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   Prologue
 
    [image: 00.png]In the beginning when Faelon was created, the Goddess of Rebirth, Avalene, stared at her creation and was overjoyed. With the help of the other Gods she populated the world. Every living thing on Faelon can trace their lineage back to a God, and for a time peace reigned upon the newly formed land.
 
   Dryken, God of Death and the consort to Avalene, soon grew jealous of her attentions to the flourishing world. He decided to link the world to the nether, a chaotic dimension of energy that existed between the planes; it was an area out of control of even the Gods. The linking had the intended dramatic effect on Faelon, introducing ideas and thoughts that Avalene had not intended. War, pestilence, among other vices sprang into fruition as the energy warped the minds and thoughts of the mortals, but the joining of the two planar entities also had an effect the jealous God could not foresee.
 
   The twisting energies were accessible by those with the talent to do so; these energies could then be shaped into a power unlike no other, or in other words, magic. The Gods are very protective of their abilities; the idea that mere mortals could simulate the very powers they wielded caused uproar among the Pantheon.
 
   As one, the envious Gods fell upon the world, intent on nothing less than the utter destruction of humanity.
 
   Avalene, in her sorrow at the ensuing bloodshed, made a desperate bid to both protect her creation and to teach the other Gods to not interfere. With the aid of the very mortals the other Gods detested, she waged a war against the Pantheon. After much sacrifice, the wounded Goddess managed to almost totally seal the other Gods from her world, barring the few that switched to her side, and limit the influence of the nether upon the fledgling world, though even she could not totally remove it.
 
   With the threat of the Gods limited, the Goddess then went into hiding to recover from the war, but not before setting up a system to guide the wayward magic users. According to the canon of the church, she continues to sleep somewhere on Faelon to this very day. Meanwhile, the magic using mortals continued their practice, turning it into almost a science.
 
   They eventually became known as wizards.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   “People are not born equal. This is the cold, harsh fact of reality, and a truth that we try so hard to ignore. There will always be those that rise above the rest. These people are special for their ability, either through fate, circumstance, or just sheer will, to affect the world around them. 
 
   History remembers them. They attract rumors like moths to a flame. They ensnare people’s imaginations, taking the facts and rumors associated with their deeds and spiral them out of control to heights unimaginable.
 
   Eventually the truth behind these people, the reality that makes them who they are, is obscured by legends, myth, and hearsay. It is perhaps the greatest irony of all that these people lose their essence in the eyes of everyone else; becoming an icon instead. Their struggles, so like our own, remain untold or twisted.
 
   We never learn what made them who they are.
 
   This is such a story. Of a group of unique people that changed the world. It matters not what side they were on. Good and evil has no bearing on this story. These are men and women with their own ideals and desires, and are we not all the main character in our own eyes?
 
   What does matter is that this story breaks free of the shackles of rumors and lies. That their struggles come to light so that we learn from them. That the countless lives affected be given a face, so that we never forget.
 
   Is it worse, I wonder, to die in obscurity, or to be forever immortalized in a lie? Whatever the answer, I tell this tale now as a dedication to those brave men and women that fought against the flow of fate, and instead followed the beat of their heart’s desire.
 
   But most of all, I dedicate it to those who believe they have no choice. Opportunity may only knock once, but the door swings both ways.
 
   This is for you, my heart, wherever you may be.”
 
    
 
   —Seleniale Destane Liarne, author of the Walker Chronicles
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 01
 
    [image: 00.png]The sun rose over the coastal city of Rhensford, casting an otherworldly glow onto the cobblestones and statues that littered the town square. Moored ships and schooners drifted peacefully in the cold Gaellec Ocean, the water slapping their wooden sides. There was an expectant tension in the air, the uneasy truce of a town preparing for another day.
 
   The first rays crept their way deep within the city, into a single open window of an estate house. The tapestries and curtains offered no tangible resistance to the invader.
 
   Having conquered the first defenses, the beam continued over the worn dresser, past the table littered with scrolls and half-used quills until coming to rest on its destination: a bed, or more specifically, the occupant who took refuge within the soft white covers.
 
   The rays lingered on his thin face, poking and nagging until with a muffled groan a single gray eye was forced open. The pupil gradually focused, and as he realized his surroundings the other eye opened.
 
   With a flurry of action the boy was sitting on his bed, wiping the remnants of sleep from his face with a balled up fist. Still rubbing, he stood and padded his way across the rough wooden floorboards to the wash basin that sat in the corner.
 
   Marcius Realure had spent the better part of his night finishing up some homework for his Master, though this didn’t stop him from mentally reviewing it as he used a damp washrag to wash away the remaining sleep from his eyes.
 
   He pulled out his traveling pack from the dresser and stuffed several articles of clothing into it before rolling up a few choice scrolls from his desk into a wooden tube, reverently placing it securely within the pack.
 
   Listening for a moment, he took in the sounds of his family house preparing itself for the day. A floor board creaked, a wall groaned with unseen stress, and downstairs, a pot clanged. He wasn’t the only one up this early in the morning.
 
   He shrugged into a shirt of fine make and sturdy leather pants. Picking up his brown traveling cloak, he slung the now heavy pack on his shoulder. It was always the same during days like this. He was looking forward to his journey.
 
   He hadn’t eaten since he had sat down to write out the scrolls last night and visions of breakfast were dancing about his head. Humming a bar tune he picked up a few weeks ago and dreaming about what surprise Clarissa, the family cook, would have in the stove, Marcius made his way downstairs into the family kitchen. A rich aroma permeated the air. 
 
   "Clarissa!” he exclaimed, "What've you got cooking?”
 
   Over one of the fireplaces the source of the delicious smell was boiling, the lid of the pot clanging noisily from the escaping steam, and judging by the pervasive heat that hung about in air, there were fresh rolls in the oven as well.
 
   "You will wake the entire household!" scolded a muffled voice from beneath the counter of stacked pots and pans.
 
   Clarissa appeared holding a bowl filled with the contents of the pot. She scurried over, black hair whipping back and forth, and managed to pull out two rolls without being singed. Putting them on a napkin, she presented the ensemble with an exaggerated flourish to Marcius. 
 
   He accepted it gratefully, but she didn’t loosen her grip. "Young Master, it’s today for your training?"
 
   His focus on the food, he gestured to his backpack and nodded. She grinned, releasing the bowl, and got out four more rolls along with some cheese from the cellar. Wrapping them in a towel she placed them in his pack.
 
   Marcius was soon licking his fingertips, the napkin empty of even crumbs. Seeing that he was done, Clarissa ushered him out of the kitchen in good humor. If he didn’t know better, he’d say he got kicked out by his own servant. The thought brought a snort of amusement.
 
   Lars, the family butler and master of being at the right place at the right time, handed Marcius his cloak before the surprised youth could open his mouth to ask. He mulled over the peculiarities of such a gangly man moving so silently, even as he allowed the butler to assist him with his cloak.
 
   The gray haired butler gave one final wink as he put on the finishing touches on the cloak, smoothing and straightening various wrinkles and such as he lead Marcius to the door in the same motion.
 
   He roused the stable boy from his sleep and set him to preparing his horse, Ruby, for the minor journey ahead. The stallion was a birthday gift from his father, a thoroughbred imported from the distant landlocked city of Kaleenth. 
 
   With his magnificent chestnut mane, corded lean muscles, and graceful actions, Marcius had fallen in love with him at first sight. "Easy there, boy." He patted the restless horse after the stable boy was done, admiring the morning glow off Ruby's milky auburn coat. He threw the boy a silver coin, several times the worth of the service, and rode out into town.
 
   It was time to delve further into the realm of magic.
 
    
 
   The salty morning air was musky and encompassing, but nonetheless pleasant. Still, despite it all, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he was forgetting something, and if he was, no doubt his Master would remind him with a nice thump on the head. Marcius gave an involuntary grimace at his Master's skills with the staff, and several old bruises began to throb out of habit.
 
   Master Antaigne was a dwarf, and oddly, a wizard. Long ago, Marcius's father helped out Antaigne and, although the details were never disclosed to Marcius, apparently the wizard was grateful enough to attempt to teach the skills of magic to Marcius. One week out of every month was spent living with Antaigne. It had been so ever since Marcius was a boy.
 
   Rumors circulated in certain circles that Antaigne was a rogue who got into a dispute with the Academy, the official governing body and school for most magic users. Those labeled "rogue" by the Academy were generally looked down upon, and sometimes things got violent, or so the rumors said. 
 
   The Fae'lorea forest loomed ahead after a few hours traveling the roads, and his horse knew it, becoming more and more nervous with every passing second. Marcius patted Ruby to calm him down. Marcius had once read Fae’lorea was derived from the elven word for darkness, and one look at the looming forest was all it took to see why. It sat and brooded, a singular black spot on a canvas of white.
 
   "Easy boy, nothing to be afraid of. I know the way," Marcius said soothingly. After a few minutes of reassuring, the horse rode steady once more.
 
   Marcius spent several hours navigating the maze-like forest. The lofty canopy became a blanket that threatened to smother him, and the air grew rank and heated. Branches snapped at his head as insects harried exposed flesh. Several times he could have sworn he heard something, mouthing the words to several spells, only to discover the noise or shape that had surprised him was something silly, such as a tree or a small woodland creature. 
 
   Pyre-flies, small glowing insects that emitted their own light and found only in this region, were the only sources of light in the Fae'lorea. Eventually, Marcius relented and lit the torch he had with him, allowing the soft glow to creep out and banish the darkness.
 
   A different light snuck in, battling Marcius's torch for supremacy and announcing the nearing end of his journey. As he drew closer, the forest grew less dense. He came upon a clearing that was as light as day, and it didn't take a wizard to tell it was enchanted. In the middle, like a forlorn lost child, stood a tiny cottage. One of the shutters hung down at a weird angle, a few muddy red shingles were missing, and the rickety stairs groaned as Marcius walked up them.
 
   He took a moment to admire the fine silver knocker that adorned the door. A stately looking lion's head with sapphires for eyes stared back him. The fancy ornament was out of place on the dilapidated house. 
 
   Gingerly he took hold of it, feeling the cool tempered metal under his fingertips, and knocked softly three times. There was a muffled shuffling followed by stillness, and the door creaked open. The unique blend of ale, cinnamon, and unnamed arcane ingredients wafted its way from the now open door.
 
   “Who be ye?" came the gruff voice from within.
 
   "Come on Master, you know who it is!"
 
   "If ye are who ye claim te' be, what be yer favorite spell?"
 
   “I can't cast actual spells yet, only minor can-trips. My favorite can-trip is the one that induces sleep." Can-trips were minor "trick" spells valued mainly for the ability to be done fast and without any reagents or incantations. They were mostly considered party tricks and the like.
 
   "Sleep, eh?" the door widened, and he could see an eye through the crack. "How is yer father doing?"
 
   "Father is doing well, Master. He hopes to go a bit farther south this trade season. Most people are superstitious about the far southern continent, so he hopes there is untapped trading to be had. It was mostly difficult to acquire a crew that was willing to go on a venture to the south, though.” Marcius paused for dramatic effect. Antaigne didn’t appear impressed, if the single eye was any indication. "If you need supplies, you’re to send the list with me."
 
   "Well now!" The door opened all the way, revealing a stout, brawny dwarf in a robe. If you could really call it a robe. It was probably more accurate to call it a collection of pockets in the shape of a robe. A neatly done scarlet beard ran the full length of Antaigne and was braided at the end. His hair was hidden under a wide brimmed wizard hat and various gems adorned Antaigne's hands, which Marcius suspected were all enchanted since they flashed in the muted glow of the fireplace.
 
   Antaigne’s physical stature was pretty much the standard for the dwarven race. Coming in at about seven hands tall, dwarves were never known for their height; instead, they took pleasure in the stoutness and strength that came naturally to them.
 
   Except for the hat, he looked nothing like the fairy tales. There was nothing frail about Master Antaigne. The dwarven wizard even admitted once, during a dinner, that he only wore the hat to signify that he was a wizard. "How else'll they supposed ter' know ye're a wizard!?" he had exclaimed, stomping his feet when Marcius started laughing.
 
   "Well 'ere gonna stand there all day? Stop dallyin' an' gettin!" he grumbled, motioning Marcius to come in. With a quick grin of apology, Marcius stepped in. Antaigne gave one last quick assessment of his premises before shutting the door.
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   The inside of the cottage was pointedly different than the outside. Marcius was never sure if it was magic, or perhaps the trick of lighting, but there always seemed to be far more space inside than what the outside suggested. 
 
   Antaigne motioned for Marcius to pull a chair to a table besieged with scrolls, books, and unused reagents for whatever spells he did while Marcius was away. The wizard gave a quick waggle of his fingers in some archaic sign, reached into one of his many pockets, and took out a pinch of what Marcius could only assume was dust. He blew it over the table and suddenly it was immaculate, the litter seemingly vanished into thin air. With a differential nod of a job well done, Antaigne pulled up a chair as well and sat opposite of Marcius.
 
   Marcius would have bet anything that any of his family’s servants would have killed to have that spell. He couldn’t stop himself from laughing at the absurdity of it.
 
   They sat in silence for a few minutes. Antaigne's brow furrowed and his one eye twitched, a sign Marcius had learned meant that the wizard was in deep thought. "So," the dwarf began, "let's get a'couple o’things outta ye way." He reached inside his robe and brought out a small bottle of muddy red liquid.
 
   Marcius, as always, wondered where exactly the dwarf pulled it from. "First off, ye potions yer father bade me to give ye monthly." Antaigne passed the potion across the table, setting it next to Marcius.
 
   For as long as Marcius could remember, he'd had to drink this concoction from the dwarf. His father expressed concern if Marcius ever missed a month of the draft, and he wasn't the type to argue with his father, even if he didn't know what the potion did.
 
   Taking the cork off the bottle, he raised it to his lips, smoke escaping in wispy trails as he chugged. It burned a familiar blazing path down his throat before settling in a volatile bulge in his stomach. He gave an involuntary shiver as a warm feeling spread throughout his body. The weird thing was that despite the initial unpleasantness, the aftertaste was a very rich and exquisite tasting cherry.
 
   He handed the now empty bottle back to Antaigne, who secreted it away once more within the mysterious confines of his robe. Marcius caught himself entertaining thoughts about the secrets of the robes again, but that line of thinking was quickly squashed.
 
   "Now that've got that business out've way, I have a more serious matter'll resolve."
 
   The dwarf pulled out his smoking pipe and began puffing on it, another sure indicator of his nervousness. “I have trained ye fer. . . what. . . seven years? Ever since ye was a lil bumpkin unsure of how ta properl'e do a can-trip, 'bout the age of fourteen I think?” he gave another puff. "Now I ask ye, how serious yer about being a wizard?" At that question, he leaned back on the rear legs of his chair, crossing his arms in front of him as he waited for Marcius's response.
 
   This gave Marcius pause, because his master, despite all his gruff and bluster, was being serious. Ever since he’d done his first can-trip, Marcius imagined the day when he would be able to explore the boundaries of magic not as a mere novice, but as someone who commanded it with all the authority of a master.
 
   It was enthralling, like a woman who teases you with thinly veiled hints at pleasures to come, then yanks it away only to allude to something greater.
 
   The little slice he had gotten of the world only left him desperate for more. "I am, Master Antaigne. I do not wish to follow in my father's footsteps. I don’t want to be a merchant. I'm not sure how much natural talent I have, but I enjoy the practice that you have given me. . . not the bumps though." And with that statement, Marcius found himself rubbing a particularly stubborn bruise on his arm.
 
   Antaigne let out a great belly aching laugh. "Well, ye will get less bruises when ye follow me instructions more!" The surly dwarf wiped a small tear from his eye. "I have an' offer fer ye then. I want ye to live here. There ain't no way one week per'll month will allow ye te learn what I have ter teach in a timely fashion. Can-trips are supposed ter be something ye learn quickly, shouldn't have taken almost seven years fer that ter happen. Also, I think ye have come far enough fer a familiar." At the last statement, Antaigne sobered. "Come 'ere Fanrir."
 
   At the call, a black cat-like creature appeared, already perched on the old wizard's shoulder, the animal fading into view like a dream. Marcius had only seen the familiar on a few occasions, since it usually kept itself under the guise of invisibility, which was apparently the norm for the reclusive creatures.
 
   The creature was mottled gray-black, its leathery looking wings covered in fine fur. The tail split into several pieces like the tentacles of an octopus, wrapping securely around the thick neck of Antaigne.
 
   Fanrir gave a yawn and snuggled underneath Antaigne's beard, the familiar’s swirling rainbow eyes watched Marcius from between the strands of coarse dwarven facial hair. "So lad, what're thoughts on her?" the wizard prompted Marcius as he absently stroked the animal.
 
   Marcius wrapped his arms behind his head, digging around for an answer. "I think she is the most fantastic creature I have ever seen. My only regret is that I never had a chance to see her sooner."
 
   "Fanrir says you flatter her."
 
   "I was not aware that they were able to speak. Is she as intelligent as a person?" The idea was something that intrigued him.
 
   Again the dwarf's eyes unfocused, "She says that ye should quit while yer ahead!" This brought a snort of laughter from the wizard. "Let me sit ye down and 'splain about the real importance o' familiars te us wizards. Believe not that drivel ye read from books, merely a wives tale we wizards circulate to keep non-users outt've our 'air!"
 
   "Well Master, I’m already sitting down, in case you forgot."
 
   "Bah! Smartass lad, I tell ye! 'Twas' a. . . a. . . figure of speech I think ye humans call it. Anyway, settle down, ye are gettin' a lesson about familiars. The whole truth about 'em." 
 
   The wizard refilled his pipe and took a particularly long drag. Blowing out the smoke, the wizard’s hands started moving in the familiar archaic motions of spell casting. The smoke began to swirl and coalesce into a human shape as the wizard began to speak.
 
   "The first wizards were humans, as ye no doubt know, but did ye ever wonder how exactly did they learn how to do the complex motions an' stuff ye normally associated with the craft? Original magic was born out o' need; people born with the skills gettin' into danger and calling basic spells ta save themselves and the like. This, as ye know, is known as blood magic, very dangerous and basic, but it got the job done. One day, or so yer legends say, one man with a pet got into danger from wild beasts or monsters. We know not ye type of pet, but we know the person used blood magic involuntarily ter saves himself and his pet. The magic he used had a side effect and became the first familiar spell, very basic and the like. Ye see, familiars are entities from the nether that reside into a vessel when called upon. Ter first familiar taught his master how ter use magic voluntarily. They were different back then than they are now, ‘o course. And thus, magic as we all know it came into bein'. Now the Gods were unhappy about this little discovery 'ere, but that be a story fer another time." As the dwarf spoke, Marcius watched the barely recognizable shapes reenact the ancient story.
 
   The dwarf took another deep puff and continued, "Nowadays, familiars are an important part o' a wizard’s repertoire, which is why most wizards ask their familiars ter keep themselves hidden. A wizard without a familiar is a sad wizard indeed."
 
   "What do they bring a wizard, exactly?"
 
   "Aye, good question, always said if ye don't know something, ask! Well, familiars serve as a focus fer a wizard's powers. It's a magnifier fer magical power; a wizard without a familiar is barely able ter do more than a can-trip. Now, magic is an acquired ability, the stronger one's inherent ability, the more ye will get out o' each other. There is one lil' hitch though." Antaigne paused, inviting Marcius to digest the information and pressure him about the apparent snag.
 
   "And that is?"
 
   "Ye have ter give up a part o' yer soul ter support the familiar in this realm," the wizard stated, hands open in a gesture of helplessness. Fanrir gave a sniffle because the action stopped the petting. "The familiar will take on the personality o' the person whom it is bonded ter, so often people don't like what they get. It's an unbiased reflection o' yerself and comes as a shock ter some people."
 
   In all the books he had read, there was never once a mention of souls as being part of the deal for a familiar. He had always thought of them as a benefit, or a positive quirk, of being a wizard. 
 
   Lorinia was more forgiving in regards to worship, so he wasn’t particularly religious, but this idea put an uncomfortable weight on his stomach. It was his soul, and as with all things of value, he was hesitant to part with it. The part about self reflection didn't bother Marcius. He didn’t believe he was a fundamentally bad person.
 
   "What does splitting their soul do to a person? Does it hurt? What if the familiar dies?"
 
   "Ah, goin' fer the throat I see! Well, a familiar be immortal. It only changes after its creation, an’ there be no growing. Now if a familiar dies to. . . let's say. . . another wizard, yer soul returns to yeself. But there be a hitch in that solution as well. It's like breakin’ a pot. Ye can put it back once and glue it, but it is unable to be broken again lest it be unusable. Once a wizard's familiar dies, he can take no more familiar, the stubborn wizards who do. . . become something less than themselves. Yer soul objects ter being pulled about like a new toy. Now the part about hurtin’. . . well, do ye think tearing yer soul in two would hurt? O' course it does, ye dolt!" The dwarf waved his staff for emphasis.
 
   The answers must have shown their results on Marcius's face, because once again Antaigne's brow furrowed and he leaned over, the front legs of his chair touching the ground for the first time since he sat down. "I ask ye once more lad, be ye serious about bein' a wizard?"
 
   "What do I have to do, Master?" Marcius mentally kicked himself for his voice shaking on the question. He didn't want to seem like someone who was easily frightened. He then shifted his weight, leaning forward into a position he hoped seemed confident, instead of betraying the nervousness that tightened his chest. Was he that easy to read?
 
   Antaigne chuckled and stroked his beard. "Well, I have most o' the ingredients necessary, at least the rare ingredients. Ye will gather the mundane ingredients an' the host as well. I already gave yer dad a list. Just ask him fer it."
 
   "Anything else?" 
 
   "Aye lad, there be firewood ta chop, common herbs that are around these parts ta gather, as well as a few things ta get from yer town. It will be good training fer ye ta gather 'em. Then ye need an animal, preferably small, that will receive the familiar spirit. After receiving the spirit, it’ll change gradually over time, usually as a reflection o' yerself." Antaigne pulled a mug seemingly out of nowhere, already full with what Marcius guessed was ale, and began drinking.
 
   For being as untypical of a dwarf as he was, some habits die hard. It still amazed Marcius how someone could manage smoking and drinking at the same time. "Now, I say that ye get back ter your home an' get the host and some things that’re more easily gotten' over there. I give ye three days ter be back here. Also, it would be a good time ter deliver the information ter yer father. He expects it anyway."
 
   "Can I use Ruby for my familiar?"
 
   "Aye, I thought you would ask that question. Ye can use that horse o' yers. But like all things magic, there be more there than the surface. Ye lose the. . . essence. . . o' the horse; it gets pulled out by the host from ter nether. So the end result is a whole 'nother creature, if ye catch me breeze. Also, a big animal isn't the wisest idea, if ye be followin'. Familiars are a weak point as well as a strong point fer a wizard. A wizard's biggest enemy is 'nother wizard, and killing a familiar is a good way ter start. Unless ye are like that ghoul lover o' a leader who runs the Academy, run'in 'round with that drake familiar o' his; I would recommend keeping yer familiar small an' hidden." Antaigne took another swig of the brew and leaned back on the chair, resting the mug on his belly.
 
   Marcius waited a few more minutes for Antaigne to continue, but when he didn't, Marcius decided to take a closer look. The dwarf's eyes were closed under the wizard hat and a very faint snore could be heard sneaking forth from under the wide brim. 
 
   Shaking his head at dwarven manners, Marcius decided to head back home to do the tasks the dwarf had given him. The trip would give him time to think. He shouldered his pack. Keeping clear of the magical wards that Antaigne used to protect his house, Marcius gently closed the door and unfettered Ruby from the railing.
 
