon before, either …” Carmine interrupted, smiling, though no one could see it, and perhaps for the better. 
 
      
 
    “A shard,” Aldrin corrected. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” Gil asked. 
 
      
 
    “A shard, not the shard. It’s not the only one,” Aldrin replied. The room was silent once more. 
 
      
 
    Cassandra spoke before more questions came. “There are six shards, though, other than us, and my brother, and now you four, very few people know that. It’s a legend from the beginning. Six shards, six points on the star of Saa-Faa, that were—” 
 
      
 
    “The what?” Gil broke in. 
 
      
 
    “Arghhh …” Cassandra snapped, she hated to be interrupted. “The Star of Saa-Faa is the physical embodiment of the inner star. An amulet, made of six parts, six shards. Each shard represents one of the six aspects of the mind, the inner star, that enable magic, that are magic, made whole. Shards that focus and amplify magic … if you believe the legends.” 
 
      
 
    “And where are the other five shards?” Carmine asked. 
 
      
 
    “No one knows. Lost. Hidden. The only one that’s ever been known, was the one you have, Gil … the one that was in the statute in Astal. No one knows where the others are …” Cassandra mused silently for a while. 
 
      
 
    “Why does Sama want Gil’s shard?” Tarr asked. 
 
      
 
    “I …” Cassandra paused, thinking. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe to free the other demons?” Carmine questioned. Cassandra didn’t answer. Water dripping from the barrier echoed in the cavern. “He wants it to free the other demons? the same way we freed him?” no one answered. 
 
      
 
    “Sama doesn’t need it for that …” Valik said, still sitting by the barrier in the dark, “the Ardent mages poured all their magics into sealing Sama away, not the others. He wouldn’t need the shard to free them, if he finds them …"  
 
      
 
    “If he’s that powerful, than why didn’t he finish us all off, here and now when he had the chance?” Carmine asked. 
 
      
 
    “I told you …” Cassandra breathed, “He’s a soul eater. The pact he made with Vashna, he’s a conduit. He consumes people, body and soul, and channels their life force to Vashna. In return he accesses the dark god’s powers, terrible powers that consume him in return, and so he must eat, people, constantly. The more power he gains, the more he must consume. It’s a never ending trap, you see, for him, for everyone. Sama and the other demons will destroy the world in their hunger. Why didn’t he kill us you ask? … most likely … after a thousand years in that coffin, he was weak. Too long without a meal, without power. You saw him, what he is, what he can do, and that was when he was weak. Still, against three archmages, and the three of you, and Gil, it would have been difficult, even for him … besides, we had the Elder Sword.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” Tarr interrupted. 
 
      
 
    Carmine spoke up, this one he did know. “There are only three things in this world that can injury a demon, the Light of Valor, whose eternal flame dwells forever in the sacred gardens of—” 
 
      
 
    “Religious myth,” Aldrin interrupted. 
 
      
 
    “The Kraken Wand which is believed to lay at the bottom of the dark sea guarded by a horde of man eating leviathans …” 
 
      
 
    “A bedtime story,” Aldrin spat. 
 
      
 
    “And of course Elder Weapons, which some say were forged with Fae magic … though they were all lost long ago …” Carmine stopped, Aldrin was silent, and in the dark, everyone stared at Gil, and his sword. 
 
      
 
    “It doesn’t matter anyways!” Sela cried out, fear crackling in her voice, “You couldn’t even hit him! Not once, not any of you! If Sama was weak before, how do you plan to use the sword once he’s strong again?” Sela laughed a bit, hysterically, “I mean what you're saying is, he left us, to go eat, right?”  
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Cassandra whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Then why does he want the shard?” Gil asked, but no one answered.  
 
      
 
    “Perhaps the shard can hurt him? He wanted to take it from you so you couldn’t use it against him?” Sela spoke a glimmer of hope in her voice. 
 
      
 
    “No, I don’t think so …” Valik said softly, trying not to discourage the girl. “The shards are not weapons, not really. We don’t know much about them, but what little is written of them says that each shard is quite different than the next, but mostly they protect, like wards, guardians if you will, they don’t harm.”  
 
      
 
    Sela rubbed at the burnt runes in her palms. Protection. The echo of water dripping from the barrier sounded in the cavern, as Carmine stroked at his chin, thinking.  
 
      
 
    “But then how did Gil use it to kill the—” 
 
      
 
    “Fire.” Gil blurted out. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Tarr asked. 
 
      
 
    “Fire. Valik’s right. My shard, it protects against fire. Think back, when we were at the greenwood inn. I put my hands in the fire, yet I wasn’t hurt at all.” Gil held up his hands, which no one could see. 
 
      
 
    “But you just burnt this bastard to a crisp?” Carmine piped in, pointing in the dark. 
 
      
 
    “Ah … yea but that wasn’t the shard, well not alone. That was a spell I learned … er … found—” Gil cut himself short. 
 
      
 
    “Where?” Aldrin snapped. 
 
      
 
    “Uh … well, I may have borrowed a book or two from the library …" Gil paused waiting for one or more of the archmages to yell at him, “ … anyways the shard … it protected me from the flames … but it wasn’t the shard that moved them.” 
 
      
 
    “But you killed the Mallock?” Carmine asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but … uh … that … was a rune … that …” Gil stopped again. 
 
      
 
    “That what?” Valik’s voice gritted in his throat. 
 
      
 
    “That Sama taught me. Well, not exactly … I may have changed a thing or two, but again it wasn’t the shard, not directly anyways.” 
 
      
 
    “IDIOT,” Cassandra breathed out trying to calm herself. 
 
      
 
    “Well that makes even less sense …” Carmine mused, “if the shards are just protective amulets, why would Sama need one? From what you all say he’s already damn near invincible, so why bother trying to take the shard from Gil?” Everyone was silent for a very long time. 
 
      
 
    Eventually Sela spoke up, almost whispering, “Maybe the shards do something else, too? I mean you said you don’t know much about them, right?” But no one answered. The passageway barrier had broke, and water rushed in. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 16: WATERS DEEP
  
 
     The barrier that Valik and Aldrin had been maintaining finally gave way. When it did, tiny bits of webbed roots, and bubbles, flooded into the cavern atop waves of rushing flowing water. The archmages, and the four friends tumbled about, smashing against the walls, choking and coughing and fighting against the torrent for several minutes, gasping for breath. Soon after, the water inside the tomb quickly lowered, spilling away into cracks and crevices far below in the earth. Whether by chance, or fate, the entrance to the cavern was above the water's edge, now that the storm of the ocean had stopped, and the tempest, calmed.  
 
    Torches relit, the group ran back out of the passageway, up through the winding maze of underground tunnels, up the darkened staircase, up through the broken stone doorway, halting at the edge of the small cave, for before them lay a different world. The narrow valley was gone. An immense lake now ebbed at the graveyard's edge, reflecting the gaze of a thousand clouds overhead, shadows of violet, and grey, lapping at their feet. The town was gone. The river, the bridge, all of it gone, buried for all time, under an ocean and sea of water, gone and dead and lost forever. Ahead, an island loomed, edged in granite, with steep banks, and stairs which led to nowhere, only down, and only to the depths below. The group sat in silence, staring at the edge of the lake, sitting for a great long while. 
 
    When they were ready, Valik summoned a makeshift boat, flat, wrapped of vines, and sealed with Aldrin’s energy spell. It floated, well enough, and the group rode it towards the island in the lake. Cassandra stood at the bow of the boat, staring at the castle. She was silent, as she searched out with her mind, looking for her brother. The water was choppy, and cruel, for it was a lake born of darkness. Many bodies floated near the boat as they drew closer to the island. Sela and Tarr chanted druid prayers for the dead, freeing their spirits as the bodies sunk below. Gil watched the shoreline along the mountains. How many had died because of him? How many more, would? He watched the far bank behind them now, gazing at tips of pine and cedar lapping in the water, once giants, now reed in the deep. He stared, searching, glancing at shadows in the forest, at the shore, and at eyes, he could feel, staring back.  
 