   "Just you and me now, old friend," Marcius patted the horse and received a loving push in return. He saddled up and rode back up the path that led in the general direction towards Rhensford.
 
   He traveled until it was too dark to see, before necessity dictated rest for both him and Ruby. Marcius didn't have much experience camping and had not come prepared for it, but he eventually managed to get a few hours of sleep along the edge of the forest. The sun was high above him when he finally hit the outskirts of Rhensford. He mulled over Antaigne's proposition the entire way.
 
   It was point of no return. Either he accepted it, or denied it. If he said yes, he’d live the life of a wizard, and if he didn’t, well, he’d be his father. Marcius couldn’t imagine managing a trading company. It felt too mundane, too ordinary.
 
   He always felt as if he was destined for greater things beyond what other people took for granted. Magic was an easy choice. It was a catalyst for change and power. Great things, good and bad, went hand in hand with being a wizard.
 
   Still, what if he turned out to be no good at it? His Master had said that magic was like muscle. It had to be trained, honed, and constantly worked at. But that also meant everybody had different amounts of raw material to work with. What if his great destiny was to be nothing more than a glorified court magician, barely able to do more than a few parlor tricks?
 
   Marcius sighed. He was still tired and the gloomy thoughts did little to make him any less sleepy.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 02
 
    [image: 00.png]His ride through town was uneventful, and he was grateful to hand the reins to the stable boy as he made for the house door. "Master Marc, your father was looking for you. He just received a message from your tutor," Lars informed Marcius as he strode through the door. He groaned, for he was looking forward to sleep when he arrived.
 
   "Lars! You wench! Don't you know how to greet someone weary from a full days travel?!" Marcius grinned to show that he was just joking. With a pat on the stiff butler's back, Marcius went upstairs to look for his father, dropping his pack at the top of the stairs.
 
   "Master Marc, your father is entertaining a few guests. It would be rude to interrupt!" Lars warned.
 
   "Oh, is that so? Well, more the merrier I always say!" Marcius threw Lars another wolf grin and quickly left the sputtering butler to his own devices. Poor guy. It was too easy to rattle him.
 
   Most likely his father was in his business room if he was entertaining guests. Marcius arrived, straightening his travel worn clothing and priming himself the best he could. He gently knocked. "Marcius is that you? Do come in." A stately baritone voice addressed him from within.
 
   Marcius opened the door and a wave of cigar smoked assailed him, a habit he'd never gotten his father to drop. "I heard you were looking for me and hurried to find you." Lian was sitting on his desk and his two guests were in padded chairs facing away from Marcius.
 
   "Let me introduce you to my guests." Marcius's father was a big man who looked rather out of place in the extravagant garb that most people of upper class were expected to wear. With his close cut brown hair, and hands that were more suited to holding a sword or the wheel of a ship, he looked anything but the affluent merchant he was. 
 
   The clothing was the only indicator, since his father was a traditionalist in the truest sense of the word. It gave his father a rather confused and out of place look that always gave Marcius a chuckle when he stopped to consider it. His father put out the cigar he was smoking, rubbing it into an ashtray carved from the tusk of some exotic creature, before turning to the figure that was sitting to the left of him. "This is—".
 
   "I can introduce myself, Lian," a raspy voice said. An elderly woman stood up and turned around. Her hair stood in wild strands and blue veins crisscrossed her skin far more bravely than his father's scars. She wore a simple grey dress and typical traveler's cloak. He would have said she looked like any fragile grandmother if it wasn't for her eyes. They were a milky blue, but radiated an intelligence that right away told Marcius there was more to this woman than what was on the surface. "I'm Madam Minerva, you may call me Minnie. Just don't let me hear you." She gave a wink and a mock bow, before sitting back down. Marcius decided he liked her already.
 
   "Ah Minerva, always the impatient one?" Lian shot an apologetic look to his other guest. "Anyway, this is Lady Alicia Wendeline," he said, gesturing to a person who was sitting in the chair next him. 
 
   Marcius found himself staring, for right in front of him, was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. Now he only had the women of Rhensford to judge from, but even Clarissa's pale beauty withered under the fiery visage before him. Her hair was curly bronze and shoulder length; green-blue glittering eyes that flickered with an inner fire were located within a face that was alabaster smooth and flawless. The turquoise robe she was wearing hinted more than a little at the terrain underneath, and the side contained a slit that showed a very shapely leg encased within knee high leather traveling boots. The coy smile that seemed at ease on her face was the coup de grace. She was the type of woman your mother warned you about. 
 
   "Mage Lady Alicia Wendeline," she corrected, her smooth lips became taut at the mistake. 
 
   "I apologize, Mage Lady," his father did a half bow. The whole time, Alicia's eyes never left Marcius's, as if she was challenging him.
 
   One eyebrow rose, "This would be your son? The one trained by the rogue wizard Antaigne?" 
 
   Marcius's breath caught in this throat, the warning bells ringing loudly in his head. How did she know about Antaigne? But his father gave no indication that anything was amiss, so he went along with it.
 
   "Aye, Master Antaigne trains me." It was said in a rush, a single breath of nervousness. Marcius cringed inwardly.
 
   "I would have thought the rogue wizard, for all his repute, would be a bit pickier of his apprentices?" There was just the slightest hint of a condescending tone in the statement and this shattered the seeming spell she seemed to have cast upon him. The haughty way she had spoken was the equivalent of throwing a bucket of ice cold water on him.
 
   "Well, Mage Lady Alicia," Marcius gave an over dramatic bow, making sure to stress the title to the point of being ridiculous, "I am sure one with as many tribulations as yourself is obviously in a position to judge my abilities. May perchance you could entertain us mere sea porters with the tales of glory your apprentices have achieved?" Lian silently nodded his approval from behind her.
 
   The sea green eyes narrowed dangerously, and a hint of something flashed behind them."I have only recently been promoted to my position by the Academy. This is my first assignment as an official Mage. I am to keep tabs on the rogue wizard whom has evaded the Academy for some time, and I would keenly suggest that you cooperate with inquires."
 
   The Academy had various ranks for its members; the first, and lowest, was the title of Mage, given to individuals who recently graduated from apprenticeship. Though, by the very nature of the station and practice, it did automatically elevate her to a position deserving respect. 
 
   Marcius found he was glad the dwarf insisted on teaching him the intricacies of their system. "Knowledge is power, an' the more powers ye have over yer enemies the better," the dwarf, always with a dark twinkle in his eye, often said.
 
   "Ahem," Marcius's father interrupted, no doubt anxious to intervene, "Marcius please take a seat. Lady Alicia was just about to leave when you walked in." Lian said it with a smile, but in reality it was a thinly veiled order to depart.
 
   Her face became strained as she walked to the door, "That is Mage Lady, and yes, I was leaving." She stopped in front of Marcius, face to face, and she said in a smooth husky whisper, low enough as not to be heard by the others, "Marcius, I wish to speak with you later. Alone." Her gaze lingered for a moment in silent appraisal, and then she opened the door and stepped out. Lars was waiting outside to escort the woman. 
 
   Marcius couldn't help but notice the alluring trail of her perfume as she left, and the voice she had used left him weak in the knees.
 
   He rubbed his nose, trying to reorient himself, "Father, what was that about?" 
 
   "I apologize about that. She just sort of showed up. Would have been rude to turn her away. Somehow she had known we had connections to the dwarf. I only meant to deliver a message from Master Antaigne. He says, ‘Here’s the list o' ingredients. Also, ye didn't leave yer homework fer me te check. I will be expecting ye in a few days.’" Lian smiled at his reenactment of the surly dwarf and handed Marcius a scroll bearing a simple red wax seal. Marcius mentally smacked himself, the scrolls he had stayed up most of the night to complete were still in his pack, and they had been essays he was to write about magical theory. No doubt the dwarf would punish him later for forgetting them.
 
   Mistress Minerva cleared her throat, causing Marcius to jump in surprise. He had forgotten she was there! The old lady was wearing an amused smile, "I trust that you'll heed my words, Lian. Also don't worry about Antaigne Steelbrow. He's been a resourceful one ever since I had known him. I'll be taking my leave now, may Avalene watch over you, Lian and Marcius Realure."  At that she shuffled herself over to the open door, taking care to shut it behind her before Lian could pay his respects. 
 
   "Well that was interesting, Father. Next time warn me when you have such nice people as guests." Marcius ran a thin fingered hand through his dull brown hair, still in disarray from the long trip.
 
   Lian gave a great belly rumbling laugh, reaching behind the desk he pulled out a bottle of rum. Taking out two glasses, he poured one for himself first, and then his son. Marcius gingerly accepted the glass as the sailor merchant leaned against his desk. "Truth be told, Son, I didn't expect either of them today. Minerva is a wily old cat, but good hearted. She was an old acquaintance of both mine and Antaigne, one whom I have learned to respect and I suggest you do the same. Now that Mage," Lian spat the word out with the vehemence of a curse, "was quite the catch, eh? I saw the way you were looking. No doubt many a man panted after her before."
 
   "Perhaps, Father, but if only her personality matched her physical charms. She's uglier than any street wench in those terms!" Marcius found the comparison strangely amusing and spent the next few seconds entertaining the notion of a cross between Minerva and the Mage.
 
   This elicited another belly wrenching laugh from his father, who drank the remainder of his glass in a single gulp while Marcius sipped at his. It was a rather harsher version than what his palate was used to. "Aye, Son! If there is anything I pride myself in, it's a son that I've raised to think more with head and less with his loins! Now, tell me what exactly you're doing back so early from Master Antaigne's place."
 
   Marcius outlined the entire encounter, leaving no detail unsaid, including the proposition put forth by the dwarf. He concluded the story from when he left the wizard snoozing in his cottage. "Ah, I knew this was going to happen, Marc." Lian gave a sigh, "Do you want to be a wizard? Though I started the training, I want you to know you could end it anytime you want. And have you considered all the complications that it entails?"
 
   "Well, Father, no doubt there are things I have not considered," Marcius took a deep breath, "but I can't really see myself following your ways. I feel as if I need to aspire to be something more than a merchant, something not mundane as a typical trade skill. I want to see the world at some point, to see with my own eyes that which I have only read about. I really enjoy the time I spend with Antaigne, despite his habit of using his staff as a means of teaching. And magic is as interesting to me as managing a ship is for you." Lian gave a whimsical smile, the one he always gave when Marcius spoke of that. His eyes would always haze and become unfocused, as if he was reliving something.
 
   "Ah speaking of staff, I almost forgot this. . . " Lian shook himself back to the present and bent over to pull out his walking stick. Before Marcius could react, there was a new bump on his head.
 
   Marcius jumped up to his feet in indignation. "Hey! What was that for-. . . lemme guess, Master Antaigne told you to give me a smart rap on the head for leaving so fast?"
 
   "Aye, and what Master Antaigne says, it is best to do!" Lian chuckled and clapped his son on the shoulder, guiding him to the door. "Well, I have faith in you. I give you my blessing in this matter. Just carve a path for yourself, whatever the road that you decide, and I will be proud. Now, excuse me, I’ve the figures to this season’s shipment to work out." He indicated his desk, which was full of reports. The look in his eye indicated, however, the reports were the last thing on his mind.
 
   Giving his father an awkward hug, Marcius excused himself, shutting the door gently as to not disturb the now busy merchant. Rubbing throbbing lump on his head, Marcius gave a slight grimace as he made his way to his room.
 
   The hallway was dimly lit, and the curtains were drawn about the windows. Marcius had to feel his way around his room until he happened upon the half-used candle that made its home on his dresser. Fumbling, he lit it with a simple can-trip and set it down. 
 
   First order of business was to change his clothing. He realized halfway through changing that he still had Antaigne's scroll clenched firmly in his hands. After he set it down on the dresser, he decided to hazard a glance behind the curtains. The midday sun practically blinded his sleep deprived eyes. With a sigh, he wrote a note asking Lars to wake him up early in the morning and stuck it on a peg next to the outside of his door. Yawning, he puffed out the candle and flopped down in his bed. It took very little time for sleep to claim him.
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   A dark shape chased Marcius down a narrow corridor, and he could feel the shaking under his feet as it closed in. The searing heat of flames scorched his cloak as he rounded a corner, just scarcely ahead of the labored breathing of the creature as it threatened to overcome him.
 
    The shaking was closer now and he could hear the scrapping of sharp claws on the worn stone floor. Marcius dodged between two pillars, but the ground gave a violent shudder, knocking Marcius off his feet. He found himself staring at a temple statue of the goddess Avalene, and her stone eyes bored into him, as if asking for help. He reached up toward her face, but as if in response, the statue shattered into a thousand pieces, blasting him with dust.
 
   The statue’s head landed in front of him, rolling over to stare into Marcius's eyes. In the settling dust, the creature roared. Marcius could make out a deadly mouth full of bristling ivory teeth, and ridges framing cold reptilian eyes. A muscular scaled arm came into view, sporting a hand with razor claws that gripped the side of the statue's base, the fingers flexing as the emerald green eyes scrutinized the now prone Marcius. The rest of the form came into view, scales the color of bronze lined the body like sturdy chain mail.
 
   Unlike the drawings he had seen in books, this creature had no wings. Though it looked far more agile, far more real than the drawings. There was dignity here, and Marcius watched the tail whip back and forth. He was unable to do anything, barely daring to breath.
 
   So this is how I will die, he thought. Strangely, considering the circumstances, he found himself comparing the beast to a cat ready to pounce, which would make him the mouse. 
 
   Surprisingly fast for something so big, the dragon was above him, its talons gripping his shoulders tenderly. Its mouth opened up and Marcius could see bursts of flame flickering within the depths of its throat, preparing to roast the flesh from his bones. "Get up Master Marcius!" the dragon hissed. Marcius blinked. 
 
   What?
 
   "Get up, Master Marcius!" the green eyes bored into his, voice barely a whisper. Thin trails of smoke escaped the flaring nostrils with every word. The beast started to shake him. Marcius felt his bones being jarred in his body. It was reaching the point where his physical form wouldn't be able to withstand it much longer.
 
   "Master!"
 
   Marcius opened his eyes. Sunlight streamed in the room and Lars was an outline above him. His mouth was dry and a rather unpleasing taste was present. Overall, it wasn't one of his better mornings, and the presence of Lars shaking him did little to rectify that. "Alright, Lars, I'm up. Now get off me!" The butler bowed and hurriedly exited the room, not wanting to be around someone who had just woken up so irritable.
 
   Yawning, Marcius stood up and picked up the scroll from the dresser, rubbing his eyes to clear the last vestiges of sleep from them as he broke the wax seal and unfurled the paper. He recognized the neat, overly inked handwriting belonging to Antaigne. As Marcius skimmed the list, it became apparent he should make a basic plan of action for the next day or two. 
 
   He glanced outside. It looked to be about noon, judging by the position of sun, so he was already behind. He also made a mental note to talk to Lars about the definition of the term 'wake me up early.'
 
    
 
   #2 vial of sacred ash
 
   3 phoenix plumes
 
   Gryphon tears
 
   A vial of Minotaur blood
 
   Several cut logs of wood
 
   Half dozen crab apples
 
   2 jugs of dwarfish stout
 
   A host
 
   A clove of Ministera
 
   Root of Fortune's Bane
 
   P.S. If you be having a hard time with finding the materials, look for the elf on Cobble Street. I hear he deals a bit with such things, despite your town's habit for being stupid.
 
    
 
   Marcius read the note several times, still not totally believing it. There was someone within the town that had magical ingredients? It boggled the mind. Even more so when one factored in the prejudice that magic generally had, especially around this town. He ran through a mental list and believed he knew where he could get everything else.
 
   He used the hot bath Lars prepared as a reprieve from all the heavy thoughts and self doubts he had concerning this magic business. Marcius stayed in until the water had lost its warmth, and he shivered as he scampered over to the dresser.
 
   Marcius threw on a dark pair of trousers, rummaging around until he located his favorite red silk shirt. He finished it all off with his black traveling cloak. Looking in the mirror he saw a lanky youth with gray eyes, his muddy brown hair was in customary defiant manner. He tried to imagine himself in wizard robes. With a derisive grin he made his way downstairs.
 
   Clarissa was already up, as usual, and this time a piping hot slice of venison with a dash of gravy and herbs awaited him. The enticing smell already playing havoc with his stomach. There were fresh rolls on the table as well, accompanied by a cool pitcher of grape wine. Pouring himself a glass, Marcius sat down to eat.
 
   "A've Master Marc!" Clarissa said in their customary greeting, "Someone came to see you during your slumber."
 
   "Oh?" He couldn’t think of anyone that would want to see him so early.
 
   "She was a most pretty young thing. She asked to speak specifically to you. When shall I make the wedding cake?" Clarissa teased, a demure smile played across her face.
 
   Marcius sighed, "Truth be told Clarissa, if it is who I think it is, her personality does not match her looks. 
 
   Clarissa frowned, but didn’t say anything else. It was one of those meals that one wished lasted longer, but before long he was mopping up the last of the gravy with a bread roll. He thought about how he’d managed to stay alive before Clarissa started cooking at the household. He decided it wasn't a very pleasant thought. Lars was a good butler, but a terrible cook.
 
   "Well, she did leave a note, Master. I received her, since Lars was waking a certain grumpy person up." The tall butler happened to be walking by, and at the mention of his name, he came in and gave a flashy bow. He also quickly sampled the venison that was cooling on the counter, drawing a frown from the cook. With a slight bow that indicated he wasn't sorry at all, he beat a hasty retreat before Clarissa could react. "Well! I swear the older he gets, the fewer manners he has!"
 
   Laughing, Marcius stood up. "Note?" he inquired as he wiped the food from his lips with the back of his hand. Clarissa absently reached in the folds of her dress and pulled out a lavender slip of paper. Handing it to Marcius, she continued to fuss over the supposedly ruined haunch of venison. He unfolded the paper carefully, and he couldn't help but notice a familiar perfume scent, his knees wobbling at the memories it induced.
 
    
 
   Master Marcius,
 
   I apologize for the rude behavior, I was tired from a rather long journey and my temper was a bit frayed. I am staying at the Dragon's Roost Inn, please stop by, as there are a few questions I wish to ask of you. I mean your Master no harm. I hope we can reach a conclusion that is beneficial for both of us.
 
   Signed respectively,
 
   Mage Lady Alicia Wendeline
 
    
 
   He never thought she would be one to apologize, but he was still wary. Maybe, just maybe, he impressed her with his social awkwardness to the point where she fell irrevocably in love with him. 
 
   Yeah, that sounded plausible. 
 
   Smiling, Marcius stuffed the note in his pocket and went outside. De decided that he would let Ruby rest today, so he hailed a coach. It was going to be a long day, and things had a knack for piling up when it was most inconvenient.
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   "What do you mean he isn't in?" Marcius asked, trying to keep the frustration from his voice. He hadn’t even been in town for an hour and was already experiencing setbacks.
 
   Raggor, the owner of the only dwarven brewery in the town and sole proprietor of the key to the cellar that contained his goal, was off at some bar drinking. "He runs a damn brewery! And you’re trying to tell me he couldn't just drink some of his own wares?!"
 
   "Sorry lad," the dwarf in charge mumbled. "Raggor has a strict policy ‘bout nev'r mixing business wit’ pleasure."
 
   "I thought dwarves loved their own brew? ‘Strong enough ter clean dirt I thought the saying went?"
 
   The dwarf shifted around on pillar-like feet for a moment before leaning over and saying in low voice laced with secrecy, "Aye, just between ye an’ me, me husband has a weak spot fer the human drink!"
 
   Marcius blinked in surprise, not because of a dwarf liking human drinks, since that wouldn't be too out of place in a town like this. He was more amazed at the fact that this bearded dwarf in front of him, with arms as thick as two of his own, was a she! He realized there were a great many things in the world he was ignorant about, and, more importantly, he needed a drink.
 
   He asked the dwarf where her husband was, and after a healthy amount of blustering, he managed to wring the name out of her. Fortunately, Marcius knew its location, though he had never physically been to it. He often saw the sheriff or one of his deputies making their way there to break up the fights that spawn from the mixture of sailors and alcohol. It was one of the more popular taverns, after all.
 
   He thanked her and, after promising several times to never let the other dwarves know Raggor's wandering ways, he was soon walking around the streets in a very roundabout route to the bar.
 
   Unlike most nobles, he enjoyed the streets of Rhensford. They were vibrant and constantly busy. Vendors of all wares, races, and types littered the streets, offering would-be-buyers everything from minor baubles supposedly blessed to bestow luck, to rare fruits imported from distant lands.
 
   The whole situation had a sort of skewed beauty to Marcius. So many people, with their own tales and motivations, all mingling together in a cacophony of colors, smells, and sounds to create a rich tapestry of stories. His mood had brightened and before long his feet had carried him to the entrance to the tavern. He didn’t believe it was exactly the best place to hide your love of human alcohol if you were a dwarf, but who was he to judge? With an apathetic shrug, Marcius opened the door and walked in.
 
   The pervasive smell of sea salt, sweat, and alcohol hung about the air like a blanket and threatened to overwhelm him. He longed for the fresh air outside. 
 
   After he became used to the smell, and his eyes gradually adjusted to the lack of light, he saw that the tavern was little more than a dimly lit room, with several rickety wooden tables that lined the bar. It was smaller than Marcius expected. There was the hushed atmosphere of people drowning their sorrows with the drink, and a familiar seafarer tune was being played from a piano next to the bar.
 
   The tavern quieted further as the occupants stopped to consider the newcomer, and finding nothing amiss, everybody resumed their own devices.
 
   Marcius didn't see any dwarves around the bar, nor did he see any occupying the tables. Well, why not just start with the obvious and ask the guy behind the bar? The bartender was a burly bald man with a dirty apron and leather breeches. He was pouring a drink when Marcius sidled up to the bar. "What've want?"
 
   "I'm here looking for a dwarf, goes by the name of Raggor. Have you seen him?"
 
   "I can't say I have, now're gonna order? If not, get yer ass off the bar. Holdin' up business you is." Marcius looked behind him. There was nobody around.
 
   "May I talk to the owner of the bar?" 
 
   "Yer looking at 'im." Name's Anthony." 
 
   "Well Anthony, are you sure that you don't remember a dwarf? It is of utmost importance." Marcius was irritated at the cold shoulder the barkeep was giving. It was a struggle to bite off several trite remarks that came to mind.
 
   "Well, me memory is a bit foggy. Lil' coin would prob'ly clear it up, I thinks." The bartender made a big show of rubbing his head in feigned ignorance. Marcius prided himself in his ability to take a hint and reached into his pouch. Pulling out two silver pieces, he laid them down on the worn bar, but kept his hand covering them.
 
   "Okay my semi-forgetful friend, the location of the dwarf?"
 
   "Well rumors say-" A loud noise interrupted their business exchange as a young woman burst into the tavern, her shoulder length black hair disheveled and her round face flushed with terror. She wore a dirty dress that was frayed around the edges, and the petite feet that flashed out from underneath were noticeably bare, as if she had gone straight to the tavern without time for shoes. Everybody was deathly quiet as she rushed to the bar.
 
   "Father! Help me! Camden is drunk again! He. . . he. . . he thinks. . . I. . . I am cheatin'. . . oh Goddess, there he is!"  The bartender encircled his arm around the girl as another form pushed its way into the tavern. It was a very muscular man, Marcius guessed he was a sailor judging by the uniform he wore; numerous tattoos decorated him, making him seem like a painting that had come alive.
 
   "Mary, now'll come 'ere! I knows you're cheatininin. . . in." His movements and slurred speech gave away the fact that he was heavily drunk. Marcius distanced himself from the bartender and the girl as the sailor half pushed, half stumbled, his way unsteadily closer to the pair.
 
   "Camden, you're drunk, you know what you do when you're drunk." The bruises on her face, something Marcius had initially missed in the gloom of the tavern, gave several hints to Camden's demeanor while under the influence. "Y-You also know what my father said if he caught you drunk."
 
   At the mention, Anthony encircled his arm even more protectively around her. "Aye, Camden, you make no sense while drinking. It's unhealthy for Mary. I won't have you beatin' her again."
 
   "Oh is that so, pops?" A rather malicious grin found its way to Camden's face, and faster than Marcius would have expected from a drunk guy, the sailor's fist closed the distance between the two men. The sound of broken glass and flesh hitting flesh filled the tavern.  Though as quickly as it had began, it suddenly settled around the now unconscious body of the bartender. He had taken an awkward position on the floor, knees bent at opposing angles with his head off to the side. The girl screamed and sought refuge the nearest place she could. Unfortunately, the location was behind Marcius, and the now seething sailor turned his glare and attention towards him.
 
   "Who's this pansy, Mary!? He's your lover that you 'ere seeing behin’ my back? I knews you're a cheating whore!"
 
   Marcius reacted on instinct as the sailor loomed over him. The energy from the nether welled up inside him, a sensation that always thrilled and terrified him, and he quickly shaped it into the can-trip that signified sleep. A muffled throbbing was felt near his temples, the blood threatening to pound out through his skull.  It came to a head and thus he released it, streaming from his body like a mental purging. Camden's eyes flickered for a moment, a slight green haze afflicted the air around him, and Marcius closed his eyes with relief. Crisis averted.
 
   "What the hell was that?!?! Tryin' to do witchcraft on me? Is this who're you left me for?" the drunken sailor's cries were borderline hysterical and he was clearly still awake.
 
   Marcius hurriedly scanned the room, looking for anything that might help, trying to suppress the feeling of panic that was cascading through his veins. All attention was focused on him, but frustratingly no one made a move to help.
 
   Why did it fail? He didn’t have time to deliberate as the man warily moved closer. An idea sprung to mind when he spied a stool on the ground, discarded by someone who obviously didn't want to get between a man and his troubles. Marcius started edging his way behind the table, hoping that the belligerent man would follow.
 
   "Running away dress wearer?!" the man sneered, reaching over to grab a chair. Marcius noticed that he all too easily broke off one leg of the chair and discarded the rest to the now littered ground. Camden started edging his way to the table with arms spread. The chair leg was in one hand, and he was ready to take off in either direction should Marcius try to dart away. 
 
   With a smile, Marcius cast the can-trip, a simple device that summoned an object to the casters hand. The only noteworthy detail was that it did not "warp" the target. It simply pulled it from a nearby location. Marcius had found it useful to grab objects around his room as he worked. 
 
   Now it served another purpose. He watched the stool zip across the bar, and collide with Camden's head with a hollow thud that even made Marcius wince, and continued its course to the caster, who promptly ducked. The furniture hit the wall, and with a thump, it hit the ground.
 
   Camden had just enough time to fix Marcius with an astonished expression, mouth agape, before his eyes rolled up into his head and his feet buckled underneath him. He joined Anthony on the floor, as well as the ruined chair, shards of glass decorating the edges.
 
   "Oh thank you great wizard! Your help was most appreciated!" The girl had appeared in front of him and now was rousing her father who was beginning to stir. "Camden never used to be like this, then he started drinking." Her eyes grew sad at the statement; her bottom lipped trembled as she bit it. "I hope he isn't hurt, he always feels so bad when he learns about what he did when drunk. He drinks to forget though. Please don’t blame him." Tears started welling up in her brown eyes.
 
   "Aye, honey," Anthony was now awake and intently listening to his daughter fill him in on the events that happened.  "Underneath it all, the lad is a good boy, just can't take his alcohol. Brother went off to the war up north. They were close them two, and he drinks ‘cause he worries so. Still Mary, drinks or not, he shouldn't be treatin' you like that." He gently grabbed her chin and inspected her face. He gave a grimace as he rubbed the side of his own face before dusting off his dirty apron as if it helped. "Now, wizard is it? I think I owe you an apology. I was just gonna take your money and send you ona' wild goose chase. Let's talk 'round back and I'll show you why. Lil' stuffy here."
 
   "I’m no wizard, I just picked up a few tricks here and there. I'm not good enough to be part of the Academy, really. But yes, I am interested in seeing the dwarf.” The grin Marcius felt on his face most assuredly debunked the attempt at modesty. He felt aglow with accomplishment, though he had only performed a simple can-trip. 
 
   They didn't know that.
 
   He noticed that the bar was still quiet, and every eye was trained on him. An aura of apprehension filled the room. The only sound was his labored breathing as the excitement of the encounter settled.
 
   Magic was frowned upon in these parts. Sailors are a very superstitious crowd to begin with. Sprinkle in the mysteries of the arcane, and you easily got yourself a recipe for trouble. He could hear the wheels turning in their heads, trying to decide how dangerous he was, and whether it was worth remembering what had transpired.
 
   Anthony solved the latter problem. "Now see here you lot," the bartender was now the focus, "You'll forget what just happened here, this good man did this bar a service. Now! Free drinks on the house!" He motioned to a barmaid for the kegs to be brought out from the cellar. The room burst into applause and quickly resumed its atmosphere of nonchalance, glasses tinkling merrily.
 
   Marcius was impressed with the way the bartender handled that. His grateful look was returned by the bartender. The man then ordered one of the more muscular men to pick up the still unconscious Camden and place him in a secluded corner. The man's daughter was cleaning up the debris from the fight, gingerly sweeping up the glass that still littered the floor. Marcius was startled at how quickly all trace of the encounter was wiped up; obviously this wasn't the first time they had cleaned up after a fight.
 
   The older man led Marcius to a door that he hadn't noticed before in the dark room. Fumbling around for a key, he opened the door and gestured Marcius inside.
 
   T              he small room was faintly lit like the rest of tavern, though the universal smell of alcohol somehow managed to be even stronger than the tavern itself. As his eyes scanned the room, they came to rest upon a small ratty cot that was thrown against one corner, and on it lay, who Marcius could only assume, was Raggor. The dwarf seemed to be passed out, since a loud snoring could be heard. The sickeningly sweet smell and several kegs littering the room gave away the reason as to why he was in that condition.
 
   "              He pays well for the peace and quiet, and I try to give it to him. Best payin' customer I have," the bartender muttered. "He was a friend of the previous owner o' this place. When I bought this place from the dwarf, he made me promise to treat this dwarf right, gotta lot on his mind he does. Apparently there be trouble in the dwarven city of Thrimghol; then again, there be trouble everywhere nowadays." That would explain where this tavern got its name. Marcius stored the tidbit about the dwarven capital away, making a note to bring it up to Antaigne as well.
 
   "I understand. I'll write a message instead. Mind giving it to him then when he comes to?” With an enthusiastic nod, the man indicated he would. Marcius fumbled in his pack for some paper and the bartender loaned him a stick of graphite.
 
    
 
   Master Raggor,
 
   I would like to order two kegs of your finest dwarven stout. Deliver at the Realure estate before the next sundown. I will pay whatever price you set.
 
   Marcius Realure
 
    
 
   P.S: Your secret is safe with me.
 
    
 
   He folded the letter up and handed it to Anthony, who respectfully placed it within one of the pockets of his dirty apron. Marcius had to refuse an offer for a drink on the house. He no longer felt the need for the spirits, and instead he opted to purchase a sandwich from a street corner food seller located outside the bar.
 
   As he bit into the juicy, albeit greasy, sausage, the full reality of what he’d just done hit him. It was the first real world application of magic. Despite the bungling of the sleep can-trip, Marcius was rather proud of himself.
 
   He managed to stop a huge, rather irate man without having to physically fight him. Which he considered a lucky break since the only fighting experience he had was the little fencing he did during particularly boring afternoons. Even then, he wasn't very good at swordplay. In the barroom fight, he had the sneaking suspicion the drunken man would have ripped him in two. With the mental equivalent of a pat on the back, he ran through what remained for him to gather for the dwarven wizard.
 
   He had the stout. He still needed the fruit, host, herbs, and the magical ingredients. Fredalyn's Menagerie should be open by now. Marcius looked up, the sun was high above him and the heat was starting to bake the cobblestones.
 
   Another thought entered his mind. Perhaps he should see what the Mage Lady wanted? Last thing he wanted was for her to become even more stuck up. He resolved to check up on her after his duties to Antaigne. Marcius still had his priorities. With a large bite he finished off the last of the sandwich, wiping the grease from his hands on the side of a passing wagon.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
                 Chapter 03
 
    [image: 00.png]Fredalyn's Menagerie was a collection of exotic animals in cages located on the outskirts of town. One could generally follow the pungent aroma of animals to locate it. They pitched their tents around the beginning of summer and stayed till about mid-fall, when they went off to acquire more attractions from various distant lands.
 
   Fredalyn was someone whom he was briefly acquainted to, a stout little woman with a soft spot for animals and an even softer spot for gold. She was one of those people you greeted on the streets if you passed each other, but you went out of your way to avoid at all other times.
 
   Marcius jingled the coins in his pouch subconsciously as he walked. They were his greatest ally in the upcoming bout, and hearing the soft tingle comforted him. He wasn't looking forward to dealing with Fredalyn. His feet betrayed him, and thus he found himself in line at the front of a striped tent, unpleasant sounds and smells coming from the confines. Wiping the sweat off his forehead, he waited for the line to advance.
 
   "Move along people," a positively grating, and regrettably, familiar nasally voice could be heard above the general noise that accumulates from many people being forced to wait. "That'll be three coppers, thank you, move along. Hey you! Try that again and you'll be thrown out. Three coppers, thank you, step inside." The line thinned and eventually Marcius was staring at the owner of the voice, Fredalyn. 
 
   She was a small woman who bustled with untamed energy. Her flashy multicolored silk dress swayed just clear of the churned mud as she directed the visitors into the tent.
 
   "Mistress Fredalyn, if I may partake a moment of your time." Marcius fought a grin onto his face that he hoped seemed sincere.
 
   "Marcypoo, is that you? Oh my goddess Avalene, it is! What brings you to my humble abode?" She quickly indicated to one of her workers that he was to watch the front gate for her, using a glare that suggested untold punishments should he fail, and fell into step with Marcius who was already walking away from the line of people.
 
   "Of course Fredalyn, I've come to ask a favor from you."  He cringed inwardly at the usage of "Marcypoo."
 
   "Please, call me Freddy. What can this humble woman do for you?" And your purse.
 
   "My father has recently acquired a very fussy, but important customer. He has a soft spot for animals. He sent me to pick up a goodwill gift if you catch my meaning." The eagerness in her eyes and the increased bounce in her step indicated that she did indeed.
 
   "Ah, and thus your first thought is of my meager establishment! Bravo Marcypoo, I would be honored to help you out!" She clapped her hands together excitedly, no doubt imagining the fees to come for the service. She led Marcius to the back entrance, the guards quickly let them pass and the stench of animals grew stronger along with the heat.
 
   Fredalyn had an impressive collection of creatures, much bigger than the last time Marcius was here. He watched one of the workers go about feeding what he thought was a hydra, a supposedly rare and dangerous creature. "That right there is a four headed hydra, much rarer than the three headed variety," she beamed. "He put up quite the fight he did, almost lost a few of my boys during an attempted escape, but the bars are enchanted." With a wink she tapped the bars with a stick. A large crack filled his ears as the stick was violently snapped into pieces. “Doesn’t hurt the poor lil' dear permanently, thank goodness. Just gives him a right smart shock."
 
   She led Marcius past a wide variety of creatures; a drake from Harrevegan coast, an elephant from the Tereneve Peninsula, and even a thought eater, which was a rather nasty creature that fed off one's memories. Stripping the most poignant and emotional ones like a ripe berry, it was something that was generally feared, but the big, now comical looking beast was harmless behind the enchanted aquarium that he was enclosed in.
 
   As much as Marcius didn't like the lady, he was impressed at the lengths she went to acquire and maintain such an odd assortment of animals. Time flew by as she showed him every animal she had, even upcoming exhibits. Soon they were standing once more at the opening of the back entrance.
 
   "You have an impressive collection of magnificent animals, but none caught my eye as something our customer would want. Are you sure you showed me everything? I’d be willing to pay for your troubles of course."
 
   "Well," the woman bit her lip, unsure. Marcius decided that she needed help. He shifted, tactfully jingling the coins in his pouch as he did so. At the sound, her face grew firm. "I do have one more. He’s a rather temperamental little beast from the island of Grantiare, but if you’re still interested, I will show you."
 
   She led him to what he thought was the backroom, most likely where she counted her money for the day. The unofficial zoo was a popular form of entertainment in Rhensford, and she no doubt made a profit even after the upkeep of pay and animal costs were extracted. In the corner there was what Marcius could only guess was a small pen sheltered in a black cloth. "I keep him covered. He isn't used to his environment yet, and don't want to scare the little dear." She fluttered over to the cage, where she paused for dramatic effect.
 
   With a flourish she whipped off the cloth, "May I present to you an authentic wyvrr, caught off the coast of Grantiare!" Familiar green eyes watched Marcius, the metallic scales shimmering in the torch light, and the creature languidly stretched out and stuck its head through the cage. It was the creature from his dreams, right down to the small claws that even now navigated the confines of the cage bars. Only it was much smaller than his nightmare.
 
   Marcius found his mouth unexpectedly dry, "How big does he get?" he managed to force the words out, his mind racing at the implications.
 
   "You ok, Master Marcius?" Marcius nodded, and indicated for her to answer his question, “This is a rare creature, they are typically only found very far south, and to find one around Grantiare is even rarer. They are coveted for their pet like qualities, like a dog, though they are often mistaken for dragons. They get nowhere as large as the mythical beasts. This one is almost full size right now. Oh, also they have no wings, as you can see. And they can’t breathe fire either." She coughed a bit then made to continue the lesson, but Marcius held up his hand.
 
   "I’ll take him." The choice was simple. Here was a creature he’d dreamed about, and one look at the sharp eyes that even now watched Marcius’s movements was all that he needed confirm his decision.
 
   "I'm not so sure I'm willing to part with him. He's to be a rather popular attraction, you see. Kids seem to love Dragypoo here." She stuck her finger through the cage and absently stroked the creature's eye ridges. It pushed against her and gave a tangible sigh of contentment. “Strange, he usually isn’t this calm around visitors. . . ”
 
   Though her words claimed she wasn't interested in selling, her posture and tone gave another story. One didn’t have a successful merchant as a father without picking up a few useful tricks here and there.
 
   Marcius put the best indifferent face on that he could. “Perhaps fifty gold would be enough to change your mind?" The slight widening of her eyes indicated that it was far more than she had expected. "Maybe not, our client might disagree with a creature such as this." He made as if to leave. Marcius mentally started counting to ten. He had gotten to five before he heard her clearing her throat behind him.
 
   "I believe this would be a great gift. They are very exotic, and yet easy to take care of. Your client would no doubt be the talk of the town with a creature such as this." Her voice dripped with desperation.
 
   "So you are willing to sell?" It was getting very difficult to maintain his facade, so he made a show of reaching for his bulging pouch. He started pulling out gold pieces and putting them down on the table next to the cage one at a time. With every gentle clank of a coin, he could see her defenses crumbling. At the last coin, she was little more than clay in his hands. "Fifty pieces, correct?"
 
   "Aye, Master Marcius, he is yours, as is the debt of my meager holdings. You have funded us for the next few seasons with this bounty." As she moved protectively around the coins, Marcius found himself likening her to a covetous dragon protecting her hoard.
 
   "Please write a receipt, I would like Dragypoo," Marcius's eye twitched at the insufferable woman's naming habits, "delivered at my family estate tomorrow."
 
   She wrote out the receipt for the wyvrr at record speed and quickly showed Marcius to the door, every step punctuated with yet another gushing speech -of thanks. Nevertheless, once they had reached the exit, she left him so fast that he wondered if she was ever there at all. He figured she was going back to revel in the gold he had given her for the little creature. With a smile, he patted his much emptier pouch, weaving his way through the line that still occupied the zoo entrance.
 
   The sun was just setting, casting a reddish tint off the buildings, and the night chill was slowly creeping its way into the body of every traveler still out. Marcius was no exception. He pulled his cloak tighter around himself, absorbed in his thoughts, as he made his way through the darkening streets of the seaside town.
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   Marcius's thoughts drifted to the memory of his dream, and a chill not caused by the blossoming night air ran up his spine. The little creature was an exact, albeit smaller, replicate of the monster from his dreams. The creature had stolen his fascination, and he couldn't stop himself from admiring the intelligent green eyes that exuded a sense of knowing, or the glimmering bronze scales and lithe form. 
 
   He had never heard of a wyvrr, and he found himself wanting to know more about this incarnation of his dreams. He was half tempted to go back and ask for him tonight from Fredalyn. Shaking his head at his eagerness, he decided to focus on what he didn't have. But that could come for tomorrow. Right now, despite wanting to go home, he figured it’d be a decent choice to see what exactly that woman from the Academy wanted.
 
   He stopped a few people and asked for directions to the Dragon's Roost Inn. Most didn't know the place, but he finally found a young man who did. It was in an obscure part of town, where he didn't venture often, which would explain why he never heard of the establishment. He thanked the young man with a silver coin and walked briskly through the now chilly night air, pulling his cloak tighter around himself.
 
   The sign outside was hard to read, and the coldness of the night did little to prompt a careful investigation. He pushed open the door. A wave of heat assailed him as he strolled into a well lit room that held several tables, some still occupied with guests finishing up their supper. 
 
   He didn't see the Mage, so he walked over to a nearby drudge that was clearing off a table. "Excuse me, can you direct me to somebody who can help me find a friend who is staying here?” His cheeks still stung from the chill outside, and he was thankful for the well heated inn.
 
   The women took one look at his fine clothing, which despite being worn all day, still indicated that he was a very wealthy person and he was addressing her. Words caught in her throat, she was obviously not used to people speaking her. The girl meekly indicated a man who was just coming down the stairs. He was a tall, thin, balding man with a thick black mustache, ruddy complexion, and a scowl that seemed at home on his face.  "I swear, never before had seen such a pompous, arrogant, rude, overbearing. . . " he grumbled audibly. Noticing Marcius watching him, he briskly made his way past the tables, as drudges scurried out of his path like the wake of a ship.
 
   "Can I help you, good sir?"
 
   "Aye, I'm looking for a friend of mine. She goes by the name of Alicia. She’s staying at this inn, I believe."
 
   At the mention of her name, the man's features darkened and a scowl crept over his face. Well, and Marcius had to chuckle inwardly at this, it seemed like he did know the woman. "Why yes I do, she has been a rather pleasant," he stressed the word through clenched teeth, "addition to our roster. Her opinions on how to run an inn are most appreciated. May I get a name for when she asks who is looking for her?" 
 
   "Tell her Marcius Realure has come to talk with her."
 
   The man gave Marcius a rather incredulous look, "Talk. . . right. Whatever goes on behind those doors is your business, sire, but please remember my inn has a reputation to uphold." At that, he briskly climbed the stairs two at a time to deliver the message.
 
   The implications of his visit finally dawned on Marcius. He was a young man, visiting a young woman’s room in the dead of night. He could hear the gossip being whispered among the upper class nobles. 
 
   "Excuse me, sir." Somehow the innkeeper had snuck up on him. "Her room is the second door on the right. Have fun, I hope she’s worth it." Before an indignant Marcius could respond, the innkeeper had turned around to direct a few wayward drudges.
 
   He decided to give up explaining himself and instead hurried up the stairs. Several flickering candles illuminated the empty hallway as his steps echoed with each plodding step, until he stopped at the second door. Why was he feeling so nervous?
 
   He took a deep breath, mentally preparing himself, as he knocked.
 
   The door swung open and Marcius lost his coherent thought. It was Alicia, her curly bronze hair spilling to the small of her back, wearing a sheer black shift. One of the straps had fallen to the edge of her beautifully pale shoulder and there was a tad too much leg showing between the bottom of the shift and her leather boots. The shift, which Marcius could now see was adorned with flowery patterns, also did very little to conceal the curvy, lithe form contained underneath. Not to mention the low cut neckline.
 
   The fact that she was seemingly innocent to the sensuality she projected made the situation even worse. Marcius was suddenly overcome with a feeling that perhaps he had much more here than he bargained for.
 
   "Greetings, Marcius, do please come in," she indicated, managing to adjust the wayward strap in the same arm swing. Her sea-green eyes sparkled in the light of the fireplace. "I must say, it is a pleasure to see you respond so quickly to my letter. Although coming at such a late hour might ignite speculations from those with loose tongues, I am glad to see you," she beamed.
 
   Marcius nodded, still feeling dazed at the onslaught of emotions and feelings she had stirred within him. He would need the Goddess with him if he was to get through this. 
 
   She shut the door behind him and there was a gentle click as it was locked into place.
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   T              he room was dark and empty; the only movement was that of the shadows produced by the gentle radiance of the nearby fireplace as they weaved an intricate ballet of shapes off the recesses of the walls and ceilings. The smell of musky incense was strong, making Marcius dizzy. There were many thickly bound books, jars with various objects, and quills discarded along with accompanying parchments. Marcius found he was strongly reminded of his own habits of decor during the middle of arcane study sessions. The thought was comforting.
 
   The sudden realization of the mess of her room must have thrown her off balance, for she wore reddened cheeks as she sat on the tidy corner of her bed, “Please, Marcius, pull up that chair by my desk so we can talk. Please forgive the state of my room, even a Mage has to study.” 
 
   “As you wish, my lady,” He moved the chair into place. Sitting down, he continued, “Now, I have several guesses as to why you would want to speak to a mere apprentice, but please, I’d like to see if any of my theories hold water. Do tell how I can be of service to a Mage.” The brief interval between the coming in door and sitting in the chair had given him time to recover his senses.
 
   He thought it best to keep her off balance. He needed to be in control of the conversation if he wanted to get out of here intact and ahead of the game. Besides, being rude distracted him from other things. Like how that outfit rode up her legs.
 
   Her green eyes narrowed for a moment at the sparsely veiled insult. Marcius thought he might have pushed a bit too hard, but it was replaced shortly thereafter by an unexpected grin. “Aye Master Marcius, I believe I deserved that. I doubt I put on a good show during that fiasco at your estate?”
 
   “That is one way of putting it, Mage Lady.”
 
   “Do please call me Alicia. I called you here for a reason, foremost being that I want to make amends.” 
 
   “Or perhaps you wish to charm me into divulging information about a certain, I believe the term is, ‘renegade’ wizard? Why else would you greet a guest who you barely know, clothed in such attire? Has the technique worked for you in the past?” he asked, indicating the black shift. The errant strip had again found its place at the side of her shoulder. He was rewarded by deep crimson blush, which he found disturbingly attractive as she hastily fixed the wayward strap once again.
 
   “Your remarks, while well aimed, fall behind the target, Master Marcius. For the record, I didn’t have the time to change, unless you wished to catch me in the middle of the act?” she said, the grin getting wider at her teasing.
 
   The image the words ignited had him blushing as well, and his cheeks felt feverish. With a slight snort, he struggled to regain control of the situation and himself. It was time to pass the conversation to her and see what she did with it. “Ahhh, ahem. . . that is not the case, of course,. . . Alicia. Please, tell me why I am here? Oh, and just call me Marcius,” he added as an afterthought.
 