    At the castle, some, had survived. A dozen students ran to island’s bank as the boat approached. They stood, silent, waiting, watching as the group landed, desperate for guidance. Cassandra jumped from the bow and ran past the onlookers without a word. The others in the boat quickly followed her, only Valik paused for a moment to command those standing on the shore to action. Assess the castle, supplies, and survivors. Gather the injured, and the dead, heal those they could, burn or sink those they couldn’t. Most importantly, send a raven to the capital, to the King, and to the Order. Sama has returned. 
 
      
 
    ------- 
 
      
 
    Monith lay on his back staring at the hollow ocean glass above him. It was a choice, his choice. The gash at his side no longer bled for he had no more to give. His skin was pale and clammy and cold. Cassandra screamed at him, but it was a sound far off and distant, like a bell muffled in fog. The others stood around the room, silent, waiting. It wouldn’t be long. Monith patted his sister’s face, anger wouldn’t save them now. Monith called Valik to him, taking the bronze star from around his neck, pushing it into the Crimson Wizard’s hand. Valik didn’t want it, not like this, but refusal wasn’t possible. Cassandra and Aldrin would need his help, now more than ever, and from the look on their faces, there wasn’t anyone else left who could.  
 
    Gil stood silent along the wall. This was his fault, all of it. Monith smiled and motioned the boy forward. Reluctant, Gil neared, glancing at Aldrin whose face was unemotional, at Cassandra who glared with blame, and at Valik who nodded, reassuringly. Monith motioned for Gil to bend down, closer, closer, then whispered in the boy’s ear and smiled. All three archmages leaned forward but couldn’t hear the exchange. For a moment Gil paused, staring Monith in the face, then stood and walked away. Cassandra’s eyes followed Gil across the room, as the boy resumed his place against the far wall, near his friends.  
 
    Monith smiled at them all, comforting, with hope. “Everything happens for a reason …” Monith whispered, lifting his hand, reaching out, then silence. His hand fell back, slapping against his chest, a heavy wet thud, squishing against his water soaked clothes, his fingers frozen, wretched and extended, like a claw towards the sky. Cassandra breathed heavy, and hard, clenching her fists. Valik took a slight step between her and Gil, as did Aldrin.  
 
      
 
    “What did he say?!” Cassandra snapped at the boy. 
 
      
 
    Gil glanced around, at his friends, at the archmages, at Monith, and shrugged. “Uh … well nothing really … he said he like my coat, I think he just didn’t want me to worry, I guess …” Gil tried to smile. He wasn’t sure if they believed him, and didn’t care if they did. Far too many people were dead, for him to care. Cassandra glared at the boy but didn’t speak. 
 
      
 
    “What now?” Sela asked.  
 
      
 
    The archmages glanced at each other. What now indeed. Valik stepped forward, assertive, glancing at the others, their hope faltering, “OK, first thing, we should—" 
 
      
 
    “There’s something I don’t understand,” Gil interrupted, “how is it that the old mage, Sama I mean, was in my village? How was that possible, If he was locked away in that coffin all this time?”  
 
      
 
    The archmages glanced at each other again, their faces mixed with concern and uncertainty. “What you saw in your village wasn’t him, not really …” Aldrin answered. “The Ardents buried him alive, trapped for a thousand years, but Sama was one of the greatest mages ever to have lived. Evil, but great. Locked away all that time … he must have found a way to escape, in part, projecting his spirit, even if his body couldn’t leave. It’s not all that unreasonable to assume. Cassandra’s own powers are rather similar, actually …" Cassandra glared at Aldrin, she didn’t want to think how similar their powers actually were.  
 
      
 
    “Ah … I see,” Gil mumbled. 
 
      
 
    Valik nodded. “Right. OK, we need to assess the castle, locate all the masters, and—” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry but I have another question. If Sama was able to project his spirit all the way to Astal, do you think … he could have gone to other places, also?” everyone turned at Gil, “I mean … well, the sorcerer, he was in my village, in the competition. Sama defended me from him, but that was a trick, I get it, I see it now. The whole thing was one big lie to get me to come here, to open his coffin. He saved me from the battle and transported me into the mountains, out of reach of anyone, everyone. But … he didn’t know what would happen after that. He can’t see what will happen, it was … a plan. Plans take time, plans change. He didn’t know I would find the Ardent Coat, or the Elder Sword, or meet the Fae, he didn’t know what would happen, at least … not everything …" 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” Tarr asked confused. 
 
      
 
    “I met you.” Gil looked at both Tarr and Sela, their faces confused, hurt. Gil smiled, he wasn’t accusing, just thinking, realising much for the first time. “And Carmine. Unforeseen and unknown. He wanted me, told me, not to make friends. He wanted me to release him, alone, so it would kill me when I did, and it almost did, had it not been for you three. The burden was spread among us, and the shard, and so we, I, survived. It wasn’t part of his plan. He thought it would be easy, it wasn’t. Then, the three of you showed up …” Gil nodded to the archmages, “again unplanned. But then … the sorcerer arrived exactly when he was most needed by Sama. Why? How? And where from?” Everyone was silent. “I came over the mountains and that took months, but the road? From here to Astal? It’s a year’s journey, minimum. So how did the sorcerer show up at just at the right time?” 
 
      
 
    “Sama transported him into the mountains as well …” Sela suggested. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think so …” Gil mused. “If the spell he used was anything like the one I used on the Mallock, I don’t think he could use it twice in row, not without serious injury. Spirit form or not. Even with the shard I could barely do it across a few yards. His spell sent me miles away. I think he spent everything he had just for that spell, as far as he could, so I would get here as fast as I could. Otherwise why not just transport me all the way to RavensKeep? There was a limit and he used it. And even if he could have, crossing the mountains was not … easy.” Gil paused for a long while remembering the wolves and the hunger and the freezing cold, and of course the orb. 
 
      
 
    “Gil?” Sela prodded gently. The others stared at the boy, though no one spoke. His face was filled with pain, too much, to ask more. 
 
      
 
    “Anyways, my point is that he had help and lots of it. Not just in Astal, but here, in the castle.” Gil paused watching each of them. The archmages glanced at each other. Sela and Tarr watched Gil, Carmine stared at Monith’s body. 
 
      
 
    “Oal.” Aldrin grimace. 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps. Maybe. But the sorcerer, in the cavern, wasn’t the sorcerer,” Gil replied. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” Cassandra snapped. 
 
      
 
    “He wasn’t the same one from my village. Similar yes. His robe, his magics, similar but not identical. I thought he was, when we were fighting, but now I remember, little things, his boots, his smile, I remember. They are … or were … different people.” Everyone was silent. Carmine tilted his head slightly, still looking at Monith lying on the ground. 
 
      
 
    “Who was he than?” Sela asked. 
 
      
 
    “Hard to tell from a pile of ashes …” Cassandra mocked. Gil shrugged. Valik shook his head. Everyone looked, uneasy. 
 
      
 
    “In any case, who ever he was, he wasn’t the same sorcerer I met in Astal …” Gil said as he rubbed his chin, thinking. 
 
      
 
    “So what?” Tarr asked. 
 
      
 
    “So … that means Sama had been planning, projecting, for some time. He had been in my village for at least three days …" 
 
      
 
    “A month," Valik interrupted. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Gil looked confused. 
 
      
 
    “Likely he’d been there a month, maybe longer. Mage Tolin’s body had been dead for weeks before you took the shard … replaced by Sama …” Valik mused. Gil paused, and stared at Valik for a long while. 
 
      
 
    “My point is,” Gil picked up again, “Sama had been planning this for a long time. He’s been projecting out of the coffin for a long time. Who knows how long. And he’s been making friends and allies—” 
 
      
 
    “Followers …" Cassandra interjected. 
 
      
 
    “ …For a long time.” Gil finished. “A cult right? You said they were wiped out? Maybe not. Not anymore. Maybe, never. Maybe they’ve always been around, hiding in the shadows. Waiting. Likely dozens, maybe hundreds. Oal, maybe. Others? In the castle? In the town? Likely. We’d been racking our brains for weeks trying to find Master Amas, then on the day before we are set to leave the castle a stranger in a tavern gives Tarr the idea to search the graveyard.” Everyone turned at Tarr, who swallowed, hard. “It’s not his fault, not at all. But it wasn’t coincidence either. Sama or his followers, they were pushing us, prodding us, steering us to where they needed us, to open the tomb, the coffin. They have been, from the start. In Astal, they killed everyone to put fear in me. Then Sama saved me, and told me to come to Ravenskeep. Once here, Oal attacked me to continue the fear in case I thought of giving up on the search, then someone put the right idea in Tarr’s head, and we did exactly as they had wanted from the start.” Everyone was sullen. They had been fools, all of them. “On top of that, Sama, I think … I think he’s been places. He knows things. He’s had followers doing his work, even without a body, and he’s been searching, looking for the others all this time. After a thousand years of waiting, don’t you think he already knows where the other demons are?” The room was silent.  
 
      
 
    “Maybe it was the same sorcerer? Maybe the sorcerer followed you here? Maybe it’s just coincidence?” Sela’s voice was shaky, she didn’t believe it either, but desperately wanted to.  
 
      
 
    “They weren’t. He didn’t. It’s not. In Astal there were others. I didn’t realise it at the time, but there were others there, helping Sama. There were pen-cu, and a canist from the south, also a knight, a commander of the King’s Guard, I think. He spoke with Sama for hours, he helped defend me … he—"  
 
      
 
    “Are you sure it was a commander from the Silver Order?” Valik interrupted, his voice shaky. 
 
      
 
    “Why do you ask that of all things?” Cassandra snapped. 
 
      
 
    “When we landed, I had ravens sent to the Order, and to the King, telling them Sama had awakened and … that the castle was crippled … and defenseless.” Valik shook his head in disbelief, if there were followers of the blood cult among the king’s knights … 
 
      
 
    “What now?” Sela asked.  
 
      
 
    No one spoke. Everyone stood silent, unsure, confused. Everyone except Carmine, who smiled, walked forward, and laid down next to the dead body on the floor. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 17: RACING
  
 
    “What in the hell are you doing?” Cassandra screamed. The others stood frozen in shock. Carmine lay next to Monith’s body, their shoulders touching, as both stared up at the shattered ocean glass above. Carmine lay relaxed, his hands on his chest, folded, as his tunic soaked cold and wet.  
 
    “Get up now, or I swear I’ll—” Cassandra suddenly stopped. Carmine shifted his hands, no longer folded, they turned, twisted, and shaped as Monith’s were, mimicking them, a claw, snarled but perhaps not, a finger, a hand, pointing, upwards. The group paused, then everyone stepped forward. 
 
    Directly above them the group looked up, staring through the broken twisted cage that once held back a sea. Jagged shards of glass stabbed down at them, swirled in a jumble of metal and stone, hanging awkwardly and dripping. Beyond the razor edges, and the glass, and the last bits of running salty water, the roof curved inside a dome, a small hollow hidden dome behind the now broken barrier, hidden behind an ocean of water, hidden and secret, waiting, until now, exposed.  
 
      
 
    “What is it?” Sela asked. No one knew. Cassandra thought Monith had broken the barrier to attack Sama, foolish, if not impossible, a one in a thousand chance that the water would or could catch him. It didn’t. It hadn’t. And many many people had died for the choice. But now? Perhaps Monith had shattered the glass for something else, for this.  
 
      
 
    “Give me a lift …" Cassandra nodded to Aldrin, who quickly boosted her through the torrent of jumbled ironwork and into the narrow opening above. Cassandra caught the inside lip of the dome, and hoisted herself up. She sat on the lip, little more than a foot wide, and dangled her legs through the hole below. The dome was small, and cramped, and she sat looking around its hollow with her back bent against the curve. 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” Valik called up. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing … it’s nothing …” Cassandra called down, for the dome was empty and bare. “There’s nothing here—” She stopped. There was something. A book. A single leather bound book, thin, worn and old. Cassandra jumped down from the secret hold. 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” Aldrin asked staring at the book. Cassandra shook her head. The book had no markings, it was plain, no words, symbols, or carvings engraved its cover, and though darkened and tattered, it looked as ordinary as any other. The archmage stood for a moment, staring between the book in her hand, and her brother, alone and dead on the floor. Cassandra opened its cover and looked at the first page. 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” Tarr stammered, excited. Aldrin shook his head. Cassandra glanced at the boy, then flipped to the next page, then the next, then a dozen, thumbing through the book in a few seconds. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Aldrin asked, he didn’t like the expression on her face. 
 
      
 
    Cassandra glanced at Aldrin, then at Valik, then at Gil, her expression empty. “Every page is blank …” she held up the book by one of its covers letting the pages flap and fall open for the others to see. 
 
      
 
    “Why would anyone hide a blank book?” Gil asked. Everyone paused. No one knew. Aldrin grabbed the book and shook it hoping there was something else hidden inside. There wasn’t.  
 
      
 
    Sela stared up at the hole in the ceiling. “Why was it hidden there?” pointing, “why hide anything there?” she asked, her voice trembling at the thought of the ocean glass breaking, and the water rushing out, sweeping through the castle, and the valley, destroying and killing, everyone. 
 
      
 
    “It wasn’t meant to be found. Not ever. Something powerful. Something dangerous. Worth risking your life for, worth … killing for …” Valik murmured. Everyone turned and stared at him. He shrugged, motioning for the book. Aldrin tossed it to him. Valik closed his eyes waving his hand over the cover several times, chanting, commanding, calling. He opened the book. Still blank. He tried again, another spell and a dozen after that, they all did, but still nothing, still blank. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t understand …” Gil grumbled. 
 
      
 
    “Nor do we …” Valik breathed, finally giving up on the spells. “I don’t know what this is,” he handed the book to Gil who stood closest, and walked towards the windows along the wall, “and I don’t know why we found it,” Valik stared at Monith’s body on the floor, “but it doesn’t matter. We don’t have time to figure it out. What I do know is the King will send his knights here, and from what you say, some of them may not be on our side …” Valik mused for a bit, pausing, thinking, “And Sama will return. That is certain. He’ll come for you again Gil, he won’t stop, demons never stop.” Valik stared out at the lake. A gentle rain began to fall. Tiny drops rippled against the darkened water, chasing waves against the shore. “Sama will come. His followers will come. They will find the other demons and free them. If they do … that will be it. The end. Not just for us, but for everyone, everywhere …” Valik stared out the window, silent. 
 
      
 
    “We can fight them! We can beat them! We must … right?!” Carmine shouted enthusiastically.  
 
      
 
    Valik smiled, gently. “How? We here do not know or possess any magic or weapons strong enough to kill a demon.” 
 
      
 
    “We have Gil … and the shard …” Sela smiled. Valik tilted his head, considering the thought. 
 
      
 
    “And the sword! you said the sword could hurt it?” Tarr stammered. 
 
      
 
    “One sword, we have one sword lad, and even with it, none of us could even come close to striking Sama. Against three demons? We wouldn’t stand a chance …” Valik shook his head.  
 