   He wasn’t disappointed, she rallied magnificently. “I arrived at this town a week ago, and the Academy had charged me with keeping track of an Arch Magus, your master Antaigne.” This came as a rather brutal shock, Marcius had no idea the often grumpy dwarf was so powerful, an Arch Magus was second only to a Grand Wizard in terms of magical ability. “The senile old men at the Academy wanted to get rid of me. In case you didn’t know, I am the first official female Mage in about three hundred years. Many of the wizards that reside there don’t think too highly of me, either from me spurning their advances, or surpassing them in tests and experiments.” Her lips had curled up in an expression of disgust. “You have no idea how hard I had to work to even be graded on equal terms to the other students, but I did it, only to be sent here.” She waved her hands at the room around her in indignation.
 
   “No doubt they thought to either send me on a goose chase, or perhaps hope I would find the wizard, only to be blasted into rather small, easily packaged pieces. Either way, I would be out of their hair, but I intend to show them up. I will succeed just like I did against every other thing they threw at me.” Her eyes had flashed in her determination, and for a brief moment Marcius felt sorry for the poor fools at the Academy.
 
   “Anyway,” she continued, “I arrived here with only your father’s name as the last known contact to the wizard, so I asked around for any information that might be handy.” Her head tilted to the side, the bronze hair cascading over her ivory shoulder and her grin growing dangerously playful. Marcius's breath firmly lodged into his throat. “You would be surprised at the rumors I heard concerning you, Marc.” Her voice took on a teasing tone.
 
   Marcius refused to be baited, realizing he was quickly losing control of the conversation. “Well now, rumors they may be, but we didn’t come here to discuss what people whisper in darkened alleys.”
 
   She raised an eyebrow and a trace of amusement flickered across her face, “Ah but it does, it has a lot to do with how I treated you yesterday. You see, I befriended a noble woman, who was happy to share the many tales circulating about the various people of this town.” Her lips pursed together. “Perhaps too eager, I had a devil of a time guiding her to what your family was like. She painted your father as a gruff man who stumbled into wealth. Someone who had no bearing on what it was like to be among the upper class. The embroidery of you was a bit more personal it seemed.”
 
   Despite himself, Marcius found he was leaning on her every word. Not only was her slight northern accent hypnotic, but he often did not hear the first hand rumors about himself. “Apparently you are a selfish rake, who has no courtesy or interest in what proper people of your financial stature should be doing. A brigand who has an ongoing bet to bed as many women as possible while frequenting any seedy taverns encountered on the side. You are a man not to be trusted.”
 
   Marcius digested the information and discovered he wasn’t overly surprised. He could easily see how his detached manner would put off many of the nobles, particularly the few suitors he had rejected. He didn’t consider himself an overly handsome man, but no doubt his new found family wealth helped to smooth over the few flaws.
 
   He couldn’t stand the attitude most nobles seemed to wallow in like pigs to mud. And he hated the gratuitous rituals one had to go through to merely talk without offending someone. Marcius blamed that line of thought on the upbringing his father gave him. Lian had been adamant about teaching his young son to look beyond the facade that seemed to saturate the noble lifestyle. “We might be at the same status as them,” his father had always said, “But at heart, we will always be outsiders. Lesser beings in their eyes. Let them keep their parading ways, for we can see them for what they really are.”
 
   “So how much of what I said is true, Marc?” her voice startled him out of his reverie. Her voice had a slight hinting tone to it, as if there was more than one way to interpret her question.
 
   “              Very little of it, most of it probably stems from an incident when I escorted a client’s daughter around town. She’s one of those people who wanted to see everything, including several seedy taverns. Throw in a few nosy nobles and you’ve got the source of your rumors. I do agree with the part about me doing many things not becoming a person of my stature, because, for some reason, I don’t find spending most of my time pretending to be interested in other stuffy nobles during one of their stuffy parties very interesting,” he mimicked the tones she had used to describe her own teachers.
 
   To Marcius’s surprise, she let out a rather girly giggle at the statement, her hand clamped over her mouth in a somewhat flimsy attempt to contain her amusement. She looked much better when she smiled, and he wished she would do it more often.
 
   “I feel your pain. Not much better at the Academy. Anyway, before we had digressed, the noble woman’s account did not cast a favorable light upon you. So when I felt myself sufficiently armed with information, I bluffed my way into your father’s presence, and then asked a few questions. The thing that threw me off was how quick he was to give honest answers. And then you came up, the supposed apprentice to an Arch Magus, a position that would be highly desirable at the Academy.  I felt rather indignant to say the least.”
 
   “What made you change your mind?”  It was time to take control of the direction of this encounter. He let her lead long enough.
 
   “Your bold statement after my appraisal of the Arch Magus’s judgment. It’s been a long time since anyone had treated me as an equal. Most nobles that I have known would have sputtered at the breach of etiquette, and then had me thrown out. Or they would have just taken the abuse for fear of breaching etiquette themselves. Perhaps I have been among the company of other wizards for too long, but I found the verbal jousting refreshing. It was nice to run into a noble who didn’t play the games that typically run their lives.”
 
   Marcius’s heart skipped a few beats at the compliment. The look of respect on her face seemed genuine. “So what is it that you want of me?”
 
   She took a shallow breath and visibly steeled herself. “Well, I am to get your Master to sign a magical contract, saying that he won’t do any brazen breaches of magic. That is the main reason we look down upon rogue wizards. They have a penchant for flaunting their power, often hazardously. It makes all magic users look bad, so if you could at least talk to him, convince him to not blow me into little pieces, it would be much appreciated. If I could return to Aralene with these papers signed, I would be out of your hair within the week.” 
 
   She stood up and walked to the desk behind Marcius, pulling out what he could only presume was the contract. She then retrieved her seat on her bed, making a show of inspecting the papers.
 
   Marcius let loose a deep sigh of relief. That didn’t seem too hard, but a thought occurred to him, something that made his blood tingle in alarm. His eyes creased and he threw what he hoped was a hard, pointed stare at the still distractingly attractive women in front of him. “How do I know you’re just not using me to find out where he is? Then get a mob of wizards from the Academy to take him out or something like that? Throw a few compliments, wear a garish outfit, and hope the dumb apprentice takes the bait?”
 
   “I could have just cast watcher spells on you if I wanted to do that, Marc. I wouldn’t have talked to you directly. Plus, you already admitted to being his apprentice. An action, if I was an inquisitor, which would allow me to take you in and punish you for practicing magic without permission from the Academy. I’m not here to punish you or your master. The Academy has been moving toward acceptance and trying to get people not to view us, and magic, in such a negative light.”
 
   Chastened, he mumbled an apology, which she promptly waved away. “No need. You have every right to be suspicious. Just talk to him, please. I would be most grateful.”
 
   “I’ll do what I can. I can’t promise you anything. I must say it feels weird that you came all this way to get a piece of paper signed. . . even it is magical. Now, if I may take my leave, I’ve a rather early morning appointment tomorrow. But before I go, may I ask a favor? A test of faith per say?”
 
   She raised an eyebrow, “Let me see your familiar before I go.”
 
   The look on her face turned stiff, but gradually grew softer, “Alright, but this is a major leap of faith,” she said after a few agonizing moments. 
 
   A black as coal raven suddenly fluttered to her soft ashen shoulder, he regarded Marcius imperially with blood red eyes before quickly vanishing into thin air again with a shrill squawk. “Satisfied?”
 
   A little taken aback by the speed of the encounter with the familiar, Marcius simply nodded. He stood up, stretching a bit to get the feeling back into his legs and backside. He paused at the door. “Good night, Alicia, I wi-.”
 
   A hand stopped him as he turned; she was unexpectedly close to him, face to face. He hadn’t even heard her move. She had to crane her neck to look at him since he was taller. Her teeth met behind her parted lips as she considered him, head askew, eyes black in the shade of the doorway. 
 
   He could feel her hand splayed against his chest to hold him in place, still warm through his shirt; the heat of her body tangible by her proximity. His feet felt rooted to the floor, and he prayed that she couldn’t feel the rapid beating of his heart pounding against his chest. The scent of her tickled his nose.
 
   “Next time we meet Marc,” she whispered, finally shattering the silence with the softest of voices, “I have a test of faith for you. Until then, may whatever god you worship watch over you.” At that, she pushed the contract in his hand and gave him a little nudge the rest of the way through the door, which she then shut with a sense of finality.
 
   He clutched his hand to his chest as he sought refuge against the hard stone wall, waiting for his still thumping heart to calm down. Only then realized he had been holding his breath. Never before had the quiet life of a trade prince looked so appealing. He wasn’t sure if he could handle situations such as the ones throughout this day, constantly. Getting into a bar fight, dealing with Freddy, and then hanging around in a very complicated woman’s bedroom. The latter felt the most life threatening, as luck would have it. To think, he was only an apprentice, what was in store for him when, and if, he became a full wizard?
 
   Once his breathing had returned to normal, he ventured outside and hailed a coach. Before long he was at the entrance to his family estate. He threw the driver a bit extra for his troubles, and doggedly made his way through the cold night into his estate.
 
   It was late, so he had to let himself in the back way typically reserved for the now sleeping servants. Tiptoeing, he eventually snuck into his room. Deciding that he wasted enough time, he flopped onto the bed without changing his clothing or taking off his boots, pausing only to throw the contract onto his dresser. He could mull over events in the morning.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 04
 
    [image: 00.png]Alicia stared at the hard wooden door after she had closed it, and her eyes had achieved the glassy appearance of one who was looking but not really seeing. She ran through the conversation with the rogue wizard’s apprentice in her head, barely acknowledging the now recognizable black raven that appeared once again, perched on her shoulder.
 
   He interests you. Despite the warnings the Academy gave, you find him and his family likable.
 
   The bird gave her an affectionate nibble on the ear. She absentmindedly stroked the plumage on its neck as she mulled over the familiar’s words. Aye, Karhol, they’re a mystery, I wish I could have met them under different circumstances. Not often that you meet someone with honest eyes, someone who doesn’t seem to have a hidden agenda. Maybe I have been at the Academy too long.
 
   The familiar arched his head up to redirect the scratching, his dark red eyes coming to rest upon her face. Then why did you lie to him, Aly? 
 
   She stopped scratching the bird as she thought over the question, which caused Karhol to flap his wings crossly. She ignored it. It always surprised her how much like herself the black bird sounded in her head. With a small sigh she responded, I have no choice. Anyway, I told the truth about everything. Everything but the tracking spells. I doubt as an apprentice that he knows one must have physical contact for an extended period of time. She rubbed the fingers that had held Marcius in place. It’s not a big deal. The Academy just wants a location in case he ever does go awry, right? Just because I tricked him into allowing me to place a tracking spell, doesn’t mean I betrayed them does it? The words sounded hollow in her head, unconvincing even to her.
 
   Karhol gave a small squawk, flitting to land on the table next to the doorway where she still stood, and sauntered over to the edge. Amazingly for an animal, he somehow managed to work a bemused expression on his face. Alicia wondered if it was merely a trick of the lighting. I know not much about the habits of humans, besides you Aly. He always said the nickname as a term of endearment, something that always tugged a vestige of a smile on her lips. But what little I can gather, particularly about this family, they are quick to trust, but even quicker to hold a grudge. Even if everything else about your proclaimed admiration is true, I doubt that will be the first thing he looks to when he learns of your deceit. I sense doubts in you about the honesty of the Academy’s motives?
 
   The disclosure had caught her by surprise. One of the uncanny abilities Karhol had was a symbiotic relationship with her, and this included knowing what she was feeling and thinking; even when the thoughts were something she sought to hide. 
 
   The bird had ruffled its feathers and was now preening itself with wild abandon. Alicia’s legs were getting stiff, and she sat down at the edge of the bed, working to take off her boots as she tried to figure out a way to relay her concerns to the familiar. Most likely the familiar already knew about it, but it made her feel better to get it off her chest anyway.
 
   Yes Karhol, you know they sent me on this mission expecting me to fail. Even so, they were insistent about me finding out the wizard’s location. It's an odd assignment for someone who hasn’t even worn the title of Mage for a year. As Marcius said, it is also weird for me to have to travel so much just to get a rogue wizard to sign a piece of paper, not sure what magic it even contains either. Not to mention the question of why they waited so long to request the contract, or why are they are so up in arms over it now.
 
   If there is one thing that I have learned while being apprenticed at the Academy, it is that ambition is the one thing that is in no short supply. Everyone has their hidden motives it seems. This wouldn’t be the first time they had gotten rid of someone they deemed inappropriate to the Academy by sending them on an impossible assignment.
 
   She flexed her toes, now gratefully free of the leather boots. Placing them next to her bed, she happily buried herself under the covers, away from the pervading night chill that had begun its way into her room. Goosebumps were already crawling their way up her arm. The fire was nearly out now; only smoldering embers remained, struggling to stay lit. She gave a flick of her wrist and the sole candle burning rebelliously by her bedstand gave a halfhearted flicker, and then went out, smothered by the simple can-trip. Snugly secure under the warm quilt, she finished her explanation.
 
   It wouldn’t surprise me if some overzealous wizard got it into his head that he’d gain Denician’s favor by routing a major, if problematic, rogue wizard. Then by sending me, they might get rid of two perceived blemishes upon the Academy. Despite what I told Marc, I really can’t guarantee that they won’t send a squad of Inquisitors to kill the dwarf once they learn his location. 
 
   Inquisitors were a sect of Academy wizards specially trained to excel on the fast paced battlefield of magic, among other less reputable areas which the name implied. Armed with a usually potent bag of conflict oriented quick cast spells, they were an exercise in the deadly application of magic. They were particularly good at killing other magic users, which is what they were used for, serving as enforcers to those who were declared to have gone against the canon of the Academy. Typically, wizards treated them as one would expect a wolf among sheep to be received.
 
   As powerful as the dwarf was reported to be, Alicia couldn’t ignore the danger a squad of Inquisitors would present him, especially if he was caught unawares. She felt disturbed at the thought. A bit surprised, she hastily put it out of her mind.
 
   The raven had taken his customary position on her bed post, his form a dark outline in the rapidly diminishing illumination from the fireplace; crimson eyes mere pinpricks in the dark. 
 
   The wheels have been set into motion, Aly. There is naught you can do but see the results. The familiar obviously meant for it to be comforting, but for some reason it unsettled her. She flipped over to her side and buried her face in the crook of her arm.
 
   Tell me Karhol, why are wizards so self destructive? You would think a group of educated men. . . and one woman, she added sullenly, would be able to get along. Instead we argue and plot behind each other’s backs. Even I’ve done some. . . unsavory things in my quest for recognition. We could do so much good for the people of this world.
 
   There was a long stretch of silence before the raven responded, and Alicia was almost relieved when the voice once again glimmered within the depths of her mind.
 
   We are all held prisoners by the life we chose to lead, Aly. The results of our choices cannot be fought against. A willow bends with the wind, while a proud tree will splinter before it. Wizards are beings of power, perhaps it is a law of nature, something to regulate those who in reality are above most nuisances of normal life? With your skills, the necessities of life are easy to acquire, what else is left? 
 
   It seems, from my observations, that once the basics are met, people often pick extraneous goals for life. Be it power, an ideal, or even love, they need something to strive for. Being one who can use the craft gives you power, and those with power usually seek more power to fill that void of emptiness. They seek the company of their kin, but end up trying to usurp each other in the end. 
 
   It is a vicious cycle.
 
   “When did you become so smart, Karhol?” She whispered out loud, her voice awkward in the quiet room. The answer had unnerved her, but she did her best to try and hide it, pulling the blanket tighter around her.
 
   Your concerns are my concerns, Aly. I just have more time to dwell upon them. As you learn, I too learn. We are bonded together by the pact you forged four years ago.
 
   She tried closing her eyes, but sleep eluded her, for one part of what Karhol had said stuck in her mind. What’s my purpose in life? Is it merely the acquisition of power? Is it right to ensnare others within the web of my goals? Is that the emptiness I feel? 
 
   The thoughts formed an uneasy knot in her stomach, a feeling of dissatisfaction that stayed with her as she sought the freedom that only sleep would deliver.
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   Marcius groaned, flopping around in his bed. Sunlight was pouring in through his windows, which were wet from the morning dew, forming annoyingly distorted patterns of light and dark across his face. 
 
   With a single open eye from the depths of his pillow, he briefly watched a spider traverse the dangerous web of early morning condensation, carefully picking the safest route to a dry spot closest to the window. Watching the ordeal was a pretty good excuse to forestall leaving the sanctuary of the bed for a bit longer.
 
   With another grunt, he swung himself to a sitting position. A quick glance at his pocket watch told him it was a few minutes past eleven. His body felt physically drained, even though he had done little physical work, and his brain just felt downright lethargic. 
 
   His body complained the entire way as he dragged himself out of bed to the washbasin, where he tried to rid himself of the grime and dust that had accumulated from the day before. Feeling better after most of the filth had been washed away, he threw on a deep royal purple silk shirt and a pair of comfortable green britches.
 
   The smell of succulent cooking had already made its way upstairs, doing much to alleviate the tension that was left over from previous day. As he fastened the last of the straps on his pants, the events of yesterday stuck out in his mind. He really hoped that today was less confusing. Everywhere he turned only seemed to lead to more questions. In particular, the events at the inn bothered him for some reason.
 
   He glanced over to the magical contract discarded haphazardly on the dresser.  Marcius wondered what the Mage had meant when saying that his father had willing gave her information on the dwarven wizard. It didn’t make sense. How could he hide a fugitive by letting everybody know what was going on? He resolved to ask his that particular question the next time he saw him, but first his stomach demanded his immediate attention.
 
   "Master Marcius," Clarissa greeted him as he entered the kitchen. She was already putting away the dishes.
 
   "Good morning, Son!" A surprise welcomed him in the form of his father. By this time of day he was usually off working at the docks. "I decided to take a late breakfast today. I was looking forward to talking to you a bit, and to find out how your quest for familiar items went," he explained as if reading Marcius's thoughts.
 
   As Marcius sat down, Clarissa was quick to serve him a steaming bowl of potato soup along with a cool pitcher of wine, before tactfully excusing herself from the room. The soup was still hot; it trailed pleasant warmth down his throat as he ate.
 
   Marcius went through the entirety of the proceedings from the day before, leaving no fact unsaid as Lian quietly listened. As Marcius finished, Lian took a large swig of his wine, smacking his lips in appreciation, before speaking. "So that would explain that lovely creature and two kegs of beer that arrived early this morning, eh? They are both out in the stables. Take a look after we’re done here." Lian's face noticeably sobered, "Now two things concern me. First is the bar fight. I can't stress how important it is to keep your magical orientation quiet around this town. Unlike Lars and Clarissa, they would be far less understanding of your passion."
 
   "But father. . . " Marcius began.
 
   Lian quickly held up a hand to forestall any explanations. "I understand why you did it, but do you understand the consequences of your actions? The regulars of the tavern might easily forget what happened because of the free beer, but what about the barkeep and most likely that dwarf? It wouldn't take much to blackmail us under threat of taking their tale to the Sheriff or the Duke."
 
   He held up his hand as Marcius again started to deny the accusations. "You know how this town and the Duke feel about magic. It wouldn't take much for them to trump up some false charges just to jail us. Just be more careful okay? If it wasn’t for the Duke being scared of angering the Academy, that wizard that visited us would probably already be clapped in chains. He doesn’t share the King’s open views of people, and neither does that warmongering oggron of a Sheriff either."
 
   Marcius slowly nodded in agreement, feeling a bit red faced at the scolding. 
 
   Lian continued, "What concerns me more is this pawn of the Academy. Please be careful around her, even if she means us and Antaigne no harm. The puppet masters might very well mean to do us in. After all, there has to be a reason why they have taken a sudden interest in the dwarf after all these years. Minerva warned me that she sensed trouble brewing, and one must always take Minerva's hunches seriously."
 
   This struck Marcius as odd. Minerva had never stuck out to him as anything more than perhaps an old friend. But then again, he had only seen her once. “What do you mean, father? Is she some seer?"
 
   The trader smiled ruefully. "You could say that, just don't ever let her hear it. She thinks of herself more of an interpreter of events. She's a person whom I helped back when I used to travel, and I learned many times since then to trust her when she gives warnings. She has an uncanny knack for it, even though she has no magical power that I am aware of."
 
   "Does it concern us? Or is it a general warning to be careful?" said Marcius, wiping food from his mouth and taking a small sip from his wine cup.
 
   "I do not know, but she came to warn me, and she also stressed to warn you as well. There is trouble brewing, with all the wars and such, that much is obvious. But she insists there is something going on in the background." Lian shrugged as if that was expected.
 
   "Should I take Antaigne the contract?" Marcius was starting to feel unsure, but he trusted his father's advice explicitly.
 
   Lian's brow knitted together as he thought it over "I would say it probably wouldn't hurt. She can't place a spell on it, because Antaigne would find out easily. Nor can she use a lost object spell since she gave it to you voluntarily. Leave the choice up to Antaigne. I would say it might be a way to get them out of that mess he calls his hair for a bit. I'm sure he wouldn't mind that."
 
   What Alicia had said the night before surfaced in Marcius's mind, and he cleared his throat before asking, pushing away his now empty bowl of potato soup as he did so. "Father, when I was speaking with the Mage last night, she said that when she came two days ago looking for information, you gave her the truth. Why?”
 
   "Ah, there is the trap of it all. Do you really believe she just had information of me being the wizard's last contact? I doubt it. More likely they have an inside source, a spy, if you will. If I had denied everything, it would have placed us all in danger. Antaigne and I went over the specifics yesterday, and he agreed what I did was correct. Sometimes the best way to lie is to tell the truth, Marc." Marcius frowned. One of the things he never got his father to come clean about was the methods of communication he had with Antaigne. 
 
   "Well father, I have to get going. I have the apothecary and some magic dealing elf to visit today for the last of the ingredients," Marcius said, waving goodbye to Lian as he made his way to the exit.
 
   "Tell Ken I said hello then." The trader waved dismissively as he directed his attention back to his food. It confused Marcius, since the apothecary's name was Diran. Shrugging it off, he excitedly ran to the stables. Opening the door, he saw a covered box and two large wooden kegs resting on the hay covered floor in the corner. He noticed a note attached to each one respectively. He quickly snatched the one on the covered box as Ruby gave small snort of greeting.
 
    
 
   Dear Marcypoo,
 
   Here, as promised, is your animal. I hope your customer will treat him well. He likes meat, and in particular he loves ham. Thank you again for the generous payment. We have decided to name a segment of our business in honor of your family. Please stop by and take a look at the animals in the Realure exhibit sometime. And don't forget us if you ever decide to buy a pet for yourself!
 
   Love,
 
   Freddy
 
    
 
   Marcius had to suppress a grin. Freddy was much more likeable on paper, though he sincerely doubted he would ever buy the exotic animals the zoo specialized in as a pet for himself. Crumpling the paper and throwing it carelessly to the ground, he quickly tore off the cover of the box.
 
   It was the same cage he had first seen the animal in. The wyvrr had been sleeping, but with the invasion of the light from outside, he stretched, scales rustling together like soft autumn leaves. Out of impulse Marcius snaked a finger in, which "Dragypoo"(as evident from the nameplate on the cage) sniffed. After a few tense seconds, the animal was brushing against the finger with his eye ridges. Just like a cat, Marcius mused.
 
   The scales were like sand to the touch and surprisingly dry, yet still soft. "Now what should I call you?" Marcius said out loud, feeling foolish for talking to an animal. "Dragypoo is an insult to both our sensibilities, eh?" The creature gave a contented sigh, which Marcius took as agreement. It withdrew from his finger and curled up in a corner of the cage, the green eyes still on Marcius as it rested its head on a pile of straw.
 
   "We can figure it out later," he promised as he took the note off the kegs of dwarven stout. It was short and written on the back of a brewery order form with very scraggly writing. Marcius had a hard time deciphering it.
 