      
 
    “Let’s find more then! Or those other things you mentioned, the light of Valor and the Kraccas wand?” Tarr pleaded. 
 
      
 
    “Kraken,” Aldrin corrected, shaking his head. “It’s a good thought, but it’s not possible. No one has seen other Elder Weapon in an age, they're gone.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the light of Velor than? Or the wand?” Tarr wouldn’t stop. 
 
      
 
    “Listen boy, those are myths, stories to comfort scared women and children at night. A light of heaven? Please … it’s as made up as a wand at the bottom of the sea, as made up as monsters in the deep … Leviathans …” Aldrin spat. “The best lies are the simplest ones …" 
 
      
 
    “What did you say?” Gil interrupted. Until now, he had been silent, holding the book, and staring at Monith’s body on the floor.  
 
      
 
    “What?” Aldrin asked confused. 
 
      
 
    “You said Leviathans are just stories?” Gil asked in a strange voice. Everyone stared at him. 
 
      
 
    “They are. I’ve been to the dark sea. I’ve been in it, under it. There’s no such thing as sea monsters boy, not now, not ever.” Aldrin was almost shouting. He was tired of listening to children. The room was silent. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, there are …” Gil stared out the window at the mountains and smiled. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 18: PREPARATIONS
  
 
    The next few days passed quickly. Of the less than a hundred previous occupants of the castle, thirty six remained, included the archmages, Gil, and his friends. Sama was out there, somewhere, feeding, and growing stronger. With so few left in the castle, it didn’t really matter if he came alone or with the other demons. The king’s knights were also on their way, though if they were friend or foe wasn’t known. Valik hoped the Black Order might also send warlocks to aid him, either way, the Order was spread thin, in numbers, and distance. War was coming. RavensKeep was in danger. From Sama, from the blood cult, perhaps from the Huu-Di, or even Pillar. If so, there was little time to argue, for there were more important things to do, even if the bones of giants were buried in the mountains. The conversation was postponed, true or not, as the group still didn’t know how to find any of the things that might be of help, whether Elder Weapons, heavenly lights, or fabled relics. 
 
    Aldrin, along with Tarr, Sela and two masters that had survived the flood, searched the surrounding shoreline, but without success, for none had survived in the town. The lake had settled. The granite basin of the valley was the perfect cradle, surround on all sides by high mountains, the water could not, did not escape, it held the lake as if it was always meant to be, as if it was there before, as it was now, and in it a wizard's island. The thought was not lost on Gil, nor anyone perhaps, of how perfectly the water level came to the edge of the butte, or, of how the stockpile of boats and oars previously collecting dust were now improbably, impossible useful. 
 
    Cassandra gathered a dozen students and set them to work building defenses. They carved protective runes along the shoreline, for the old ones were now far below the water and no longer of any use. They inventoried supplies, and weapons, and assigned swords, spears, or bows to everyone left, regardless of what they thought of warcraft. They patched holes, and doors, and broken battered windows, fixing and repairing, replacing and resetting, restoring the castle, as best they could. Many hallways were full of fish, and kelp, and clams larger than oxen, yet none stayed that way long, for hard work grew hungry appetites. 
 
     Valik, along with Master Kalh, who had also survived, spent day and night attempting to teach Gil more than perhaps they should have. The shard amplified magic. Using magic consumed energy, using too much would lead to injury and death. Mastering the inner star was key. 
  
 
    Ko - focus, concentration. 
  
 
    San - Ability, stamina, perseverance.
  
 
    Om- Belief, faith, to be without doubt.
  
 
    Rann- Will, desire, want, purpose.
  
 
    Satt- Knowledge, of thyself, of the world, of magic.
  
 
    MaEe- the all, the everything, connected, fluid and balanced.
  
 
    Gil recited the chant, Ko-San-Om-Rann-Satt-MaEe, over and over, a hundred times, a thousand, he spent hours in the dark, each morning, mediating, Ko-San-Om-Rann-Satt-MaEe, practicing, listening to Master Kalh, training his inner star, training to increase his energy, Ko-San-Om-Rann-Satt-MaEe, and lower his consumption, Ko-San-Om-Rann-Satt-MaEe, training to fight, Ko-San-Om-Rann-Satt-MaEe, to survive, Ko-San-Om-Rann-Satt-MaEe, to win.  
 
      
 
    It did little good. 
 
      
 
    In the afternoons Gil trained with Valik. Hours, long, hard, and brutal, were spent learning new magics. Valik was by far, better than the other archmages. He knew more spells, he knew more runes, and he knew a great many things they never, ever, taught at RavensKeep. He knew how to kill, how to spy, how to summon a hundred beasts, and birds, and many other things that didn’t have names. He had left the Castle many years ago, he had volunteered for the Order. Gil asked of course, but Valik only hit him harder when he did, and never answered why. Gil learned spells to snare victims, and choke them, and chain them. He learn counter spells, spells to free binds, to see through glamours, and spells to shield from harm. He learned spells to summon beasts, and birds, but was rather incredibly terrible at them. He trained with Kalh in the mornings, and Valik in the afternoons, and at night he taught his friends everything he had learned each day. Whether Kalh and Valik knew he did, Gil didn’t know, and didn’t care. 
 
      
 
    ------- 
 
      
 
    Weeks passed. Sama hadn’t returned, not yet, nor had the King, or his knights, or the Order, replied. This worried the archmages more than anything, for no news usually meant bad news. When most of the castle had been repaired, and the dead buried, the group set upon searching every map, scroll, and book they could find in the castle’s library. Thousands. Hundreds of thousands. Far too many for seven, far too many for thirty six, even if the Master Librarian had survived. Yet everyone searched. They looked for books on Sama, on Amas, on shards, on the Elders, on the Ancients, and on the Fae. They looked for stories on the light of Velor, on the Kraken Wand, and on books without words. The searched history, and myth, and records. They looked in every journal they could find, and in every ledger they could open. They found almost, nearly, nothing. Nothing useful anyways. Nothing they didn’t already know. And though they searched, and trained, and built defenses, it seemed there was little hope. 
 
      
 
    ------- 
 
      
 
    It was very late, closer to morning than evening and the castle was silent. Moonlight flickered in the halls, and in the silence its emptiness was great. Sela crept soundlessly, restlessly, and barefoot down the long hallway in the dark. She had been awake all night, thinking, wanting but stopping, needing but scared. The stone floor was cold, freezing against her feet, as outside snow fell, silent, slow and eternal. Drifts gathered at the shore, in the trees, and mountains, frosting the landscape with a glistening dust, cold, and white. At the lake, large icy flakes touched the water's surface, holding for a moment before melting to the depths below. Slush formed, here and there, in thick patches dotting the water’s surface. Sela paused at the hall window, watching outside, watching as the snows fell and the winds howled and the world turned cold. It was beautiful, peaceful, and terrible.  
 
    Down the hall beyond the moonlight flickering at the window Sela stopped at a large wooden door banded in iron. She knocked softly, but only once. No one answered. She glanced nervously down the corridor, her eyes darting in the dark, searching for others, desperate, not wanting to be discovered. Sela bit her lip, hesitantly, then knocked again, daring a bit louder, daring, twice. Waiting in the hall, in the dark, was painstaking. Her thoughts rolled through her mind, yes, no, what if, why not, but still no answer. This was a bad idea. A mistake. She turned, defeated, to creep back down the hall, back to her own room, in silence and alone. But the door opened. A gust of warm air from the fire inside rushed passed her. Gil stood, half awake, half asleep. He stood bare chested, his clothes laid piled on the floor inside, his hair was messy, and he smelt of sweat and nightmares. She didn’t mind. She liked his smell. Gil stood, rubbing the side of his face, confused. He stared at Sela in the hallway, shoeless, wearing nothing but her coat, trimmed with bear fur, and beautiful. 
 
      
 
    ------- 
 
      
 
    Winter had come quickly to the castle. Lush forest, once green and dark with fir, and pine, now glowed softly, snow covered and cold. The sky was grey, always, and clouded, and even when new snows didn’t fall, the wind whipped dust from the bows, and the eves, sprinkling the air in ever present sparkles of light and ice. The lake, salty and deep and dark, couldn’t freeze, wouldn’t. Great ice blocks, with jagged lips and crisp cliffs of pillowy snows, floated about the lake, listless and free, wantonly, they shimmered inky blue-black at their edges, colliding violently, but rarely, smashing thunderously, echoing, their presence known, even in the silence of storms. 
 
    Inside, warmth and fire lit pockets, the library, the lesser dining hall, and kitchen, and sleeping quarters. Wood was sparse. Magic imbued flames where possible, when possible, and when not, relics were burnt, antiques, cabinets, doors, even drapes. In contrast, food, the gluttoned larders of lavish magi now gone, was ample. Overly. Great stocks of wine, cured meats, pickled carrots, and honey, were ubiquitous, overt, and unnecessarily cashed. Stocks once grown for thousands, once used by hundreds, now laughingly, fed dozens. Those left, huddled in the warmth of each other, and purpose. Yet the winter was worse then any before, worse than any known, and like an omen not wanted, telling of things to come. 
 
      
 
    ------- 
 
      
 
    As in every night since that night, Sela lay in Gil arms, awake, as he was, staring, as he was, watching, and waiting, as embers glowed in the dark and silence crowded the night. Gil’s room was bare, empty, except for his bed, a chair, and a small desk where he wrote and read, but did much less since Sela. Even so it was comfort, and comforting, for both of them, and they all but forgot their troubles, even if it was, only in the dark. A small round window across from the bed showed brief glances of snow and sky, glimmers of light and shadow, playing, thin branches lapping at the window, thin and brittle and cold.  
 
      
 
    “Gil,” Sela asked, a faint smile on her lips, a wrinkle of worry on her brow, “I wanted to ask … I know you told the others, that you couldn’t remember … but, I thought maybe … I mean, if you didn’t want to, I understand, but I thought, I was just curious … I’ve been wondering about it so long … no it’s OK, no, nevermind, don’t, you shouldn’t …” the faint smile faded from her lips as she breathed, softly. 
 
      
 
    “You want to know how I took the shard from the statue?” Gil asked, watching Sela stare at the fire.  
 
      
 
    “Yes …” she whispered. Gil paused, gazing at the snow outside, and thinking. Of course he remembered. He hadn’t told them how, he hadn’t told anyone how. He had thought of telling them, of explaining how, or showing, but he didn’t. Knowledge would only bring them pain and danger, like before, and they already had too much of both. Be cautious, be safe. 
 
      
 
    “You wouldn’t believe me even if I told you …” Gil said distantly. Sela didn’t say anything, she only sighed, heavily, and drew her finger across his chest in melancholy. Gil took a long deep breath, “Don’t tell the others, not even Carmine, or Tarr, OK?” Sela looked up. There was little he could keep from her anymore, anyways. “It sounds dumb … but, I didn’t do anything,” he muttered, half to himself. Sela’s brow wrinkled as she lifted her head, looking into his eyes. “Growing up in Astal, I had seen so many people try to take the shard, fighting against it, using magic to force it, to steal it, but no one ever did. No matter how hard they tried, no matter how powerful they were, they couldn’t take it …” Gil’s voice trailed off. 
 
      
 
    “So?” Sela asked in a curious, quiet voice. 
 
      
 
    Gil smiled a bit, “So … when I was standing there, at the statue, I realised no one had ever taken it by force, not ever … so I asked for it,” Gil grinned a bit wider. Sela sat up. She couldn’t tell if he was joking or not. Gil shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “You asked for it?” Her voice was wry, mocking, she didn’t believe him. He smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Yea, in my heart, and in my head. I asked the statue if I could have the shard, I thought maybe it was a gift the statue gave, rather than something that could be taken, everyone was always trying to take it, to take something that maybe didn’t belong to them in the first place. I wondered if anyone had ever just asked. I didn’t really think much of it at the time, and I’m not sure that I even wanted it when I did, but I asked if I could have it, and if I could, I would just pick it up, a gift, no magic, no force, I asked and it did … like I said, stupid right?” Gil tilted his head to the side, grinning.  
 
      
 
    Sela squinted at Gil. She paused, her lips pouting, pressing, she was silent as tension filled the room, Gil swallowed nervously, but then, she laughed. “Ha, ha, very funny …” Sela playfully slapped Gil across the chest, “you asked for it! … OK, sure you did …” Sela laughed a bit more shaking her head in disbelief.  Gil opened his mouth for a moment to explain, but decided against it, and feigned a yawn instead. Perhaps it was better if she didn’t believe him. Sela slapped Gil once more for good measure, then stood, stretched, and walked to the small desk where the blank book they had found still laid. It was all but forgotten now, a moment of hope, that had become, nothing. The book didn’t do anything. No spell unraveled its mysteries and no mention of its magic lay anywhere, ever.  
 
    Sela sat at the desk, pausing, playing with a tiny curl of her hair, it was growing longer in the cold. She was outlined, dimly, an edge of curves and shapes lit by the soft glow of a dying fire. Gil sat up, watching her, staring, and silent. Sela sat at the desk for some time, thinking. They shared many moments of silence together, the best moments, and Gil watched her with fondness, perhaps, even love. She sat for a moment longer, then gently opened the book. She lifted a quill, hawk feather, striped in red, and soft, and dipped it in the bottle black ink. She pause for another moment, biting the feather tip, tapping it against her lips, thinking as she did, with her eyes and mouth, as ink dribbled across the desk. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Gil asked.  
 
      
 
    Sela paused, the feather against her chin, she pursed her lips and stared into the flames. “I thought … I’d write down all that has happened to us. All that we’ve learn. In case we don’t make it … in case we do …” Gil watched her, but was silent. Sela turned, coyly, and smiled a devilish grin Gil knew all too well. “You don’t mind do you?” He shrugged with confused approval, though he knew he didn’t really have a choice, not really, not, with her.  
 
    Sela paused for a few moments more, tapping the feather, its beat quickening, its ink sloshing and slipping, running down the desk, at its edge, dripping, to the floor, to the stone, running in cracks, sliding at edges inked by the fire, warmed and cooled in the dark. Sela set the quill to paper, still grinning at Gil, speaking words as she wrote, playful, mocking, “There once was a boy name Gil, who happens to live on a hill …” she smiled, Gil frowned, she rolled her eyes, always so serious, “fine,” she huffed half heartedly upset, turning to the book, “I’ll be good …” she whipped her head back at Gil for a moment, and flashed a wicked smile, “for now …” she turned back, she didn’t need to see him, to know, he was smiling too.  
 
    For a moment, the room was silent. Only the crackling of the fire could be heard, hissing in the dark. Sela stared at the page before her, speechless, thinking. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Gil asked. Sela didn’t answer. She dipped the ink again, sloshing it, recklessly, and wrote. Gil sat up. Still silent, Sela did it once more, slapping ink to page, words to paper.  
 