    
 
   in repayment for helping out Anthony. free of charge. remember my brewery for all ale you need
 
   thank you
 
    
 
   Marcius left a message with Lars, asking Clarissa to give some meat cubes to the wyvrr since he expected to be gone most of the day. The stable boy had just gotten in when Marcius got back to the stables, and in no time Ruby was ready to go. As the horse stomped the ground softly with impatience, Marcius gave the stable boy a small tip and mounted. At a relaxed trot, he headed to the Rhensford trade district, anxious to see what awaited him.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 05
 
    [image: 00.png]The visit to the apothecary went off without a hitch. In less than an hour, Marcius had everything he needed from the store. He was soon on the familiar worn path of Cobble Street, feeling rather optimistic about life in general. He soon spotted the elf at his fruit stand, handing a small box of fruit to a kind faced woman. As if sensing Marcius watching him, the sharp eyed elf turned around, throwing Marcius a welcoming grin as he closed the distance between them. "Greetings my Lord, the usual I assume?" He had already started navigating around the pile of apples on display, deftly selecting the kinds he knew Marcius liked.
 
   "Ah, no, I've come here for a different reason. I don't believe I caught your name before? I am Marcius Realure," he said, eschewing the normal formalities in class by extending his hand in greeting.
 
   The idea that someone would take an interest in him must have come as a surprise, his catlike yellow eyes widened. The shock was quickly replaced by suspicion, the pupils narrowing, giving him even a more feral like appearance. 
 
   Marcius watched the transitions take place in an instant. It ended with a very guarded expression of indifference as the elf cautiously took the proffered hand. "Forgive me, my Lord, but I'm a mere fruit vendor trying to make a living. Whatever reason, besides fruit, could you have to visit me?"
 
   Marcius decided to act on a suspicion he harbored ever since he read the message from Antaigne. "Really? Is that so? Well then, I will have to tell my dwarven friend to get his supplies elsewhere." Marcius made sure to leave it vague, in case he was wrong. No sense in broadcasting that he knew magic to the whole community, especially after the discussion with his father.
 
   The words had the intended effect, for the eyes grew wide again though the elf was quick to rein it in. "Ah, well then, you must be one of my other customers. Allow me to introduce myself. I am Kenelevialry de'Yonliacfrag," he said with an air of pride, bowing, the vestiges of etiquette seemingly vanishing with the action. "But I know how you humans are with such long-winded titles, just call me Ken. It would be bad humor, indeed, to discuss these sorts of business dealings out in the open, considering the circumstances. Please follow me to my dwellings."
 
   He started packing up the cart, easily throwing up the wooden side boards. The cart was designed to be a mobile store, taking only mere moments to prepare. Marcius followed the blonde elf through the now mushrooming crowds that packed the street, as the elf artfully but quickly weaved his path around the denser areas. After a few moments, they came upon a meager dwelling within a impromptu cul-de-sac, located somewhere between the trade district and the slums. The elf promptly deposited his cart outside, pulling a padlock seemingly out of thin air in which to secure it.
 
   Ken's knock was answered by a boy with dirty ash-brown hair, the tips of his pointed ears barely visible. He boldly looked Marcius up and down and said a few words to his father in the pleasant-sounding language of the elves. Ken gave an irritated shrug and the boy hurriedly moved aside to let them pass. 
 
   At Marcius's questioning glance, Ken explained, "Fenriel was just curious. We don’t get many guests."
 
   The elf gracefully moved his way through the piles of books and papers that littered the narrow hallway, coming to stop in front of a tapestry. It was a rich design depicting a poignant scene from a well known legend. "Pact of Jaylynn" was a popular fairy tale about an old man who made a pact with demons in order to achieve happiness, but as with all stories involving demons, the man's life unravels to a tragic end. Marcius thought it served as a very pointed reminder to tread carefully around things you don't understand.
 
   "Very appropriate, don't you think?" said the elf, pointing at the man on the wall, captured forever in his grief at finding his love dead. "I've always wondered how true that story is. The artist seems to have captured it perfectly. I can almost hear his anguish." Ken placed his pointed ear to the tapestry, closing his eyes as if listening.
 
   Marcius said nothing, feeling awkward. He had the feeling the elf was doing this to see his reaction. A few moments passed before the elf, ostensibly just remembering his guest, straightened up and cleared his throat. "Ah, sorry, we elves sometimes get caught up in the ghosts of the past," he said wistfully, his mind obviously on other things, "Do tell me your master's name?"
 
   "He goes by Antaigne." The elf's face washed over with a look of happiness. The smile he gave Marcius looked light, and he chuckled.
 
   "Ah, the old dwarf is still alive! Good, good, I thought the fools from the Academy might have gotten him! No way can you be an agent of the King. The Academy goes to great lengths to hide the existence of rogue wizards. No doubt Rialan has no idea of half the unguilded magic users in his kingdom. Makes them look bad you see. Please do follow me!" He tapped lightly on the embroidery, and to Marcius's bewilderment, the colors swirled until they formed a hole, through which the elf stepped lightly. Hesitating, Marcius followed. There was a tingling feeling that made the hairs on his neck stand at end as he stepped through.
 
   The room was dark. There was the slight chill of cold stone in the air and the ground felt of a dampness that even penetrated the confines of his leather traveling boots. As soon as he entered, the portal behind him closed, bathing them in darkness. He felt an oppressive weight on his chest, robbing him of breath. Marcius was just starting to feel alarm when he heard the elf clap sharply with his hands. Four massive torches flamed to life, flooding the room with an orange glow. Marcius gasped, the room was filled with magic paraphernalia and it was rather large, much bigger than the outside of the house.
 
   From spell components to enchanted weapons, the air practically hummed from the concentration of magic. The pressure on his chest must be from the sheer amount of energy in this room.  He started to feel light headed, swaying, and he had to feel for the wall behind him to steady himself. This did not go unnoticed by the dutiful elf. "I'm sorry, those attuned to magic can feel. . . overwhelmed. . . by this room at first. Don't worry, it’ll pass shortly," the elf said, confirming Marcius's theory.
 
   He was surprised to find the elf right, he was already getting his bearings back, but the nature of the room still dumbfounded him. "Ken," said Marcius, rolling the new name uncomfortably around his tongue, "What do you need all of this magic for? You've enough for a small army of wizards here!"
 
   Ken beamed with pride. “Well, I am a supplier of magical items and components, but mostly I am the middle man.” The elf must have seen the look of bewilderment that crossed Marcius’s features. “I smuggle many things in for various people. Business is booming with the war up north,” he elaborated.
 
   “I thought the war was between elves and Morlians. Why would you sell to both sides?”
 
   “I was exiled about a century ago. Not that I care, money is money,” the elf remarked offhandedly. Though, Marcius thought he detected a note of hostility in his voice.
 
   “Anyway, what is it that you need? I owe Antaigne a big favor, so I am willing to, within reason of course, give you what you need free of charge.”
 
   This bit of information would have shocked Marcius, but given the revelations that he was discovering that since put on this task, he found that he wasn’t that surprised. Reaching under his cloak, he pulled out the now well worn and creased scroll, handing it over to the waiting elf. Ken’s face scrunched up as he read, making him seem like he smelled a particularly bad odor, an observation that made Marcius smirk.
 
   Ken gave Marcius an appraising look, as if seeing him truly for the first time. “These are familiar items, well, the part that you still need I mean, judging by the other things you crossed off. Well, except the ale and apples of course. Getting the apprentice to do a bit of shopping for himself it would seem.”  He gave a small flick at the paper with his index finger and a resigned shrug, then turned around and started rummaging through a pile of bottles on a shelf in the corner.
 
   “So. . . no, not medusa coils. . . how long have you been an apprentice to the. . . no, that’s not it. . . wizard?” the elf asked distractedly.
 
   “A few years. I’ve not had much uninterrupted time, had to stagger it out at one week of training per month. Mostly because it wouldn't be a good idea to let on I was studying magic to the nosy nobles and such.”
 
   “Ahhh. . . of course of course.”  Ken placed a vial of crimson liquid to the side as he spoke; it glowed with an ominous fluorescent radiance. “So how is Lian doing?”
 
   “Ummm. . . he’s fine, enjoying the challenge of trading.” Inspiration struck Marcius. Here was a chance to learn a bit about his father’s past, a subject Lian had always kept a bit quiet about. “So. . . how do you know my father?”
 
   Ken gave him the look that keenly suggested that Marcius had just asked a stupid question. “Shouldn’t it be obvious, you of all people should know, right?” He gave a small jolt at Marcius’s dumbfounded look “Well, if you don’t know, I’ll assume Lian has a good reason for not telling you. You'll not pry it from my lips. I am old enough to meddle not in the affairs of others.” A look of triumph appeared on the elf’s face as he pulled out a small wooden box. Nondescript carvings were etched along its surface.
 
   “Ah, here it is!” he said with a small flourish. “Phoenix feathers, very rare mind you, not easy to get a phoenix in the first place, even rarer to get to one of their nests for the feathers!” He set the box down, and after pulling out another even smaller box, he opened up the first container. A bright red light filled the room. Marcius had to shield his eyes at the speed at which the brightness had struck hurt his eyes. He saw spots dancing in front of him. Then the illumination disappeared, swallowed up by the smaller container.
 
   “Oh sorry about that, always forget how fragile you humans are. Anyway, here is your minotaur blood and phoenix plumes.”  He pushed the two containers into Marcius’s arms, and then went to shift through another cabinet. Marcius stuffed the containers into the pockets of his cloak, both of them uncomfortable lumps in the fabric. “Feel free to look around, it might take me a bit to find the tears and sacred ash. I suggest no touching though, no telling what may happen.”
 
   Marcius decided to take him up on the offer, curiosity was eating away at him. Using the light from the torches to guide him, he warily stalked his way around the room. There was a whole corner devoted to armor and weapons that drew his attention first. Jeweled scabbards and polished suits of armor gleamed at him from every direction; swords, spears, and countless other weapons littered the ground more or less haphazardly.
 
   Looking meekly at the elf, who was still preoccupied by his search, Marcius determined to pick up one of the weapons, a silver long sword with a large ruby encrusted in the hilt. It was deposited next to a sinister looking dagger that had an engraved wooden snake for a handle. The eyes were glittering blue sapphires, twinkling ever so gently as the cut edges caught the orange aura of the torches.
 
   The blade was thin, extending out about four feet. Curved imperceptibly at the end. In the torch light he could see that an attractive woman was imprinted into the swords edge, flowing along the breadth like a supple river. He was amazed to find how light it was, his hand fit the handle perfectly, and even though he was no expert, it felt flawlessly balanced, like an extension of his own body. He gave a mock swing at an imaginary foe, the sword let out a low ringing noise as it cut through the air and the exceptionally sharp looking edge gave off a dim white glow.
 
   “Ah, the sword of Aslar, the Storm King. Good choice for your first breaking of my stipulations.” The elf’s soft voice startled Marcius, causing the sword to slip from his grip. He stared as the sword dropped noiselessly onto the cold stone floor up to its hilt, like a knife through butter, a metal reverberation rang throughout quiet room. “I must insist that you cease any further rule breaking; if you had picked up that dagger over there, for example, you would no longer have a soul for a familiar. The demon trapped within has a rather voracious appetite.”
 
   Marcius gave a nervous look at what he could only assume was the aforementioned dagger. The sapphire eyes of the serpent handle now seemed to gleam hungrily at the elf’s words, as if daring Marcius to go against the elf's instructions and pick it up as he had the sword. “Please put the sword back, and remember what I told you: don’t touch anything. I would not want your death on my hands, especially since you are an apprentice to Antaigne. Would be most troublesome.” Marcius gave a nod, feeling silly when he realized Ken could not see him, as the elf had never turned around during the whole exchange. He was still moving the various components that were in the cabinet, mumbling occasionally at something he found before delving through the contents once more.
 
   The sword slipped out of the hard stone as easily as it entered. It was completely unharmed. Marcius shakily laid it down in its previous resting place. Admonished, he walked to the other side of the room, as far away from the dagger and sword as he could.
 
   The type of magic this section contained was in sharp contrast to the previous area. Instead of weapons and armor, it enclosed what seemed to be everyday household objects. However, they appeared skewed, as if one was viewing them through a thin veil of water. It reminded Marcius very much of the shimmering heat waves given off during hot days. He got an uneasy feeling from these objects.
 
   There was a map that showed all the weather patterns, clouds and storms moving across the surface like insects. A rag was cleaning a cabinet, seemingly propelled by an invisible hand or person. Marcius stared in amazement as a painting of a battlefield acted out the fight from beginning to end. 
 
   It was disturbingly realistic, even down to the blood and gore. After watching the life fade from a skewered soldier's eyes, Marcius had to turn away, feeling sick to his stomach. There were numerous chalices that shimmered with a ghostly glow. Marcius had not a clue what they did, nor was he interested or stupid enough to find out firsthand.
 
   Next to a dresser with an ornate mug, there was a simple old wooden coat stand which held a forest green cloak. Marcius was suddenly overcome with an urge to try it on. The fabric looked soft to the touch and as he drew nearer, it gave off a light metallic sheen. It’s only a cloak, and it looked so warm. The closer he got, the more compelling the cloak became. He could hear it calling to him, beckoning. All thoughts he had prior were replaced by images of him wearing the cloak. Oh, how everyone would admire him!
 
   His hand lingered on the velvety softness, the sensation too much to bear as he rubbed it between his fingers, feeling the richness of the weave. He went to free it from coat rack, fumbling as he tried to remove the poor excuse of a cloak he currently wore in the same motion, but something stayed his hand, startling him out of his trance. There was a strong but delicate looking hand holding his arm. “Easy there Marcius, this cloak isn’t something you want to mess with.” Marcius vaguely recognized the voice of Ken, but it didn’t matter. It was a trick! The elf wanted the cloak for himself! He was jealous of Marcius!
 
   “Unhand me! It’s mine! I—“ Marcius never got to finish the sentence, for out of the corner of his eye he caught a brief glimpse of a fist before it slammed into his jaw. He went sprawling onto the floor, lights flashing in his eyes. Rubbing his face, he shook his head and started to stand up, anger fueling his legs, only to be met halfway by a plain looking, but sharp, sword. He hadn't even seen the elf draw it.
 
   “What is your name?” The elf’s voice was oddly insistent, but the point of the sword was steady, gently prodding the skin under his throat, lifting him up, lest the sharp weapon pierce the skin and draw blood. Marcius felt he had to answer or be skewered, but he just couldn’t totally recall what people called him.
 
   His brain felt fogged as he tried desperately to remember something, anything. He felt his head slowly become clear, the fog gently lifting to reveal something solid concealed with its depths. My name is. . . Marcius. . . I’m here for. . . items. . . from the elf for a. . . familiar. . . then the realization of what he did came crashing in, unwelcome and not at all gentle.
 
   “Oh. . . I am so sorry!” he gasped. It was like a release. As if he’d been drowning and suddenly broke the surface, thirsty for air. The elf smiled and held out his hand to help Marcius up. “What. . . is that thing!” he asked, pointing to the cloak still on the peg of the coat rack.
 
   It no longer looked as alluring to his now much clearer eyes. Instead, it bore a resemblance to exactly what it was, a simple traveling cloak, such as one would buy from any tailor; nothing more, nothing less. Marcius felt foolish, dirty in the light of that fact. As if the obviously magical cloak had violated his integrity. The memory of how he felt made him shiver as he wiped a bit of blood off the corner of his mouth. All urges to try the cloak on were gone, instead replaced by disgust and shame. Marcius’s breath came out in ragged gasps.
 
   “This is no ordinary cloak. When the owner says so, the next person to see it feels an irresistible urge to wear it, upon donning it, the cloak will strangle the person to death. It will then disappear back to the owner, ready to be used again.”
 
   “Why do you have such a thing activated? Were you trying to kill me?” Marcius threw the elf a suspicious glance, only then realizing how vulnerable he felt.
 
   Ken chuckled as he pointedly flexed the hand that had hit Marcius, “No, I wasn’t. Elves are resistant to the effects of enchantment. The cloak was just made before it got shipped to me, so it hasn’t been bound to a master yet. So everyone is fair game. I just never noticed it because I’m an elf. Once one resists the effect of the cloak, it won’t bother you again. Such is the nature of magic. Although,” the elf looked at him critically, “I would have assumed an apprentice of Antaigne would have been able to recognize, or at least resist, such a simple assassin device.”
 
   Marcius blushed at the criticism, but a thought struck him. “Why would someone want something like that when they could have a sword that can cut through stone?” he said, gesturing back to the weapon that lay upon the ground behind them.
 
   “A dagger in the back can kill just as well as a sword from the front, Marcius. A lesson I hope you learn in your studies,” Ken answered cryptically. When Marcius didn’t seem to understand, he continued, “There is always more than one way to do something. Some ways are better than others. Why throw a fireball to kill someone when you could just burn the bridge he stands on? The end result is the same, not always is the direct approach the correct one, Marcius. Most wizards learn to guard against rudimentary magic applications. There will come a point where you might find yourself facing down another wizard, and victory often comes not to who knows the most powerful spells, but to who uses the spells he or she knows in the cleverest application. A simple sleep can-trip that causes the wizard to become dizzy and relax his guard can be just as important as the stroke of lightning that finishes him off.”
 
   Marcius nodded, it made sense. Antaigne was always telling him to look beyond the base of what a spell does. And the usage of the object summoning can-trip in the bar only reaffirmed what Ken was saying. Thinking about what happened yesterday at the bar brought up another, more personal question that Marcius thought the elf might be able to answer. “Ken, can you answer something for me?”
 
   “If I can.” Ken pushed a small black vial and two hard clear rock-like objects in Marcius’s hand. “Here take these, that is the vial of ash and two Gryphon tears you’ll need.” He gestured for Marcius to follow as he headed back to the entrance of the room.
 
   “I tried performing a sleep can-trip on a drunk in a bar. He was trying to fight me because he thought I was having an affair with his wife,” Marcius explained. “It failed rather miserably, but I’m sure I did it correctly.”
 
   “Well, I am no expert on actual magic, but I could take an educated guess.” Ken waved his hand at the cold wall of the room, the portal opening again in its swirling fashion to the elf’s home. “The sleep can-trip strengthens the recipient’s urges to sleep, so a person angry and drunk probably doesn’t have much to work with. That’s my guess anyway.” Perhaps it was trick of lighting or his own mind, but the thin set of the elf's lips and darkened eyes suggested that Ken wasn't really guessing.
 
   Nothing is what it seems. Marcius mused darkly. Then again, isn't that the way of the world?
 
   Ken stepped through first, with Marcius following close behind, the latter throwing one last furtive glance at the cloak that still hung all alone on the rack. The familiar tingling sensation flooded through him and the pressure on his chest lifted when he emerged. He deeply drew a breath of fresh air, only realizing now how stagnant the air in the magical room had been.
 
   So he failed the sleep can-trip because the man’s anger shielded him? He would have to learn the exceptions to spells as well. The picture sewed onto the canvas continued to stare at him as he was led from Ken’s house, and Marcius agreed that "Pact of Jaylynn" was an appropriate choice.
 
   Silently resolving to learn the intricacies of magic in depth, he bid Ken goodbye as the elf started setting up his fruit stand once again. The feeling of being totally controlled haunted him as he slowly rode Ruby through the quickly emptying streets of Rhensford. Up until then, he had never considered magic seriously.
 
   Usually when one mentioned the word, it conjured up thoughts of exotic creatures and flashy spells that shake whole cities; not daggers that steal souls and assassination devices in the guise of a harmless articles of clothing. Despite all of that however, the pull that initially lured him into the field was still there, something which made Marcius both smile and tremor.
 
   Curiosity was one of the gifts supposedly given to the human race, both an advantage and a weakness, and Marcius was blessed with ample amounts of it.
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   He was just rounding the corner of Minos Street, absorbed in the duality of it all, when a voice gave him pause. “Marc! You devil! Why didn’t you tell me you were back?”
 
   The voice was from a tall young man with shoulder length, blonde curly hair. Marcius slowed Ruby down to a steady walk so the long legged man could catch up.
 
   “Jared! The same could be said about you! When did you come back from Harcourt?” Harcourt was the biggest city in Lorinia. It stood at the crossroads of several ports including Rhensford, which contributed greatly in turning it into the most important place in Lorinia outside of the King’s palace. Jared had gone there with his father to investigate a smuggling rumor, though Marcius had his doubts about Jared’s true motivations. Jared’s father was the Sheriff of Rhensford, nicknamed the Bloodhound due to his tenaciousness to staying on the trail of a lawbreaker. Marcius often pondered at the irony of an apprentice wizard befriending the son of one of the most stalwart and vocal magic haters in the country.
 
   “Father's done with the investigation, caught the guys of course.” Jared rolled his eyes in consternation; he and his father often were at odds. “He tried to show me the ropes, but I quickly gave him the slip and got around to the local mercenary taverns! It was great! You could feel the energy of adventure! The sweat and grime of glory clung about like. . . well. . . sweat!” Jared’s eyes now took on a very familiar misty quality and only served to confirm Marcius’s thoughts about the real reason he took the journey.
 
   “Uh oh. . . ” Marcius mumbled half jokingly, which earned him a mock stern glower from Jared. Ever since Marcius had known Jared, there had been one dream the blonde haired man had kept alive: Jared wished to be a famous adventurer. To be forever immortalized with tales of bravery, and battle bards and minstrels across the land. It was the fuel that spurred him to spend most of his free time training with the sword, honing his skills with every passing day.
 
   The dream also kept them friends when he found out that Marcius was training to be a wizard. Jared had been pressuring a young Marcius as to where he disappeared to every month. Marcius, who had never had a friend before, quickly folded to the questioning. “Every adventuring party needs a wizard. . . ” he had said, rubbing his chin after a few moments of tense silence when Marcius had finally told him. It was this acceptance that cemented their friendship. They trusted each other fully from thereafter. He even occasionally asked Marcius about his training or to perform can-trips.
 
   “One of these days, my friend, after you’re a full wizard, we have to go off and seek our fortune!” Jared exclaimed quietly, mostly from force of habit. By mutual unspoken agreement they had headed to their favorite restaurant to no doubt talk about the happenings of the past days. Marcius tethered Ruby to the post outside, patting him calmly for a few moments before following Jared up the steps and into the restaurant.
 
   Pushing open the doors of Taylor’s, they were immediately beset by the owner. The aptly named Taylor was a bald, middle-aged man of Northern Morlian descent. His rotund face a rosy cherub color that went well with the smile that graced his features. He was an old friend of Jareds. “Ah! Jared Garalan and Marcius Realure, my two favorite customers!”  Taylor said gleefully, slapping his hands together in unfeigned happiness. Marcius couldn’t help but smile back, the man’s cheerfulness was embarrassing, but also contagious. “I presume you want a secluded corner as usual?” he asked, mostly as a formality since he had already set off to locate it.
 
   For all his smiling, the man was a shrewd business man. Marcius realized long ago that by making them feel at home and by being personable, the owner ensured they’d come back. The familiar faces that he saw at the tables served as testament. Navigating the tables with unexpected dexterity for such a large man, Taylor led them to their usual seat, tucked comfortably underneath an overhang against the wall.
 
   Nodding their thanks, they sat down, and Taylor let them know that he would be sending over a barmaid whenever they were ready. A smart man, Marcius reaffirmed. “So Marc, tell me what’ve you been up to?” Jared asked after the owner had left.
 
   Marcius filled him in, glossing over a few details, such as his dream about the wyvrr, and pausing a few times as Jared asked a few questions or to clarify things. When he finished, Jared let out a low whistle and leaned back on his chair. “I heard about the woman from my father. The Academy had let him know she would be coming here for business reasons. Gave the old man a right hissy fit, but there was naught he could do. Even he isn’t foolish enough to mess with the Academy. So, she’s a looker, eh?” Jared asked with a twinkle in his eye.
 
   “Aye she is, but I still don’t trust her totally. You can have a crack at her if you see her, doesn't matter to me.” Jared had a far more accurate reputation of womanizing than Marcius; no doubt this Mage interested him. Marcius didn’t think he would be as lucky as he was with the local barmaids and such when it came to Alicia.
 
   “Well thank you for the go ahead, but this just goes on to confirm that I need to up my training. Can’t have you going about blowing up everything without a sword to protect your back, eh?” It was a subtle yarn, but there was a trace of seriousness in Jared’s demeanor. “If only my father would get off my yoke about becoming the Sheriff. . . ” Jared had let the comment hang in the air; it was well known that the Sheriff intended for his son to take over when the perils of duty or age made him unable to uphold the law anymore.
 
   “Dryken damn him, you’ll be celebrated and knighted within a few years, whether he likes it or not!” It was a rather shabby attempt to cheer him up, but Marcius felt it had to be done.
 
   “Thanks for the kind words, but it seems as if the fates have conspired to keep me trapped within devices out of my control.” The words were very uncharacteristic of him, but he seemed to be giving voice to something he had given much thought. “Ever feel trapped Marcius? That’s how I feel now. I’m bound by duty to do my father’s wishes, even though in my heart I care not for this town. I’d rather be out there, where they need me, protecting small villages from the likes of orcs, goblins, and the ilk! Not protecting a big town from itself, because people are too stupid to get along with each other.”
 
   Marcius knew exactly how he felt. The incident with the elf had given him second thoughts about magic, but he felt trapped into learning it. What else was there for him if he turned away? He had no trade skill. The best he could hope for was inheriting his father’s business, an assuredly stagnant position.
 
   The awkward silence extended for an uncomfortable amount of time before Marcius, clearing his throat, felt compelled to say something, anything. “Heh, at least you don’t have to worry about your soul being stolen, or being strangled by a cloak.”
 
   "Truth, there is much more to magic than the stuff I read about in books, but I think you’ll do okay, Marc. Just be careful about getting involved with wizard politics. One doesn’t have to be a wizard to know that! Also remember, when you’ve become an official wizard, you and I are going to go out and seek our fortunes!”
 
   It was a tried and true rhetoric. “In order to adventure one must have a cause. I’m already rich, what else is there?” Marcius was teasing. They had gone through the motions of this conversation many times before.
 
   “Perhaps to free a love? Or perhaps to spread one’s religion? Why even the noblest cause of all? For the excitement of doing things that you’ve only read about? There are many causes to champion one’s resolve Marcius!”
 
   “Ah, but I have neither love nor am I religious. I’ve no heart to risk my neck either.”
 
   “What about friendship? Who better to adventure with besides me?” Marcius started grinning. It was hard to argue with one so zealous. With a non-committal shrug, he signaled for a barmaid to serve them.
 
   This particular one was the youngest daughter of Taylor, as petite as her father was large. Though unlike her father, she sported a full head of wild red hair, which was currently tied up in a tight bun as she worked. She greeted Marcius and Jared with a warm smile, though Marcius could have sworn her eyes lingered a half second longer on his friend. With a shrug, he ordered a helping of shepherd’s pie, while Jared contented himself with steak. Taylor's daughter scurried off to relay the order, hips swaying with a demure sense of enticement.
 
   "You know Jared, I think she fancies you," Marcius said with a grin.
 
   “Let’s be serious though, Marcius. Would you do it after your training?” Jared prodded, ignoring the jibe.
 
   “If I succeed, I promise you I will.” Marcius only half meant it. He was starting to grow annoyed at Jared’s pestering.
 
   The answer must have sufficed because Jared broke out in a wide grin, seemingly content. The young barmaid had somehow slipped a pitcher of chilled wine onto the hard wooden table without them noticing. Marcius raised an eyebrow, his point regarding the barmaid proven.
 
   Jared poured both Marcius and himself a goblet of wine and raised it in toast. “To Marcius, future Arch Mage and myself, a mere swordsman!” he said quietly enough to not be overheard, tapping the cup against Marcius’s, the contents gently swirling.
 
   “To myself, bungling apprentice and Jared, future Sheriff of Rhensford!” Marcius responded coyly, throwing a smile to disarm the glare he received from Jared and to show he was just joking. He sipped lightly on the sweet drink, smacking his lips a bit at the slight tangy aftertaste.
 
   “So, Marc, did you hear about the war rumors up north?”
 
   Marcius shrugged, “Bits here and there. Nothing much. Why?”
 
   “Well, remember that shipment of rare metal that got stolen in the Selenthia woods? Apparently the Morlians are blaming it on the Selenthian elves and calling it the last straw between them. Everyone in Harcourt is saying that the Morlians are preparing for full out war. There have already been skirmishes between the two.”
 
   “I doubt the elves would do that though,” Marcius pointed out. “They kind of stick to themselves from what I heard. Doing whatever it is that they do in that forest of theirs.”
 
   Jared’s eyes gleamed, “That’s just it, Marc. Rumors are claiming that they’re just using this as an excuse to invade. Though the Morlians claim it’s just one more thing on a long list of wrongs the elves have done. I think they’re both shady, if you ask me.”
 
   Marcius waved a hand in dismissal. “That’s far up north and none of our concern. If they want to kill each other, let them.”
 
   “I hope it never becomes our concern, Marc,” Jared said with a serious expression on his face. “Who knows where the Morlians will stop when they get started.”
 
   All further talk was halted due to the steaming platters of food that the barmaid delivered and they quickly dug in, both happy for an excuse to think about their problems. When they were finished, they paid and promptly left, feeling a bit better with full stomachs. It was dark as they emerged from the restaurant, and a bright full moon could be seen in the distance like a watchful shepherd.
 
   They walked aimlessly a bit, content in the silence of each other’s company. It was amazing what could be said when one shed the clumsiness of words. Jared was the first to break the peace. “Y’know Marc, do you think I could visit you sometime? Would get boring being here all by myself, and I would rather accompany you than those uptight nobles.” His words came out in a rush, as if they were embarrassing to say.
 
   “Well, I will ask Antaigne. I don’t see why not. Do you know the way?” Marcius asked, thinking of the manner Antaigne would receive the eccentric swordsman. It was a bit difficult to not laugh at the thought, so he bit his lip instead.
 
   “Not really, but I’ve always been good at directions, just tell me the way.” So Marcius outlined the route, detailing all the traps to look for along the way, which Jared took in with rapt attention. When he was done, Jared nodded and tapped his head. “I got it, expect to see me whenever I can come up with a valid excuse for the Mutt,” he said, referring to his own more derogatory nickname for his father.
 
   “Aye, okay then, Jared. Got to go home and get some rest. Tomorrow is when I have to head up.”
 
   Jared nodded and went his own way with a final wave and goodbye to Marcius.
 
   With the lack of his friend nearby, his thoughts returned to his situation. Tomorrow would be the day he would get his familiar and become an official apprentice. His familiar! Marcius just remembered and felt excited at the surge of hope the little creature inspired. The dragon-like animal stood out in his mind and he couldn’t wait to see him. He went back to where he had tethered Ruby, receiving a slight nudge of welcome from the auburn horse.
 
   He went the way home at a half gallop, the hooves a rhythmic beat on the hardened stones, excitement was tempered with caution; there was no point in injuring oneself because the darkened streets hid some unseen obstacle after all. The pale moon continued to watch over him as he rode.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 06
 
    [image: 00.png]It was a darkened room, the only light source being a faintly lit candle that lingered on a musty aged table. Around the table sat three robed figures, their features indiscernible under the hoods that concealed them. They didn’t stir, as if waiting for someone to make the first move.
 
   The largest of the group, his robe a deep azure color in the flickering candlelight, shifted a bit and then spoke. “Greetings, I have called this meeting to update everyone on the progress.” His voice was raspy, but deep. He waved his hands, etched with the lines of age, over the candle. There was a slight shimmer, then a sleeping form appeared like a mirage, bending which each sputter of the candle.
 
   “Our pawn has done well,” the blue robed man continued, “The scroll has made its way into the wizard’s apprentice’s hands. After that w-“
 
   “If I may express my concerns. . . ” the smallest of the three interrupted, “I’m uneasy with the way we are doing this. Why do we need all of this secrecy? We are wizards! We should just crush them!” He made a fist and slammed it on the table, making the candle jump and splattering warm wax dangerously close to the other two, a fact that the wizard seemed to realize, his bravado fading as fast as the light emanating from the candle.
 
   “Think about it, instead of acting like an impertinent first year apprentice for once!” the first snapped back. With another wave of his hand the spilt wax disappeared. The way the other two cowered at the reprimand did much to indicate where the power lay amongst the three of them. “Wizards we may be, but what can we do versus the likes of a united Faelon? It wouldn’t be hard to figure out who is behind it if we just went around blowing up everything in our way. . . at least not yet. . . ”
 
   “I agree with you.” The last member of the trio, who had remained silent during the exchange, finally decided the time was right to speak.  A very sensual female voice came from the green hooded depths; calm, collected, and above all, dangerous. A flicker of deep red hair could be seen as she moved. “I have not come here to discuss the merits of the current plan. I’m here to be updated.”
 
   The blue wizard nodded as the small wizard sunk back. “As I was saying, our pawn has performed admirably well. She managed to cast the tracking spell she was tasked with, so our plan is going according to schedule.” His hands intertwined in front of his cloaked face. A large ornate crimson jeweled ring could be seen on one finger.
 
   “Would the rogue wizard not detect the spell she placed upon his apprentice? It would undermine our entire plan. He is reputed to be fairly powerful after all. He could very well be waiting for us when we come.” The smaller wizard once again chimed in, searching for a way to save face.
 
   “Aye he would, but not if she removes it right before the apprentice reaches the master. . . ”
 
   “Wouldn’t that mean. . . physically following him to find out when he reaches where the dwarf lives? That would place her in danger, if she was caught. . . ” The small wizard seemed horrified at the idea, his voice managing to reach an even higher tone.
 
   The big wizard shrugged. “She is well aware of the dangers. Due to the natures of the enchantments the wizard placed on the boy, anybody with ill intent is unable to follow him, and if questioned, he “forgets” the location of the dwarf’s whereabouts unless he’s a willing participant. It can’t be dispelled either, so if we would just remove it, the dwarf would sense it and react accordingly.” He allowed himself a brief chuckle. “Luckily our own rather naive protégé believes she is helping him to keep the dwarf out of trouble. She knows enough to hopefully dodge the protection Antaigne most likely places en route to his place, but she is not wise enough to see our motives. A perfect pawn: obedient but stupid.”
 
   The news seemed to pacify the other wizard. He leaned contently back in his chair. “The Inquisitors you requested will take a while to gather. One squad could be covertly gotten, but two squads? That’ll take a bit to sneak discreetly out of the Academy’s watchful eye. Denician’s eye in particular.” He clicked his tongue, as if all this secrecy was beneath him.
 
   “How long? I want no room for errors, Elrik.”
 
   “Two to three months minimum,” Elrik stated bluntly, arms open in a gesture of helplessness. “I have to do a lot of shuffling.”
 
   “Good, when Antaigne is out of the way, that leaves just three more rogue wizards we need to deal with to continue our plans.” The blue hooded wizard stood up and started pacing. “I want you two to oversee the attack on Antaigne. I have a loose end I must tie up once the dwarf is dead.”
 
   “I do hope you won’t let revenge cloud your judgment, Erinaeus,” The female said, sounding amused.
 
   Erinaeus’s malicious smile was obvious despite the hood as he stopped to regard the two wizards watching him. The figure above the candle stirred, causing the light to shift and thrash erratically over his blue robes. “Oh, I am well aware, my dear Dahna, I know the importance of getting rid of those out of our control, but do please allow me some fun. Not often do these weary bones feel excitement akin to this anymore,” he said, patting his side lightly at the last statement.
 
   The light was struggling to stay lit, almost dead now; there was not much of the candle left. The three wizards were reduced to barely visible shapes in the dim light. The image Erinaeus conjured of Alicia was nothing but an echo that seemed to have caught Elrik’s attention. “Erinaeus, what about the apprentice and the pawn? They are no further use to you. It would be such of waste of two perfectly good specimens. . . ” The diminutive wizard rubbed his hands together, barely able to contain his mounting excitement at the prospect.
 
   “If the apprentice survives the initial assault, you can have him. Let the Mage alone though, that might catch Denician’s attention as well. He fancies her, after all.”
 
   Dahna gave an audible noise of disgust as the candle gave one final violent flicker before losing its downhill battle, bathing the meeting in darkness, the image winking out of existence simultaneously. “Well, it would seem appropriate to call the meeting to an end,” the scratchy low voice of Erinaeus penetrated the silence, “We will meet back here in two months to prepare. Remember, each step is important, no matter how small. Tread carefully. Do not do anything to jeopardize the plans we have labored so many years on. I do not believe the council would approve of our failing. Goodbye.” At that ominous warning, there was a whip-like crack followed by silence.
 
   “I hate that bastard.”
 
   “Me too.”
 
   The final sound the room heard was the creaky opening and eventual shutting of a door.
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   “So what be yer favorite spell ter cast?” A familiar eye could be seen staring from the crack of a slightly ajar door.
 
   Marcius sighed. “Come on Master Antaigne, do we have to go through this every time we meet?” Marcius had traveled most of the morning and was in no mood to go through the motions of their ritual. The hinges creaked as the crack closed a bit in response, Marcius relented. “Fine, my favorite spell isn’t a real spell at all. I like using the sleep can-trip. Ok? Now can you let me in?”
 
   The door swung open and in its place was the stout form of Antaigne, clothed in his dusty green pocket robes, a dark red wizard’s hat set at a jaunty angle upon his brow. His fiery red beard was braided together and a dark eye twitched in mock anger. “Bah, impertinent smart ass lad ye be! Better ter be careful than dead! ‘Specially after the news o’ ter Academy bein’ about!”
 
   “Ummmm. . . Master?”
 
   “What is it now?” the dwarf blustered.
 
   “I could use a bit of help. . . ” He sheepishly indicated the covered cage that lay right next to him. The rest of the ingredients were in the cart, but Marcius didn’t like leaving the little beast by himself, even for a moment. He had developed an odd attachment last night as he fed the wyvrr, something he was reluctant to admit. The soft scales under his fingertips and the tiny chirp it gave after the meal gave him an odd sense of satisfaction. Marcius wanted to study the animal, to learn more about it, but Antaigne’s plans gave no quarter.
 
   “This be yer future familiar, eh?” The dwarf waggled a thick finger at the cage, and then pointed it at the materials that still remained in the cart, and made a come-hither motion. Marcius watched, mouth agape, as all the boxes started moving themselves into Antaigne’s house as if propelled by an invisible person. The trunk containing a number of his clothing jostled him roughly to the side in its haste to obey the dwarf’s magic. 
 
   He blushed as he made way for it, chuckling at how absurd the situation was.  As they arranged themselves neatly in the corner of the house, Marcius felt a brief surge of jealousy. He envied Antaigne’s casual attitude towards magic, even though he knew the feeling was irrational.
 
   One day, I’ll be able to do that! Marcius swore an oath under his breath as Antaigne stepped into his house and he followed reflexively. The dwarf flicked his hand at the door and it slammed shut, another not so subtle reminder for Marcius. “Ye'll be stayin’ there.” The dwarf pointed to a door where there had not been one before. “I’ve been doin’ a bit o’ redecoratin,” Antaigne mumbled, wiggling his fingers in an unspoken response to Marcius's questioning eyes.
 
   Marcius followed as Antaigne opened the door, a small room with a single cot lay beyond. The only other pieces of furniture were a simple wooden desk with a quill stand and a chair. A single candle, burning brightly from the corner of the stand, served as the only other light source. The bed was soft and bouncy Marcius found, and the plain white covers were made of warm material that felt soft and yielding under his fingertips. There was a slight musky tinge of cider in the air, which made his stomach rumble in response. He had not eaten since he left.
 
   “Let’s take a look at this familiar o’ yours.” Antaigne bent over and removed the cloth, drawing an inquisitive chirp from the occupant inside. Marcius could only see his Master’s back, but a visible stiffening and slight gasp drew his attention. “Master, is something wrong?” He stood up from the bed and took a tentative step towards the dwarf.
 
   Antaigne slowly turned his head, and Marcius was astonished to see a child-like expression of awe on the weathered dwarf’s face. “Where. . . where. . . where did y-ye get a wyvrr?” Antaigne stammered, as if breathing was hard in the present situation.
 
   “Ummm. . . I bought him from a friend. Is there something wrong with him, Master?” Marcius was starting to feel worried. Of all reactions he had expected, this wasn’t one of them.
 
   “Magne umbrigyn bi gorgne nien ver wyvrr and he wonders what ter big deal be about?” Antaigne was mumbling to himself, half of it in dwarfish, a habit Marcius had long since associated with excitement from the gruff dwarf. “Marcius, by Thoirne's great beard, ye have no idea why meself, any dwarf really, would make a big deal about a wyvrr?”
 
   The blank look on his face told a lot to the dwarf, so shaking his head at the folly of youngsters, Antaigne continued reverently as he stroked his red beard thoughtfully, “Wyvrr are a sacred animal ter us dwarfs, they be the symbol of our God, Thoirne. According to dwarven legends, Avalene allowed Thoirne ter send a guardian fer us dwarves before sealing off Faelon from the other Gods, since the old God was one of the few allies o’ Avalene during the war. That guardian be Skragneteger, the Earth Gouger. Skrag had servants ter tend him as he sleeps, these servants be wyvrrs. They be a holy creature te us.”
 
   “But the person I bought them from said they were known and wanted for their pet like qualities. They were supposedly rare, but I don’t recall her mentioning anything about serving some Earth Gouger.”
 
   Antaigne shrugged, still watching the animal with the same spellbound expression on his face. “Well, religion is one thin’ I’ve never got along wit’. I just never thought I would ever see one o’ these creatures with me own eyes. I heard so much about ‘em from the priests an’ such in Thrimghol. I traveled for many a days adventure, yet this is the first o’ these creatures I have ever seen. Trust me when I say that be no small feat, lad. Ye will have a unique familiar ‘ere.” Antaigne plopped himself down on the nearby chair, his gaze still reverently on the wyvrr as he wiped his brow of the beads of sweat that had formed.
 
   The mentioning of Thrimghol resurfaced a question that had formed when he went to get the stout. Supposedly there was trouble in the dwarven capital. Perhaps Antaigne knew something about it? Couldn’t hurt to ask. “Is there something going on in Thrimghol, Master? I heard bad things were happening in there from the dwarves when I went to get your stout.”
 
   Antaigne gave him a hard calculating look. “The issues o’ dwarves be no concern o’ yers, lad. Besides, I wouldn’t know anythin’ either, got banished years ago fer bein’ a wizard. Dwarfs don’ have much of a place for the arcane ye know. Anyway, let’s see that contract from the Academy quill dippers, eh?” It was an obvious attempt to change the conversation, but Marcius decided to not press the issue. Digging around his backpack, he handed the paper to the dwarf.
 
   “Now Marcius,” Antaigne said, donning a pair of spectacles he pulled from one of the many pouches on his robe, “I think ye are goin’ ter have ter go cut some firewood fer the familiar ritual tonight as I look over this contract here.”
 
   “Why don’t you just use magic to get the wood?”
 
   Marcius knew he had erred when the dwarf picked up his walking stick. “Bah lad! A lil’ hard work never hurt anybody! Now stop yer talkin’ and get choppin’!” Marcius managed to stay just in front of the surly stick brandishing dwarf, barely grabbing the ax by the door as he was chased out into the clearing surrounding Antaigne’s house. 
 
   T              he door slammed behind him and he found himself staring at the imposing trees of the Fae'lorea, the dark tree line in direct contrast to the sun shining in from above. With a smirk, he set the ax on his shoulder and walked into the forest.
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   Whack. The monster screamed in rage as the ax tore through one of its many arms, responding in kind with a vicious stroke to the midsection of Marcius, which he managed to just barely deflect with the handle. They broke apart, circling warily after the initial exchange. The monster’s eyes darted to bodies of its fallen comrades, piled up on top of each other in a morbidly nice fashion. A small growl escaped the saliva filled maw. Beads of sweat made Marcius shiver in the rapidly cooling afternoon, the heat of midday being replaced by the icy grip of night; he hazarded a quick wipe of his brow, keeping an eye on the wounded monster.
 
   Several small feints were made as they both waited for the other to make a mistake, and as the monster stumbled a bit on a small outlying rock, Marcius saw his chance. When he darted in, a small grin on the ugly face alerted Marcius that something was amiss, but it was too late, the trap was already set and he was rushing head first into it. The monster shifted his weight, balancing the trip, one of its clawed hands coming in at an angle the rapidly charging Marcius couldn’t avoid. He watched as the ax hit only air. Bracing himself he prepared to take the hit, attempting to twist his body in a way to hopefully avoid most of the damage, knowing it was a useless gesture. . . 
 
   “Alright lad, I thinks that be enough wood fer now. Time to prepare fer the summoning ritual, so I needs yer to get in and clean off, then take a nap. Will be a bit till everythin’ is ready.” The attacking monster turned into a stiff tree, and Marcius leaned on his axe as he turned toward the source of the voice.
 
   Marcius had suspected the dwarf just wanted to look over the contract in private, so he had spent the next few hours cutting down the trees around the house. The sunshine was bright and the heat was strong when he started, though it was becoming cold. Marcius kept amused by pretending each tree was a monster, his axe the only weapon able to smite these terrors, it was up to him to save the house of Antaigne.
 
   Many ravenous monsters were slain. Their body parts were gathered in a pile by the side of the shed, a testament to Marcius’s heroic deeds. He had been in the middle of a particularly tenacious battle. Breathing heavily, he thought that perhaps his imagination had gotten the best of him that time. The dwarf came out; his arms laden with the materials that Ken had given Marcius, in addition to several vials and containers that Marcius didn’t recognize. The wyvrr cage was already on the porch.
 
   Marcius merely nodded, since he was tired and sweaty. The muscles in his arms were sore, and the respite from chopping caused them to stiffen, making Marcius wince in pain as he opened the door to his room. 
 
   On the desk was the contract, with the scrawling signature of Antaigne, but more importantly, a wash basin sat in the middle of the room, gentle steam rising steadily. Marcius was quick to shed his clothing into a rumpled pile, giving an audible gasp of relief as the lukewarm bath soaked into his skin. Do things for yourself without magic, eh? He sincerely doubted the dwarf gathered the water and warmed it with his hands, but with a slight grin, he figured it was something he could always point out after the bath.
 
   Marcius laid back; closing his eyes he could hear the sounds of crickets starting their evening cadence, joining the other sounds in the forest to create a relaxing melody. Most local people would have been surprised at the noise, for the fall season was approaching fast as the trees tried furtively to hold onto their browning leaves. Winter in the South wasn’t too bad, but it was enough to generally drive most residents into hiding around this time of year, including the animals. But Antaigne’s clearing went by different rules, as Marcius had learned.
 
   He still remembered his first visit to the dwarf’s place. Lian had lead the journey, escorting his young son and showing him the way there, as well as warning him of each of the traps the dwarf had placed along the trail. It was the middle of summer when they visited, but a field of white snow greeted them when they emerged into the clearing, wafts of thick smoke escaping the dilapidated cottage’s chimney. Lian had merely shaken his head as young Marcius played in the snow, while only a few feet beyond, the thick clammy heat of midsummer ruled with a sweltering and unyielding grip.
 