      
 
    “Gil …” she called. He was already at her side. Sela paused, then wrote the words RavensKeep Castle. For a moment the words sat on the page, inky and black, then slowly, softly, they disappeared. She dashed the quill into the bottle once more and wrote again, The weather outside is cold and windy, she paused, watching, as the words began to fade, I am in Gil’s room, again the words hung, but for a moment, deciding, then followed the others. Sela hesitated, thinking, she tried drawing a tree, then a rune, then a combination of everything she’d tried before. Each wrote, inked, etched in glossy black liquid atop the paper, each paused, and each, faded away. Sela set the quill down. She stood and wrapped her arms around Gil. They were both silent, in the dark, watching the book and the fire, and wondered a great many things. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 19: STARDUST
  
 
    “What does it matter?” Tarr asked. Sela had explained their discovery to the others, the book, the words, but leaving out the how, and the where. 
 
      
 
    “It’s something. A step forward at least …” She snapped back. Tarr was always so blunt, so simple. He only saw black and white, good or evil. To him, the book was still the same, useless. Sela frowned, upset. The four friends sat at a small wooden table inside the dining hall, warming by the fire, and watching the ice float in the lake outside. The dining hall’s window ran floor to ceiling, wall to wall, a panoramic view of the frozen world before them. Across the lake a large clump of snow fell from the branches of an old pine, weighted, unable to hold, falling, as a plume of snow dust engulfed the surrounding forest, glistening and silent. The sky was grey, as always, and it was midday. Light, soft and blue filled the air, reflecting snow and water and ice. 
 
      
 
    “Have you told the archmages?” Carmine asked. 
 
      
 
    “No.” Gil immediately answered. Carmine threw him a curious look.  
 
      
 
    “Why not?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing to tell, nothing’s changed,” Gil mused staring outside, “the book still doesn’t do anything. No point to bother them with this until we figure it out.” 
 
      
 
    Carmine stared at Gil, he was sure there was something more to it, something else Gil was keeping from them, but he let it drop. Carmine smiled half heartedly, “OK … but what now?” The four were silent. A kitchen attendant brought them hot cider, steaming, in copper mugs. “You’ve tried everything?” Carmine asked blowing across his cider to cool it. Sela explained again. She had tried many things. Drawing pictures, maps, symbols, and runes. She had tried writing sentences, descriptions, and spells. She showed them again, dabbing the quill she had brought, ink to paper, words wrote, and fading. They stared fascinated and silent. Carmine set his mug down and motioned for the quill and book, and Sela slid both towards him. He tried a dozen different things. Drawing runes, writing spells, poems, names, and pretty much everything else that Sela had already said, done, and showed. She rolled her eyes and stared out the window at the lake, as another plume of snow fell from a branch far off.  
 
      
 
    “Let me try …" Tarr asked, motioning for the book. Carmine ignored him and continued to write. Tarr set his mug down and motioned with both hands. Carmine shook his head. Tarr sat back for a moment, pausing, then lunged over the table and snatched up the book, sliding it, the quill dragging, as Carmine snapped out his hands, reaching for the lost treasure and catching the edge of his mug in the process. Hot cider spilled across the table steaming and hissing and bubbling. 
 
      
 
    “Shit!” Tarr yelled as the others jumped back. “Sorry …” he stammered, looking around for something to wipe up the boiling liquid, finding nothing, then without thinking he tore a page from the book and splat it against the puddle in the table.  
 
      
 
    Carmine glared at Tarr, “Idiot!” both for the spill and the book. Tarr shrugged. A moment later, the table broke in half, split in two, as the boiling liquid fell to the floor and the page torn from the book, floated gently to the ground. 
 
      
 
    “What in the hell just happened?” Gil barked. The four friends stood staring at the table. It was three inches of solid oak, split down the center, a crisp clean line dividing the table. Each part lay on its side as cider puddled around it. The page, and the book lay in the puddle, soaking. Sela dashed forward, crouched and snatched up the book. It was dry, completely. She paused for a moment, then picked up the torn out page, it was wet, soaked through, and blank. She glanced back at Gil, he shook his head, he didn’t know.  
 
    The four sat down at a different table, watching as the attendant mopped up the cider, staring at the broken halves and glaring at them. “Two more ciders … please … when you have a moment …" Tarr smiled and waved at the attendant who glared a bit more. On the table before them lay a single torn page, the book and the quill. Sela leaned forward again and wrote in the book and on the torn out page. As before the words in the book held and faded, but on the page what she had wrote, stayed. It was just ordinary paper now. Gil snatched up the book and tried to tear out another page. He couldn’t. Carmine grabbed the single page on the table and easily tore it in half. They glanced at the broken table. 
 
      
 
    “What were you writing when Tarr grabbed the book?” Gil turned to Carmine, as did the others. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know … nothing really … ordinary stuff, same as before, same as Sela,” he tossed his head side to side trying to recall. 
 
      
 
    “Not the same …" She replied, “Whatever you wrote did that …” Sela pointed to the table broken in two. “Try to remember, what was the very last thing you wrote?” everyone was silent staring at Carmine.  
 
      
 
    “Nothing really …” he paused, “I was … writing about the weather outside.” 
 
      
 
    Gil leaned forward, taking the book and quill. “What exactly did you write?” Gil paused, the quill hovering. 
 
      
 
    “I …” Carmine stared outside at the howling wind, “I wrote … snow is falling … I think …" 
 
      
 
    Gil penned the words as everyone leaned forward watching intently. For a moment the words paused, but then as always they faded. 
 
      
 
    “No you didn’t …” Tarr spoke up, “I saw it … only for a moment, but the page, you wrote, it was only one word … snow I think, you only wrote snow.”  
 
      
 
    Carmine shrugged, “Well … I meant to write more …” He smiled. Gil shook his head, idiot, then wrote a single word in the book, snow. Again it disappeared. Gil threw down the quill, sighing, emphatically, frustrated. The other boys leaned back. Sela stared at the page, then at the broken table.  
 
      
 
    “Try it again …” She whispered. Gil paused for a moment, then picked up the quill once more. “Slowly …” she breathed. He put ink to paper and began, the others leaned forward, “s”, the quill scratched against the book, “n”, tension filled the air, static and silent, even the attendant stood, watching, motionless, “o” but as he wrote it Sela nudged the book, nodding, and Gil continued, not “o” but “a”, the winds outside howled, turning up the lake, waves and whitecaps sloshing and slipping onto the banks, ice blocks barreling towards one another, “w” started, but Sela grabbed the book, sliding it towards her, slowly, still nodding, still writing, the quill dragging, as before, “w” changing, shaping, into a “p”. Outside two ice blocks crashed, as a thunderous boom echoed through the valley. She stopped. Gil lifted the quill. A single word was written. A moment passed, then another, and another. The word stayed, written, frozen in ink, waiting. They glanced at the page. Disbelief. They stared at the table on the floor, broken, halved, laying on its side, a single crisp clean line down its center, an impossible improbable break in three inches of oak. It was, after all, a snap. 
 
    Gil picked up the book and turned it face down on the table. Everyone dashed forward, lifting their mugs, but nothing happened. Gil turning the book over. Snap, was still written on the page. For a moment he paused, then tore the page from the book. He held the page in his hand, staring at its inky words, still fixed, then set it atop the table. A second later the table cracked in half, like the other, and fell over in two parts, crashing, as the paper, now blank, gently floated down. 
 
      
 
    ------- 
 
      
 
    Gil ran down the hallway as fast as he could. Darting outside, through the courtyard, the others followed, yelling, nearly slipping on the ice and snow, Gil turned, steadying himself in the wind, then dashed towards the Cloud Tower, book in hand. Inside he stopped. Two men stood near the orb in the floor, the same two he had seen on the bridge months ago, the same two he had seen in the cavern just before Sama, and he was sure, without a doubt, he had met them before. Gil opened his mouth to speak, but then, the others caught up. Gil glanced at his friends for only a moment, but when he turned back, the two men were gone. Carmine, Sela and Tarr were standing just behind Gil, looking around the immense indigo lobby. 
 
      
 
    “Did you see them?!” Gil asked. 
 