   “Such strange occurrences are common with the amount of magic present,” the dwarf had said as explanation that day; though after the volume of magic Marcius had sensed in Ken’s room which seemingly had no tangible effect on the environment, he suspected the oddities of the clearing were induced by some deliberate enchantment of Antaigne’s.
 
   Marcius dried himself off, throwing on only a pair of pants from his, thankfully now inanimate, clothing chest, and he dived under the covers with the weariness of one who had done a hard day’s work. The bed was as soft as he initially assumed, but despite being tired, sleep eluded him as he tossed and turned, unable to feel comfortable.
 
   His thoughts kept turning to the empty spot on the bedroom floor where the cage had been.  It’s really happening. . . the impending ritual that would culminate in him becoming a wizard. It’s really happening. . . Marcius could feel the familiar creeping of nervousness in his stomach. What if it failed or he was not good enough to become a wizard?
 
    There were a multitude of things that could go wrong, and Marcius went through all of them, one by one, in his head. After what felt like an eternity of agonizing and listening to the sounds of the surreal clearing, Marcius eventually started fading off into sleep.
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   “Okay ye dolt, get up. Time fer the ritual.” Antaigne had somehow managed to time his entrance to the moment that Marcius’s eyes began closing. The stout dwarf’s frame was a dark silhouette in the open door, through which the gentle cracking of the fireplace could be heard. Marcius groaned, but knew better than to keep Antaigne waiting. He groggily put on a shirt and followed the dwarf outside, his body still so sore that he limped most of the way there.
 
   Marcius's weariness left him as he blinked a bit in surprise at the sight in front of him. It would seem as if the dwarf had indeed been busy. In the middle of the clearing, where there had previously been nothing but grass, the wood that Marcius had cut lay in a big stacked pile like a funeral pyre. The wood was situated behind a complex looking rune drawn with some material Marcius couldn’t identify. Whatever it was, it glowed with a purple fluorescent light in the now darkened clearing. The moon and gentle evening stars were the only other witnesses to the dwarf’s artistic creation.
 
   At each corner of the mystic rune, a torch, rapidly shimmering through the colors of the spectrum, burned brightly on holders impaled into the soft earth, giving Marcius a minor headache just from watching them. Beyond the first rune, Marcius could see two other identical but smaller runes drawn, perfectly parallel with each other, with a smaller set of torches as well. A steel cauldron bubbled with some unknown viscous mixture on a small fire pit situated within the large rune. The smell made Marcius feel peaceful, not at all as unpleasant in that regard as it was in sight.
 
   “Get in the middle o’ the one small doodle; I’ll place yer wyvrr in the other one.” The dwarf gestured, the cage held firmly in between his hands. Marcius complied, and the magic in the air twanged, sending heat wave like disturbances throughout the clearing. Small shivers ran up his spine as he waited.
 
   “Here take this,” Antaigne instructed, handing Marcius what appeared to be a small stick wrapped up with cloth and coated in an unknown substance, “Put it in yer mouth an’ bite down on it.” The trepidation returned full force. He could only nod and comply because if he tried to do anything else, Marcius was afraid his voice or his actions would give away his fears.
 
   Didn’t Master Antaigne say this would hurt? Marcius gingerly put the stick into his mouth and bit down as instructed. Whatever the stick was coated in tasted faintly of vegetables and left a thick trail of numbness down his throat. Gradually Marcius felt his muscles relaxing and the gnawing unease in his stomach abated. 
 
   He felt detached, as if he viewed the world through a window, and he became dimly aware of a dull throbbing behind his temples as Antaigne took the wyvrr cage over to the small rune opposite of Marcius. The thought of spitting the stick out crossed Marcius’s mind several times, but for some reason it seemed like too much effort.
 
   Antaigne mumbled something to Marcius, who swayed a bit as he simply nodded to whatever the dwarf said. Marcius found he didn’t really care about anything anymore, and with a blissfully vacant expression, he watched Antaigne free the wyvrr from the cage. The dwarf cast a spell that caused the struggling animal’s muscles to lock up, and then with a solemn expression he held up a finger coated in the same stuff Marcius had taken, forcing it down the wyvrr’s throat. 
 
   He released the paralysis spell as soon as the appendage left the needle toothed mouth. Antaigne then unceremoniously dumped the wyvrr on the ground, causing a brief sound of protest from the animal. The intelligent green eyes were quick to glaze over and, with his head drooping in a vaguely drunken manner, the wyvrr now sat complacently staring into nothing. Must be what I look like. Marcius found the thought highly amusing and chuckled. . . or at least he meant to, but the sound felt stifled and twisted.
 
   Antaigne ignored him, instead taking up a post over the cauldron, shaking unseen kinks out of his arms. Various materials were taken out of the ever voluminous pockets of the robe as the dwarf’s hands wove intricate patterns in the air, dropping a component into the bubbling cauldron at the apparent completion of each design. At the end of a pass, the contents boiled and sizzled as if the wizard’s actions angered them, though the hue never changed from the bright green color the mixture had assumed.
 
   Marcius was not sure how much time he spent watching the dwarf weave his spells, but he vaguely noticed that the patterns now had a slight visual tint to them. They left slight trails of energy as the dwarf’s casting grew more hectic. The throbbing in Marcius’s head grew more pronounced, matching the crescendo of the wizard’s work, becoming unbearable as the cauldron started to glow. 
 
   The pain in Marcius's head became stronger and stronger, and a warm liquid started trickling like a gentle stream out of his ears, Marcius knew exactly what it was. 
 
   Despite the drug, he almost felt motivated enough to protest, when suddenly the sensation stopped, the abruptness causing him to lurch. He cautiously glanced at the cauldron, only to be rewarded with a painful, yet exquisite sight. A light bright enough to cause the drugged Marcius to squint in distress emanated from the pot.
 
   Antaigne calmly reached in with bare hands, the sleeves of his robe rolled up his arms, and took out two pulsing white objects. The light from the cauldron vanished as if swallowed up by some unknown beast, leaving only spots that danced in front of his weary eyes.
 
   Wordlessly, Antaigne stuffed the small glowing item into Marcius’s hand then stuck the other object in the wyvrr’s mouth. It felt like a hard crystal that warmed Marcius’s entire body, and he found himself tightening his grip over it. Antaigne reclaimed his position between the sigils on the ground, his eyes closed. 
 
   He began weaving a spell, his brow scrunched up in concentration. The purple glowing material that Antaigne had drawn the runes in started to glow brighter with every pass and word that the wizard performed. The cauldron had somehow vanished while Marcius was distracted with the stone. The world began to blur and spin simultaneously. Marcius felt his grip on reality slip and a feeling of floating pervaded his senses, though his arms and legs were like lead, heavy and unable to move. The stack of wood burst into flames, flooding the area in heat, and Marcius began to sweat immediately.
 
   The feeling began as a slight tingle on the back of his neck, something that was as noticeable as a trickle of water down a parched man’s throat, and it felt just as good. The pleasure moved like a current through his body, ebbing and flowing in greater amounts and intensity.
 
   This must be what the deadlands feel like, Marcius thought drunkenly, referring to the place of happiness and peace faithful followers of Avalene were promised upon death. A slight shudder ran up his spine amidst the bliss that was quickly robbing him of what little senses he had left. A strong compulsion to look at the wyvrr suddenly interjected itself in his head.
 
   With a disproportionate amount of effort, he managed to crane his head. The wyvrr was no more than a crumpled heap on the ground and seemed to be going through much of the same experiences Marcius currently was. As Marcius’s eyes found the wyvrr, the piercing green eyes locked onto his, and it was as if they shared the same mind.
 
   The heat was heavy now, making it difficult to see the wyvrr, and the salt from his sweat stung his eyes. Marcius shook his head violently, trying to clear the liquid from his face, feeling immediately better for doing so.
 
   The glowing crystal still in his hand gave a violent shudder and the sister shard encased in the mouth of the wyvrr responded visibly in kind. A particularly strong wave of ecstasy hit him and Marcius closed his eyes momentarily, as the threshold between pleasure and pain was thinning. 
 
   The wyvrr solved that problem, for somehow in the few seconds that Marcius had taken his eyes off the creature, it managed to hobble its way to Marcius’s side, and with a low warbling sound, the beast opened its fanged mouth, dropping the shard, and struck.
 
   All illusion of pleasure vanished as the teeth sunk into Marcius’s leg, replaced by a sharp jolt of intense pain that stole his initial breath. His panting came out in forced rabid gasps through teeth still clenched on the wooden bit as the ache intensified. Each long second stretched on forever, time was marked only by each new wave of pain. Marcius’s mouth opened to scream, but all that came out was a low rasping sound as he danced on the edge of unconsciousness.
 
   He was dying! Marcius could not run, could not reach down and tear the creature off him; he couldn’t even curl up in pain, for his body still betrayed him, inert as it had been since the ritual began.
 
   As Marcius writhed, his body finally gave out, and little by little, unconsciousness took over. His vision rapidly fading into black and his senses numbing, he was aware of a final, and most painful, sensation. The feeling of something being ripped violently in two, something that seemed to pass from his body and go elsewhere. 
 
   We. . . are one, he found himself thinking, his tone echoed by another eerily similar sounding voice.
 
   Then the blackness came and he knew no more.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 07
 
    [image: 00.png]Marcius ran down the worn pathway of a temple. The damaged stones beneath his feet and shaking behind him seemed familiar. A déjà vu that he couldn’t shake off.
 
   Torches embedded in the wall flashed by the edge of his vision as he hurried past, the rich tapestries on the wall were similarly ignored.  A roar sounded behind him as a large jolt that shook the very ground sent him careening to the floor, his only witness being a beautiful statue of the goddess Avalene.
 
   He was soon staring into the eyes of her decapitated head, as the beast chose to shatter the image, claiming the pedestal she had rested on as his own. As the dust settled, expecting some huge vicious beast to emerge, Marcius could only stare at what came out instead. Four scaled limbs, a serpentine head, and a wingless supple form came into view, only the creature sporting them was the size of a large cat.
 
   Their eyes locked and a sense of completeness washed over Marcius, and had he been standing, he felt that his legs would have given away at that moment. The emerald orbs had a depth that belied the size of the creature. This was his equal and the animal knew it. “Who are you?” Marcius said, his voice bouncing around awkwardly through the ruined temple; the dust was just beginning to settle.
 
   I am. . . me. . . and I am. . . you. The words came unbidden into his thoughts, hesitant as if the concept was foreign to the creature. The voice, a near perfect mirror of his own. Eyes narrowed as the beast stalked off the platform, eventually coming face to face with Marcius.
 
   Up close he could smell the sweet sickening odor of rotting flesh on its breath. Its scales, dark bronze in coloration, rustled together like autumn leaves. Marcius had the distinct feeling he was being sized up, measured against some unspoken standard the beast had set. He kept his eyes locked and eventually the beast relented his inspection. The animal turned away, either satisfied or at least content with Marcius. As an afterthought the beast turned his head back, his eyes once more claiming Marcius’s.
 
   I am. . . Faerril.
 
   Marcius hadn’t the time to digest the proclamation, for the temple floor rudely chose that moment to crumble beneath his feet. He tried to run or at least throw himself out of the way, but his body wasn’t up to par with his desires and he fell into a bottomless chasm. The inky blackness surrounded him, the sickening feeling of falling took over his stomach and he opened his mouth to yell. . . 
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   Marcius felt the clammy sensation of sweat around him as he awoke, wrapped up snug within the soft blankets of his bed. His unkempt brown hair was sickly wet around his face, and he felt a brief twinge of panic as he tried to remember where he was, the events of the previous night slowly trickling back like a bad dream.
 
   He felt okay, physically. None of the pain he had experienced during the ritual remained, though there was a slight throbbing ache in his head, along with something else he couldn't identify. It was akin to a gnawing sensation just barely on the edge of his consciousness. Not entirely unpleasant, but more like an itch that he just couldn't scratch. He felt a bit annoyed at not being able to do anything about it, and he briefly associated it with the sensation of 'knowing' he had in his dream.
 
   His dream. . . 
 
   As the images came crashing back, he noticed that some weight was on his stomach was making it hard to draw breath. His mind flickered back to that voice in his head. Dreading the sight that would await him, he slowly peeked over the edge of the covers, his arms glued to his side.
 
   An inquisitive lizard like head greeted him, and after giving a small twitter of recognition, the wyvrr curled up in a ball and went back to sleep. A feeling of contentment poured over Marcius, something which baffled him, because it didn’t seem to be his own feeling. In fact, the 'itch' seemed to react in coordination with the wyvrrs actions. At least it wasn’t something bad. Marcius remembered the pain of the ritual intensely and shivered reflexively.
 
   Gathering his courage, he reached a sleep weary hand slowly over to the creature’s head. After a brief moment’s hesitation, his mind flickering back to the bite he received the night before, he decided that perhaps he had set his goals too high. Instead, he opted to softly pet the creature’s side. The wyvrr gave no outward appearance to either encourage or discourage Marcius’s attentions, but as he continued, the familiar foreign sensation of gratification filled him.
 
   Puzzling over it, Marcius barely noticed a certain dwarven wizard enter his room. “How’re ye be doin' today lad?” Concern etched the old dwarf’s face as he sat down on the edge of Marcius’s bed, throwing the wyvrr an apologetic look as it gave a small rumble of irritation at being woken up. “Normally ‘snot supposed ter knock ye out that long. . . ”
 
   Now it was Marcius’s turn to be worried. “Knock me out long? Exactly how long have I been out?”
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   Marcius spent the next couple days bedridden from the effects of the summoning, and he fretted every minute of it. Master Antaigne was resolute about him staying in bed, so he passed the time learning all he could about his familiar. He found that the little creature was able to impart the most fundamental of emotions to him, whatever it was feeling at the time usually. The bond seemed to work both ways. "So've ye decided on what're goin' ter name him?" Antaigne asked one day as he brought Marcius's food. It was a thick pasty soup, rich with herbs and spices. He felt his stomach rumble in approval at the tantalizing smell.
 
   Truly it was a question that had not crossed Marcius's mind. He lay there tenderly stroking the soft eye ridges of the wyvrr, and a feeling of happiness was imparted to him from the creature. His mind briefly visited the dream he had after the summoning; it was still fresh in his mind. Faerril? Not really a bad name. "I think. . . I'll name him. . . Faerril," he answered, rolling the name around his mouth. It felt strange, yet somehow it fit.
 
   Agreement flooded his mind, surprising him.
 
   Antaigne nodded his own approval. "How're ye feelin' today?" There was a hopeful glint in the old dwarf's eyes as he asked the question. "If ye be feelin' up ter it, we can start yer official trainin' t'morrow."
 
   Marcius's own eyes lit up. "You mean, I'll finally start learning real magic?" His excitement must have been passed onto Faerril, because the wyvrr gave a start, popping his head up in alarm.  Seeing nothing amiss, Faerril curled up, resting his head on Marcius's stomach and closing his eyes, though he made sure to impart his annoyance to Marcius before going back to sleep. Marcius couldn't help but to grin in response.
 
   Antaigne gave a snort. "Well, we've got ter make sure ye know what needs ter be known about yer familiar there first. So the first couple've days will be about that, then we can get ter the good parts, eh?" Antaigne chuckled again, "Though, I think ye'll learn that the best part o' bein' a wizard is the familiar!"
 
   Marcius nodded, he could already begin feeling himself becoming attached to the little entity sleeping with him. It was strange, he would never be alone, and here was someone that could honestly understand him. It was like gaining a best friend, someone who knew everything about him, but only at the cost of his deepest secrets and desires. No longer would his mind be a private place. The notion both relieved and frightened him.
 
   Antaigne left the food on the table next to bed and excused himself. Marcius found he was once again in the gloomy room. Alone. He was starting to really hate looking at this ceiling. Marcius sighed deeply as he laid back, the food forgotten. His mind swirled with thoughts about the familiar on his stomach and all the implications it brought along with it.
 
   No, not alone.
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
                 The two masked figures circled warily, foot over foot, each breathing heavily. Their swords were sheathed in leather, but the thin layer did little to suppress the sharp ring of metal as they met once again. There was a flurry of action, the intermingling of steel and strength, as each sought to find that subtle opening in the others defenses. The heavier-set one did a quick series of jabs, putting the thinner one on the defensive. Higher and higher went the thin man's sword in his attempt to stave off the assault, his opponent's blade then took a low, quick swipe at his midsection, forcing him to leap back, barely avoiding being sliced in half.
 
                 It was something that the smaller man expected, but what he didn’t account for was the elbow that followed. Connecting squarely with his jaw, a resounding snap of bone hitting flesh rang out. Reeling from the blow, the best he could do was flailing his sword out in front of him to hold off the inevitable follow-up. There were two stinging blows to the back of his knees instead, causing them to buckle, sending him face first into the slowly browning late summer grass.
 
   “Really boy, in that fight, you would’ve been hamstrung twice and at your opponent’s mercy.” The sturdier man took off his protective mask, throwing it onto the ground in disgust.  His gray eyes were as worn as his face, and his short blonde hair and beard were just starting to give way to the inevitably of age. He had the bearing of someone with complete confidence in himself. “Had this been a real fight, you would’ve died. Learn to think outside the constraints you place on yourself.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, I know father,” the thin figure took off his mask as he also stood up, revealing the sweaty face of Jared Garalan. His typically long blonde hair was matted to the sides of his face and his breath came out in ragged gasps. The day was as hot as the nights were cold, but his shortness of breath came equally from frustration as it did from the blistering heat of the midday sun.
 
   Damn it, he cursed his stupidity under his breath. He should have not fallen for that. He brushed an annoying strand of hair from his face as he turned to face his father once more.
 
   To realize his dream of one day becoming a famous adventurer, Jared had started training in the art of swordsmanship at the tender age of twelve. His name would be sung in ballads, known by every man, women, and child in Faelon. Likewise, it would invoke fear in every monster and beast that considered itself a threat to the honest people of the world. 
 
   There was just one problem. The man in front of him.
 
   Gary Garalan was perhaps the most feared man in the country of Lorinia, perhaps even more so than the King. He had forged his reputation with a tenaciousness and intelligence that was, even to this day, legendary among the thief guilds and brigands that still operated in the country. The name Bloodhound was given to him many years ago, both for his relentless pursuit once he caught the scent of crime, and for his skill in arms. The aging, portly man in front of Jared was probably still one of the best swordsmen around. And it frustrated Jared greatly. How could he claim the mantle of a famed adventurer if he couldn’t even beat a man way past his prime?
 
   Jared was startled out of his reverie by a stinging slap to the face by the flat end of his father’s still leather covered sword. “Quit your dreaming, boy. You can rest assured that your enemy would run you through if you pause to smell the roses. Adventurer indeed. . . ” The last part was said in a flat, derisive tone; testament to his father’s thoughts about the chances of that dream ever becoming reality.
 
   “Father. . . ” Jared responded through gritted teeth, “. . . I do have a name.” He bent over, feeling the book that inspired his dream flop about lazily inside his tunic, and picked up the training mask. Slipping it on, he took his stance and gestured his readiness. A thin trickle of blood ran down the side of his mouth, mixing with the sweat and grime that had accumulated.
 
   Gary smirked, “Fight like that and your adventuring career will be short indeed, boy.” Putting on his mask and poking Jared with his sword in the exact spot where he also knew housed the boy’s treasured book; the next words were a bit muffled. “Prove me wrong and earn it, boy.”
 
   Jared responded with a swing of his sword. The sound of metal upon metal could be heard ringing once more. Somewhere, in the back of Jared’s mind, he hoped his friend Marcius was alright and was training just as hard. He’d show them! He’d carve his own destiny with this very sword. It was the last cognizant thought before he gave himself fully to the intricate dance of swords.
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   A certain blonde swordsman wouldn’t have been happy had he known that leagues away, a certain wizard apprentice was lazily lying on his back in the middle of a grassy field. Marcius was woken up at the crack of dawn, but instead of learning magic like he thought he would be doing, Antaigne kept his promise, much to Marcius’s chagrin. They had spent the last three days learning about his familiar.
 
   “              Wait, what do you mean my blood?” Marcius sat up with a jolt when he digested this information. He had been mindlessly listening to the dwarf prattle on for the past hour over the history of familiars and their importance to famous wizards when his ears picked up that minor tidbit.
 
   “Yeah,” Antaigne sounded annoyed at being interrupted during his lecture “Since a familiar is part of yer soul, in addition ter food, ye need to give it a portion o’ yer blood every three months or so.”
 
   Marcius blanched, his mind going back to the summoning ritual incident. “Uhhhhhh. . . exactly how much do I have to give him?” Faerril was basking on a large rock next to the pair, thoroughly enjoying the midday sun. He seemed to sense Marcius’s stress, turning an idle eye to regard the young man.
 
   “Oh. . . ’bout a teaspoon or so,” Antaigne paused, his eyes unfocused briefly, “Fanrir says it can vary a bit, but usually ‘round there.”
 
   Marcius let go a breath of relief. At the mention of his master’s familiar, a question popped into his head. “So. . . ummm. . . master, why can’t Faerril speak to me like Fanrir does to you?”
 
   “Easy there, lad.” The dwarf chuckled a bit, reaching over he picked a stalk of grass and stuck it in his mouth. He chewed thoughtfully. “Yer familiar is like a newborn child. It’s something he’ll learn naturally. Just give ‘em time.”
 
   Marcius nodded numbly. Now that he gave it some thought, he was hoping for that day to come quickly. He could feel the tingly sensation of the wyvrr’s consciousness, just barely out of reach in the back of his head. He was anxious to see how much he could share with what was quickly shaping up to be his new best friend. At that thought, his mind turned to the subject of Jared Garalan. He felt a bit guilty, as if he somehow betrayed his blonde friend with that thought.
 
   “All right lad, I think that be enough needless talk fer today. Time fer some hands on experiences, eh?”  The dwarf dusted off his robes. He wore a deep crimson one today, adorned with his trademark plethora of pouches. His equally scarlet hair went unbraided, it was the very image of organized chaos. A bright green pointy hat lay ignored on the ground, next to a plain looking staff.
 
   “Fanrir, show yerself.” The dwarf’s voice was quiet, tender. Once again, the catlike familiar faded into view, safely hidden within the curly red beard of Antaigne. The fluorescent eyes fell upon Marcius’s and he could have sworn it winked at him. “Time fer a lesson on the real reason familiars be essential fer bein' a wizard.” The dwarf’s tone had the air of someone divulging secret information, his dark brown eyes glanced around warily. Marcius unconsciously shifted himself so he could give Antaigne his full attention.
 
   “A familiar’s sole contribution ter a wizard is that they allow us ter see inter the nether realm.” The confusion must have been evident on Marcius’s face, because the dwarf elaborated. “Wizards are like artists, and the nether is our canvas. As ye know, spells are created by meshin’ both the energy o’ our bodies and the chaotic energies o’ the nether, then twisting them into the confines of what spell we want. For whatever reason, the only way we are able to see our “canvas” is due ter the unique ability granted by a familiar. Without a familiar, the hand signs, spell components, and incantations we use ter shape the nether would be useless babble. Without ‘em, we would be blind people drawin’ paintin’s.”
 
   Marcius’s face crinkled up, the explanation had a few apparent loopholes. “Well, what about can-trips? I can do those without a familiar.”
 
   The stout dwarf threw him a grin. “That’s like askin’ a blind man ter draw a line. Ye don’t need eyes fer that! Can-trips are so simple ye only need the ability ter use magic ter do it. Real spells be much more complicated.” Antaigne gently untangled the familiar from his beard, cupping his hands he held it up to Marcius. “See the eyes? That’s how ye can tell he be lookin’ into the nether.”  They were swirling in the recognizable eclectic patterns of varying colors that Marcius had seen before.
 