      
 
    “See who?” Tarr replied, blowing into his cupped hands. The tower was cold, and empty, and all the torches were out. 
 
      
 
    “I … thought … I saw two men standing there,” Gil pointed towards the orb in the floor. Sela stepped forward, resting her hand on Gil’s bicep. He turned, startled.  
 
      
 
    “Are you OK?” she asked. Gil stared back with a blank expression on his face. Carmine walked around the lobby, staring up, it was dark and his heavy boots echoed with each step. He whistled a high pitched arc, which reverberated endlessly against the smooth walls.  
 
      
 
    “Just shadows buddy …” Carmine chuckled. Gil shook his head, he didn’t think so, he didn’t believe in coincidences, not anymore. Gil sighed, glancing at his friends, and stepped towards the enormous marble orb set in the floor. There were no footprints, no men, no sign of anyone, ever. 
 
      
 
    “Why are we here?” Sela said softly. Gil paused, then smiled, shaking the thoughts from his mind as he walked across the lobby to one of the torches along the wall. He open the book, drew the quill and inkpot from his pocket, scribbled a quick word, then turned to show it to the others. Fire. He tore the page from book, smiled wide, and slapped it against the torch. Nothing happened. Tarr, Carmine and Sela all stared at Gil, Gil stared at the torch, then flipped the book open again and pulled out the quill. 
 
      
 
    “Stop! What are you doing!” Carmine yelled.  
 
      
 
    Gil shrugged. “That should have worked …” he mumbled, scratching his chin. Sela walked to Gil and took the book, and the quill, from his hands. She smiled, standing next to him, tapping the quill against her lips, thinking. She wrote, tore another page from the book and slapped it against the torch, which burst into flames. Gil raised an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    She smiled. “Wrong word …” they glanced at the page in Gil’s hand, Fire, was still written. “Ignite …” She winked. 
 
      
 
    “OK, Sela keeps the book …” Carmine waved his finger at Gil and Tarr, “No more idiot’s wasting pages!” He pointed to the book, they glanced at it, it was already thin. Gil and Tarr shrugged in agreement.  
 
      
 
    “So why are we here, exactly?” Tarr asked. 
 
      
 
    “For that …” Gil pointed to the orb in the floor. 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” Tarr asked. 
 
      
 
    “A globe … a map. I didn’t realise it before … but it is. It’s blank like the book …” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” Tarr asked again. 
 
      
 
    “To show things … unknown … ” Carmine added, catching on.  
 
      
 
    Gil nodded. “It’s blank so it can be marked, like the book, that is, if one knows how to use it, it could, show anything …”  
 
      
 
    “So how do we use it?” Tarr asked one last time. Gil and Carmine stared at each other for a moment, then everyone turned towards Sela holding the book. 
 
      
 
    She smiled, softly, and winked, “So what do we want to find first?”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 20: WINDFALL
  
 
    Three pages were wasted. The four friends sat, staring at the orb in the floor, thinking. Though they didn’t know why, they understood at least, how the rules worked. One spell per page. No more than three words per page, and only commands. No questions, no descriptions, only simple straight forward orders. Even so, the rules were tricky, commands could be interpreted in several ways, and you had to match the right spell to the right object. The first wasted page read, reveal the wand, the spell was valid, the words stayed on the page, but when Sela slapped the paper against the orb nothing happened. The second page read, locate shards, but again nothing happened when she applied it to the orb.  
 
    After the second page they paused, thinking for a very long time about what to do. Sela penned one word at a time, slowly, testing. She wrote, show, and it stayed. She wrote, us, which also stayed. She then wrote a dozen different things, none of which remained on the paper. She tried, weapon, and, wand, and, shard, and she tried variations on each. Nothing would stick. Perhaps, she thought, there was something else to this magic, something they still didn’t understand. As they sat staring, chatting, trying to think what would work, Sela stood, tore out the page and slapped it against the orb. A moment later the words faded, and the orb began to spin as Sela stepped back. It moved slowly, pivoting and rotating and turning about, vibrating the whole room. They smiled, watching, as small lines began to extrude from the surface of the orb, edges, then forms, plateaus, oceans, valleys, rivers, outlines of the known lands, the Huu-Di Kingdom, the western mountains, the icy lake outside, and in more detail the lip of the butte and the castle of RavensKeep.  
 
      
 
    “YES!” Tarr shouted jumping up and down, his voice rattling and echoing about.  
 
      
 
    “Shut up!” Gil snapped as softly as he could. Tarr grimaced apologetically. “Sela, how did you do that? What did you write?” Gil asked. 
 
      
 
    “Just … show us,” She smiled softly, somewhat proud. Gil sighed. At this rate they would use up the whole book, trying, and from the looks of it, there were less than thirty pages left.  
 
      
 
    “Now what?” Tarr asked. 
 
      
 
    “We can’t waste anymore pages,” Carmine said, scooping up the the written but unused spells and folding them into his pocket. “This book, this magic could be used for so many things … think about it, and we’ve already spent what? A quarter of it? Doing what? Breaking two tables, starting a torch, and showing us a map of where we are, which we already know.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not fair …” Sela replied, indignant. Gil glanced between the two of them. They were both right. They were wasting pages, but, they were learning. 
 
      
 
    “One more …” Gil said, almost whispering, “we can’t give up, but he’s right …” 
 
      
 
    “So what do we do?” Sela shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know … we need … we need to write something that will show us everything at once, that will show us what we need to find, and where to find it, in one simple command …” Gil puzzled. 
 
      
 
    “How in the hell are we supposed to do that?” Carmine snapped, huffing. 
 
      
 
    Gil shook his head, pacing back and forth, thinking, “We need it to show us … to show us …” 
 
      
 
    “Hope.” A voice called from behind them. It was Archmage Valik. “To show us hope …” Valik spoke as he walked forward amongst the group. Everyone turned and stared at him, unable to read his expression, even though he smiled. Sela paused, then turned to Gil, who nodded, and she wrote. 
 
      
 
      
 
    -------  
 
     
 
      
 
    “NO.” Aldrin was almost shouting again. “Absolutely not. This is a bad idea. We don’t know anything about that book, or the orb in the tower, or why it wants you to go. Hope? Hope? Hope could mean a great many things … good or bad. Hope could be for a good meal, or hope for quick death, or …” 
 
      
 
    “A weapon to kill demons?” Cassandra interrupted. Though she was extremely pissed that Gil and the others hadn’t told the archmages of their discovery before they had wasted so much of the book, she still agreed with them. The final page had worked. When Sela placed the command page on the orb, the words faded and on its surface an island had appeared. It was a small island, far to the west, with a single steep mountain at its center.  
 
      
 
    “Even if it is … they shouldn’t leave the castle. Sama could be out there, waiting for them. We can’t protect them if they leave on some idiot’s quest  …” Aldrin huffed. 
 
      
 
    “You wouldn’t come with us?” Sela asked, almost angry at the thought. Aldrin and Cassandra exchanged a strange look. Cassandra opened her mouth to speak but then Valik came back into the room.  
 
      
 
    “Found it!” He called, carrying a large map under his arm. Valik walked to the table, shoved all the books and objects atop it to the ground and flicked open the map, as its leather flapped loudly against the table. The others gathered and peered down. It was a map of the Sea Kingdoms. The islands of the Sea Kingdoms lay far to the west and slightly north of the coastline nearest the castle. Comprised of a hundred different islands of various sizes, most were tiny clumps of carpeted brown earth, lush jungles or sometimes bare rock. Many were inhabited, many were not. There was no one single king that controlled it all, rather dozens, of great tribes, and leaders, which followed old gods of the sea, and the air, and which warred, constantly. They liked fighting. They excelled at it. They were pen-cu.  
 
    Valik’s eyes darted across the map. It was there. The island that had appeared on the orb, the island with a mountain, sharp and steep and alone. “Here  …” he said, pointing, with worry straining his voice. The tiny island lay across the entire Sea Kingdom, farthest to the west, and near the edge of the dark ocean, where great storms gathered, and screamed, and tore apart boats like paper toys, and men, drowned. 
 
      
 
    “This is a bad idea  …” Aldrin said, unheaded one last time.  
 
      
 
    ------- 
 
      
 
    They left that night, a cold cloudless starless night. The wind was gone, and the small boat oared silently to the shore, across black water, and far from the castle. They turned only once to look back, the Keep shadowed in darkness from the mountains above, and ahead only forest. They travelled south, following the road, following moss covered boulders and quiet glens, following remnants of burnt inns and farms that smelt of bacon and memory. The four travelled sullen, and silent, and alone, for the archmages, not one, had come. 
 
    At times a strange sound in the woods would startle them, scare them, and they would gather back to back ready and able to fight. But no demons jumped from the dark, only shadows flickering and branches creaking with the weight of snow and ice. When morning came, a dull blue hue painted the forest, and drifts, waist height, slowed them. They packed light, taking nothing, taking less than nothing, only their clothes, only thick furs of mink and bear and otter, only their weapons, the Elder Sword, the ebony bow, and daggers of silver, and steel. The book, they left, not by want or choice, but by order. The archmages requested it, required it, they locked in a vault, deep in the castle, safe from those who would use it, or take it, or might otherwise lose it. It was a sour point. 
 
    Five days. Of walking. Of treading and tracking and slumming through thick downs of snowy cold, and ice, and muck. Their boots soaked through, were heavy. Snow came then, lightly, falling with a quiet sadness, flakes, small and numerous, blanketed the sky. They moved on, past a small brook, steep and rapid, patched with clumps of snow fallen from bows overhead, patched with icicles thin and trembling, scattered at banks, and edges, and a great frozen stone face, where water, cold and dark still flowed.  
 
    They headed south to the nearest port, a small village hidden in a narrow bay, edged with dirty cliffs and in warmer days grassy green downs. An old wooden staircase creaked, and cracked, as they made their way down each step, slippery, covered in thin black ice unaccustomed to such cold. The mud flats below stunk of seawater and brine, and great black mussels stuck to rocks, and pilings, under the tall and narrow wooden shacks that were crammed together atop a wide flat dock. Low tide held no secrets, only dinghy stuck in the mud, begrudged and waiting once more for the sea. They crossed the flats to the wooden, rotting huts atop the dock, where thick salty smoke rose from two chimneys, hazing blue-grey against the sky.  
 
    Inside it was warm, and steamy, and a great noise rustled about. For they found that the half dozen narrow shacks were in fact, one. Holes rather than doors, were cut through adjoining walls, tarred in places where sea water splashed in, giving passage between spaces, and rooms, where tiny cubbies crowded merchants, each selling what they may. Some, sold goods of the sea, nets and rope and oars, dried fish, dried kelp, and stone weights in many sizes. Others, brokered oddities from foreign lands, pale birds with curved beaks, rare oils and herbs, and a great many things that had washed ashore. Strange foamy rocks that were lighter than air, signs, aged-worn painted with odd words in a language no one spoke. And bottles. Hundreds of them. In every shape size and color. Great long necked purple bottles with tiny stoppers. Short fat bottles of brown, and green, stamped with their makers mark, though worn smooth with time. 
 
    The four stood at a narrow counter, where a great iron cauldron boiled thumb crabs, in handfuls, swirling the tiny creatures in a broth of red salt and wine. They ate, famished, and chewed through the tiny salty shells with zeal, waiting for the tide to return. When it did, it was near evening and they bought passage aboard a single masted scow. It was laden with cod, and heading south, to the city port of Antwyk. In Antwyk there would be massive sea going vessels, giants, able to brave the waters of the open ocean, and take them where they needed to go. In Antwyk they could find passage to the Sea Kingdoms and to the isle of the jagged mountain.  
 
    As they sailed south, the sun had set and the waters around them were dark, icy and still. Beyond the bay the coastline of the mountains was a faint shadow against the sky, a thin line, black against grey, a ridge in the night looming far above them.  
 
    Gil sat atop the deck of the boat as the others slept. His mind raced, worried, confused. Sama had told him not to trust the archmages, but he couldn’t trust a demon. Yet, Monith had told him the same thing. In his last moments, under the broken ocean glass, the archmage had whispered to the boy, trying to help. Don’t trust them. Any of them, for they follow the dark. Gil wished very much that Monith had complimented his jacket, or had told him not to worry, or had told him it was his fault. Anything would have been better than this. The constant doubt, wondering which archmage was against him, which wanted to kill him, to trick him, to take the shard. Gil didn’t want to believe it, he couldn’t, but now?  
 
    The archmages hadn’t come. Not one. They stayed in the castle because “they had to” they said. They took the strange book from Sela to “keep it safe” they said. They said a great many things, and did little. But perhaps they weren’t all against him. Aldrin, despite his dislike of Gil and everything Gil had done, seemed at least, concerned. Worried. He didn’t think the four should go on their own, he didn’t think they should go, he was against it. He tried to save them, then, and now. But what about Valik and Cassandra? Gil thought over his time in the Castle. Much of it, he thought wouldn’t have happened if it wasn’t for Valik. The test, using to learn the shard, even finding the island. Still, Valik trained him, taught him magics he shouldn’t know, supported him, protected him. Was Valik on his side? Or a follower of Sama?  
 
    There were others in the castle who were. Gil was sure of it. Servants of the dark. Not just Master Oal, but others, guiding, spying, steering him to do what they wanted and when. Perhaps the two men he kept seeing, the two he was sure he had met before, were among them. They were there, at each moment that mattered, passing the test, freeing Sama, discovering the island. He didn’t know who they were, but their faces were familiar. Were they part of this blood cult? Or something worse? Gil’s stomach turned at the thought. How many were already against him? How many more, would be?  
 
    Lastly, there was Cassandra. She blamed Gil for Monith’s death. She had said many times, to Gil, to them all, that a “boy” shouldn’t have the shard. She blamed Gil for everything, and she hated him for it. Still, she had protected him in the cavern from Sama. And though she wanted it, she made no attempt to take the shard from Gil, though she could have, many times. Her powers were great, as were all the archmages, and even with the shard Gil wasn’t a match for them, not now, not yet. So why hadn’t she tried to take the shard? Why hadn’t any of them? Perhaps Monith was wrong. Perhaps it was a slip of the mind, a dying man often says things he didn’t mean to say. Gil wanted to believe that was the reason. He wanted to believe that the archmages, all of them, were on his side. He wanted to believe. But somewhere, deep down, deep inside him, a gnawing gut wrenching question grew in his mind with doubt.  
 
    He didn’t tell Sela, or Tarr, or Carmine, of what Monith had said. He didn’t want them to worry. Knowledge would only bring them pain, and danger. And besides, they already had enough to worry about. They had to find a way to undo their mistake. They must. To kill Sama, or, at the very least put him back in that coffin for another thousand years. Sama and his kind would not destroy the world, not if he could help it.  His gift and his burden. They would travel across the sea, to this strange island the book had shown them. They would go on their own, to the island, and they would seek answers, or weapons, or perhaps even shards. They didn’t know what they would find, and couldn’t. But, sailing now in the dark, to a land they didn’t know, for a reason they weren’t sure of, they had at the very least, found hope.  
 
    Yet hope was a fickle thing, and though they didn’t know it yet, and couldn’t, nothing ever happened by chance, not ever. As the scow continued on, Gil sat quietly watching the stars, and wondered a great many things.
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