   “Now. . . ” The familiar faded out, seemingly into thin air, Antaigne clapped his hands together for emphasis. “Get ter training.” He flopped down, covering his eyes with his green wizard hat. He crossed his hands on his chest, already snoring.
 
   “Wait, how can I train when you didn’t tell me what to do?!” Marcius exclaimed, annoyed at the abrupt ending to the session. The dwarf seemingly had already drifted off to sleep, and Marcius knew better than to disturb a sleeping dwarf.
 
   He sighed, dusting himself off, he picked up Faerril. Ignoring the chirp of displeasure the familiar gave him at being disturbed, he set off a bit to try to do whatever it was that Antaigne had told him to do. He felt very confused, but he figured it was one of the dwarf’s inane training methods at work. Antaigne always preferred to teach by practical example, not by book or theory.
 
    
 
   Antaigne watched from the bottom of his hat. All in all, he felt a bit in the wrong at having to do it this way. But the best way for an apprentice to learn how to tap into nether sight was sheer frustration or a similar strong emotion. He figured with how stubborn the boy was, it would be a while before it got to the point where it just “clicked.”
 
   With an inaudible sigh, he shifted into a more comfortable position. He might as well use the time to get a bit of rest. Once the boy discovered how to tap into the powers the familiar granted him, the real training would begin, and Antaigne would get very little time to sit back and relax. Antaigne went through the very same training his apprentice was now doing.
 
   Fortunately, Marcius didn’t know that and the dwarf was in no hurry to tell him.
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   To say Marcius was aggravated would have been putting it mildly. It had been five days since Antaigne had given him the leeway to learn nether sight by himself and he had made little to no tangible progress. He still sat on the big rock behind the dwarf’s cabin, grasping for things he wasn’t sure existed.
 
   Marcius reached up to brush away a strand of wet hair out of his eyes; throwing a derisive glance over at the dwarf who was safely out of the rain. A little water wasn‘t going to stop him, but he couldn’t help but grumble at the fact that Antaigne got to take refuge from the rain from the safety of a stout oak tree, not to mention that it was still early in the morning.
 
   Why the dwarf forced him to train outside in the current weather conditions he would never know. He gave another small sigh as he closed his eyes, willing away the chill of the morning rain, searching for whatever it was he was supposed to be looking for. Faerril was next to him, the icy cold didn’t seem to affect him at all. Marcius could feel the confusion of the familiar in the back of his head.
 
   Relax Marcius, don’t let it get to you. It was the mantra that had kept him sane the past couple days. He ignored the droplets running off his nose, down the locks of hair, the gentle dissonance of the storm in the background threatening to distract him. He searched his mind, looking for the secret he didn’t know was there, or if it even existed. He had done it a million times over the past days, staying up from dawn till dusk. This time wasn’t any different. He still found nothing.
 
   He hated the rain, it smothered his senses and made everything seem a dull gray color. He hated Antaigne for making him go through all this, and he hated the fact that he was stagnating here for the past couple days. Right now, he found that he hated a lot of things. His indignation settled on the only thing that he could take it out on. His familiar.
 
   Come on you damn lizard, do something! Marcius made sure to impart all his agitation and discomfort into the message. He imagined it as a tightly packaged ball which was forcibly shoved into the wyvrr’s consciousness. It had the anticipated effect, a feeling of surprise then distress came back to him from the diminutive creature, although a chirp of alarm was the only material physical effect Faerril displayed.
 
   Marcius felt a morbid sense of pleasure at the sight, misery loves company after all. He was aware of the familiar’s desire to help in the back of his head. Already starting to feel bad for taking it out on the wyvrr, he reached over to gently stroke Faerril’s eye ridges. The wyvrr sighed, arching his back like a cat at Marcius's ministrations. If only you could speak Faerril. . . 
 
   Suddenly Marcius’s eyes lost their vision, causing him to stagger a bit. His mind’s eye overlapped his physical one, and he saw an image of himself as seen by Faerril. It was as if he was looking out of the familiar’s eyes. He could feel acutely how much the familiar wished to help him.
 
   He watched himself struggle with the task the dwarf gave him. He had a tired haggard look in his sunken eyes and his shoulders were set in a detached, defeated manner. The normally defiant brown hair of his was matted thickly to his head by the rain, making him look like some wet animal. It was surreal and Marcius felt embarrassed looking at himself in that condition. Suddenly it hit Marcius; he was going about this all wrong!
 
   Faerril thinks in images! Grinning, he pictured himself casting a spell, he wrapped up the thought with a sense of pleading and plunged it into Faerril’s mind, it was a bit rougher than he intended. Uncertainty answered him back and, just for a second, Marcius thought perhaps his idea had failed.
 
   Something in his head snapped at that moment, causing Marcius to wince in pain, and then his vision was flooded with colors. It was if he was viewing the world from the bottom of a lake, except this water was practically awash with pulsing energy. Every strand of grass, pebble, and tree was saturated in it, a stark relief in his mind. He could see it flowing around objects, ebbing, surging, and then receding. Green, purple, red, among countless other variations filled his eyes.
 
   Is this the nether?
 
   It was then Marcius realized he had fallen to his knees from shock, his pants were wet, making them uncomfortable, and he was resting his forehead on the cold grassy ground. It was a sensory overload.
 
   Marcius looked up and practically swooned for his effort. The energy was particularly strong around the dwarf wizard, wrapping around him, swirling lovingly. Each ring that adorned his finger was a bright pinprick of color, as well as the staff the dwarf always carried. He could see every individual rain drop. A ruthless explosion in his mind’s eye when they hit the ground, it was like being smacked repetitively.
 
   Marcius had collapsed once again, his world was spinning, and he found himself staring at the ground. Somehow he must have cut his head. Blood was trickling from his brow into the corner of his mouth, giving it a coppery aftertaste. Marcius panicked, his body was betraying him. It took all his deliberation to focus his thoughts.
 
   “Master. . . h-help!” he managed to shriek, between forceful gasps as the world spun around him. His eyes were shut, unable to handle the sheer amount of images bombarding his mind. He was aware of the wyvrr right next to him, letting loose a high pitched call of distress. Faerril kept trying to convey soothing images in an attempt to calm him, but Marcius’s terror stricken mind just cast them away.
 
   Strong hands gripped his shoulders, forcing him up to his feet. His body convulsed but the hands held him steadfast, unwavering, despite Marcius’s efforts. “Lad, think fer a moment! Calm down! Breathe! Breathe. . . ”  Antaigne’s voice penetrated the haze, and Marcius grabbed onto it. 
 
   Using it to regain control, he focused on the slow calm measured tones of the dwarf, and slowly his breathing returned to normal. Marcius kept his eyes closed, wary of what would happen if he opened them again. He could feel his heartbeat throbbing in his ears.
 
   “Marcius, dismiss yer nether sight,” Antaigne said simply. Marcius’s hands still held the dwarf’s own arms in a steely grip.
 
   “H-h-how?” Marcius’s voice sounded muffled in his head.
 
   “Ask Faerril,” came the dwarf’s brusque reply.
 
   Nodding, it should have been obvious, Marcius imparted an image of himself, sitting down, resting to Faerril. He encased it with the same sense of urgency he used to unlock the nether sight, though it was difficult, his mind still swirled with the influx of data. Thankfully, the little wyvrr understood immediately, and Marcius felt what seemed to be a wet rag being removed from his face.
 
   Slowly, tentatively, he opened his eyes to the large concerned brown orbs and nose of Master Antaigne. His sight normal again, Marcius let out a sigh of relief and would have collapsed had it not been for the support of the dwarf.
 
   “The first time is always te worst, lad,” Antaigne apologized, disentangling Marcius’s hands from his arms. “Best way ter unlock nether sight is frustration. Which is why I made ye come out an’ practice despite ter rain.” The dwarf turned around to gaze off into the murky gray distance. Marcius could see deep rips running down the sleeves of the robes where he had gripped them. There was a crimson stain running the length of it, causing Marcius to dip his head in shame.
 
   “Come lad, we be done fer today. Now that’ve ye have tapped into it, it’ll be much easier ter access. Let’s get out’tve this rain, eh?” The dwarf seemed oblivious to the blood staining his robes, concerned only for Marcius. “Tomorrow I’ll start teachin’ ye ter control that sight. Ye did well today.”
 
   Marcius nodded numbly, the words he had wanted to say having failed in his throat. He was soaked as he followed the dwarf back to the cabin. His hair was matted to the side of his face and his wet clothing stuck uncomfortably around the contours of his body. Faerril followed, concern framing every diminutive step. As Marcius considered what had just happened, a deep chill, that had little to do with the coldness of the rain, ran its course up his spine.
 
   What had he gotten himself into?
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 08
 
    [image: 00.png]The days passed slowly after that. True to Antaigne’s word, the subsequent times he tapped into nether sight were not as bad. Gradually, Marcius learned how to process the information being fed to him. He learned the sigils and colors of the various “types” of magic. He learned to reach into eddies and currents of nether, to extract exactly what he needed.
 
   The amount of nether, and consequently the amount of power, available differed from area to area, so he learned to make do with what he had available. The environment affected it as well. Certain areas were awash with nether, while others were barren like a desert.
 
   He learned how to counter the spells of his opponent, for one who could see the canvas it was only a minor task to trip up the gathering of energy. There were ways around this of course. It was something Antaigne made sure to drill into his apprentice. There were no absolutes in the realm of wizardry.
 
   It was during this learning process that Faerril was taught how to hide himself from prying eyes, and although he had not started “talking,” his images were becoming clearer by the day. Marcius spent his time pushing the limits of his magical powers.
 
   All spare time besides that was spent researching known spells, as well as looking up and learning the art of the Kra’nael. That was the system made up of sigils and incantations Avalene had set up to assist magic users before going into her self-imposed slumber. There were literally thousands of known iterations, which when combined with reagents and varying amounts of nether, could create just about any effect one could wish for.
 
   The possibilities were endless.
 
   Marcius found himself obsessed. There was so much to do, it was overwhelming. He could feel himself becoming stronger, although he still had a long way to go before he could even begin to approach the level of mastery Antaigne enjoyed.
 
   Days became weeks, and weeks became months. . . 
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   Jared Garalan slowed his lanky gray mare down to inspect the tree, raising his torch high, and his amber eyes took in every detail from the worn bark surface and the browning autumn leaves that decorated its crown. After a few moments of deliberation, he was pretty sure this was the tree Marcius had told him about.
 
   He dismounted and veered off the path, giving the gnarled oak plenty of room as he walked the horse carefully through the thick underbrush. This was smart for him, since the tree was enchanted to spring to life and attack any large creature that passed it. Jared also made sure to avoid the various explosive sigils that were discreetly hidden along the path, something he would have missed had he not known they were there.
 
   He was looking forward to seeing his friend. Due to situations out of his control, he had been unable to come up with an excuse to shirk his father’s ever watchful eye up until now, two and a half months from when he promised Marcius he would visit. Fortunately, a recent rash of crime had hit the lower slums in Rhensford, and this caught the attention of his father, of course. 
 
   In no time at all, the infamous Bloodhound was off with a band of lawmen to root out any beginning thieves guilds and restore justice. It was a gloomy thought, but Jared was silently thanking those criminals right now.
 
   Jared hoped Marcius had made some headway in his quest to become a wizard, because Rhensford was boring for him without his best friend there. Every time nobles had any free time, they threw a party. He thought that they must have had lot of free time the last couple of weeks. Due to his father’s reputation and position, every party roster wasn’t complete without inviting Gary Garalan, and of course Jared was forced to come along.
 
   He found such parties boring, where rich men and women just went to gossip amongst themselves. He would have been much happier just practicing his swordplay or reading his book.
 
   He was all alone in the Fae’lorea Forest and had been so for several hours, with only the luminescent pyre flies to keep him company. He had been hoping for a bit of adventure, perhaps a monster attack or something, but so far, the trip had been uneventful. Jared allowed himself to pout. Why did all the exciting stuff happen to others?
 
   Fate must have been reading Jared’s mind, for as he neared the end of Marcius’s instructions and thus, the end of his journey, he saw smoke billowing in the background of the thinning forest canopy. His heart jumped in his throat at the sight. That’s where Marcius was supposed to be!
 
   Dropping his pack and discarding his torch, he managed to somehow tether his ride to a tree while rushing toward the clearing with his sword drawn.  His hope was that it was only the results of the young apprentice’s training, but his heart told him it was something else.
 
   For once, he hoped he was wrong.
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   Lian Realure was a busy man. The steep number of reports on his desk testified to this, and despite the brief break he was allowing himself, he knew he would have to eventually get back to checking them all. Still, that didn't mean he couldn't procrastinate it as long as possible.
 
   The office was designed to be comfortable, a point that Lian had been adamant about when he contracted the carpenters guild. Big and airy, the only pieces of furniture were the three chairs and his hardwood desk occupying the space in the middle, while a large window framed the outside wall. Every other inch of the place was decorated with the fruits of his travels. Maps hung along with exotic paintings, the dark sapphire blue curtains were down as usual, the only light being the candle on his desk. It was the way he preferred it. This was the place he went to think, to be alone with nothing else but his thoughts and drink to keep him company.
 
   He ran his rough fingers though his closely cropped brown hair and gave a short-lived sigh. When did the excitement of his youth give away to this? He was just finishing up the last of his glass of rum, when he heard a noise that he had not heard in years. Like the snap of a whip, the candle in his room flickered as if in response. It was the sound of a wizard gating into his room right behind him. The hairs on his neck stood to attention.
 
   Lian tried to turn around in his chair, it might be Antaigne after all, but he had a distinct feeling that it wasn’t. All people have an aura about them, something that identifies people as surely as a fingerprint. It is what allows a person to know when he is under scrutiny from across a crowded room, the ability to feel the weight of a person's stare.
 
   This was a totally different feeling than the dwarf gave off. Lian's body was frozen, and there was only one person who ever made him feel like this. “I was wondering when you would visit.” His voice somehow betrayed none of what he felt, though it was a trial just to stop from shaking. “Death is too good you, Erinaeus.” Even saying the name, after all of these years, made him feel unclean.
 
   Finally, summoning every ounce of courage, he managed to stand up and turn around, albeit with a few wobbles. In front of him, clothed in dark azure robes, face concealed by a hood as enveloping as night, stood what was obviously a wizard patiently waiting to be acknowledged. It could have been anybody, but Lian knew that stance. The bearing the figure in front of him exuded a feeling that only one man could give off.
 
   ”Truly, remembered after all these years. . . I am honored.” Erinaeus gave a slight bow. He was only about a foot away, his voice just as raspy and dry as Lian remembered, though this time carrying a slight mocking tone.
 
   “Do tell me what brings you to my humble household?” Lian’s courage was returning, fueled in part by the sheer indignation of this man invading the most sacred of sanctuaries, his home. He knew it was illogical, of course, but anything that stopped him from stammering his words was welcome at the moment. He poured himself another glass of rum, merely as a subtle gesture that the wizard’s appearance didn’t disturb him.
 
   The swirling honey colored alcohol stopped midway to his mouth; Lian’s arm was frozen from more than fear this time. As he tried to force the glass up, he realized the rest of his body was similarly held at bay. He could only watch as the robed wizard slowly walked around his chair and snatched the cup from his stiff fingers. “Really Lian, don’t you know this stuff will kill you?” Erinaeus set the glass on the table.
 
   Lian was captured in a paralysis enchantment, which introduced a whole other problem to the merchant that should have been obvious the moment the wizard ported into his room. Erinaeus had lost his familiar! How did he have the ability to do this?
 
   Lian cursed himself from not noticing earlier, being too preoccupied with the figure from his past to realize the obvious oversight. The epiphany must have registered in his light gray eyes, because the wizard, who had been watching him the entire time, gave a laugh that sounded more like a death rattle.
 
   “So, the Great Lian Realure finally realizes? Bravo, you are every bit as quick minded as I remember.” The voice still carried the hint of a smile. He was obviously enjoying the situation. Lian felt the icy grip on his jaw release, no doubt because the wizard wanted him to speak. “Cat got your tongue, merchant?”
 
   “What did you do? Your familiar is dead. You shouldn’t be able to do this!” Lian rushed the words out, intent on saying them before the volatile man could paralyze his mouth again. Faster than his eyes could follow, the wizard held his chin in a grip that was even more unyielding than the enchantment that still affected the rest of his body.
 
   “What did I do?!” Erinaeus hissed, bringing his face right up to Lian’s. The fingers were ice-cold, to the point of burning. “I have suffered more than you could ever guess, Lian Realure. Thanks to you, I was stripped of even the most rudimentary magic use. Do you know what it is like to have your very reason for existence snatched away from you? Well, you lost yours, too, that day. . . ” the ranting wizard conceded somewhat reluctantly “But unlike you, I searched, I went through terrors the likes you would never know, but I got my familiar back. Though, once again thanks to you, I still suffer. That will change soon. . . ”
 
   T              he proximity of Erinaeus finally gave Lian the nerve to look up into the face of the man that took the merchant’s own dream many years ago. Though the hood still hid most of the man’s skin, one thing stood out. A single deep red crimson eye stared at him though the veiled darkness. It throbbed with a wraithlike power, the hatred it held palpable in the still air of the room. A slight repugnant odor of decaying flesh assailed his nostrils. Lian nearly fainted. What was this man in front of him now? Was he even a man anymore?
 
   The obvious revulsion in the merchant’s eyes must have aggravated the wizard, because he released Lian’s jaw with a start. Instead, choosing to pace back and forth in front of Lian. “Enough idle chit chat. You know why I came here, don’t you?”
 
   The answer was obvious. “To kill me I assume?” Curiosity gnawed away at Lian, anything to distract his thoughts on the nature of the man in front of him. “Why did you wait until now? Why do you continue this madness?” Lian’s jaw locked up again at the outburst, something he said antagonized the wizard.
 
   “Isn’t it obvious?” Realizing his spell still held the man inert, the wizard continued. “You still had a use. A hunter does not kill the dog that keeps the bear in the cave.”
 
   What was he talking about? Then it dawned on Lian. Antaigne!
 
   “As long as you lived, that fool dwarf friend of yours would be nearby. Friendship has always been a fool's concept. In other words, you were a convenient landmark for when I would be able to get around to eliminating Antaigne. But you are no longer a use to me. Antaigne is dead.”
 
   Lian swooned; his world was turned upside down at that simple remark. He wanted to deny what the wizard said, hold onto the hope that perhaps the man, no, the thing, was lying, but it only took one look at that confident way the wizard stood that what he said must be true. A single tear ran down his cheek as he stared at the thing that had killed his best friend. “And my son?”
 
   “Probably dead too," the wizard remarked in an offhanded manner that infuriated the merchant.
 
   Lian felt dizzy, he wanted to scream, to curl up in a ball and cry until he could feel no more. But the paralysis spell on him was strong. The most it allowed was a stream of tears that even now ran freely down the old man’s face. Denied the right to grieve correctly, Lian did the next logical thing.
 
   He hated. Replacing his sadness with rage, he struggled against the enchantment and thus, the thing in front of him, with a renewed vigor that even caused Erinaeus to give pause. Unfortunately, the old man’s heart just wasn’t enough to overcome reality, for the spell held firm.
 
   “I tire of this. . . now how should I kill you?” Erinaeus paced around Lian lazily, his voice calm and casual, a mockery of conversational tones used between friends, instead of the true intentions behind the words. “I thought of this moment often over the past twenty one years. I just have so many options. . . I don’t know where to start.”
 
   The wizard gave Lian a sudden shove, forcing him back into his chair with a snap. Lian found himself looking up at the light blue of his ceiling, jaw locked open. Erinaeus loomed over him with his bottle of rum. “What about death by drowning? I did say this stuff would kill you. . . ”
 
   The contents were poured down his throat. Panicking, Lian couldn’t even gag and he felt the liquid smothering him like a pillow settling in his throat. He couldn’t breathe. Holding his breath as long as he could, the dizziness got stronger, his panic slowly ebbed away. He felt tired. Sleep was denied as the wizard forced his head down at the last moment, the rum soaking Lian’s chest and pants as he coughed it up. Gasping for air, the best he could manage was a death glare at the wizard as he tried to reorient himself. An empty threat they both knew.
 
   “But I figure, if you die now, that would ruin my fun. What about fire? Ever wonder what a cigar feels like? Judging from the stench of this room, you really haven’t.” The wizard’s ramblings were becoming more eccentric now.
 
   Holding up a single, bony white finger, which now flared a deep scarlet color, he touched it to Lian’s forearm. Pain shot up the arm like a white hot knife, the putrid smell of burning flesh filled Lian’s nostrils. Erinaeus blazed a trail up the merchant’s arm, leaving nothing but suffering in his wake. He would linger at one area, teasing like a lover, and then jump to another where he would jam the finger hard against the skin. Methodical and merciless, never did he go over the same area twice. Sometimes he would go fast, other times slow. It seemed to go on forever. Losing track of time and fading in and out of consciousness, Lian was barely aware that the wizard had stopped.
 
   “Well, that was enjoyable wasn’t it?” Erinaeus said cheerfully as he sat on the edge of Lian’s desk, absently examining a paper weight the merchant had gotten at a distant port. It was scrimshaw of the Goddess Avalene, poised, collected and sensual. A unique interpretive view of the Goddess compared to the more conservative images one could acquire around Lorinia. It was one of Lian’s favorite pieces.
 
   “Bastard,” Lian managed to gasp. Remarkably, when he hazarded a glance, not a single mark from his torture showed itself on his person. Erinaeus shrugged, tossing the statue to the hardwood floor where it skidded a bit before coming to rest against the side of the wall. The wizard maneuvered himself to where he was sitting in front of Lian. He had seemed to have come to a decision.
 
   “Alright, I’m a busy man. As much as I enjoyed our little reunion, it’s time to end this.” The wizard gripped Lian’s head, forcing the merchant to again stare him unwillingly in the face, most of it still hidden by the darkness of the cowl, at the one flame red eye that even now burned with the fire of the wizard’s will. “This is a spell I made myself, just for you, for this moment. I hope you enjoy the love and effort that I put in to this. You are the first. You should feel honored,” Erinaeus whispered, all pretense of goodwill and sarcasm gone, leaving only his loathing and hatred for Lian.
 
   "Death is too good for the likes of you," he continued, mimicking Lian's earlier words.
 
   The wizard’s fingers started moving in the archaic sigils and runes of the Kra’nael along the sides of the sailor’s head, leaving Lian to only speculate of what was in store for him. As the spell casting grew more frantic, Lian, still paralyzed, hoped that perhaps the dwarf and his son had gotten away. Now that he knew death was upon him, he found he had achieved an inner peace with the prospect. There was nothing he could do but sit back and wait. A part of the merchant hated the fact that he had basically given up, but it went ignored.
 
   He could not fight this wizard, and the man had taken everything Lian had considered valuable in his life, coming back to finish what had started twenty one years ago. Lian was done fighting and he was weary of being hurt. Once the wizard finished, he would never feel again..
 
   The wizard punctuated the crescendo with a sharp jab to Lian’s temples with both of his thumbs. The last thing Lian saw was the smiling crimson eye of Erinaeus staring back at him in victory. He let out a slight gasp as his own eyes rolled into his head for a moment, when they settled back, the stare was empty and void of life.
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   Erinaeus grinned as he dismissed the paralysis spell holding Lian inert, for it was no longer needed. Though the merchant gave no outward appearance of being affected by the wizard’s latest concoction, he could see the man’s hands gripping the arms of his chair hard enough to turn the knuckles white. 
 
   He truly enjoyed watching the spectacle before him, the obvious pain in the merchant's eyes was a literal high for him. He spent at least several minutes watching each slight grimace, every minute sign of pain, his grin getting wider and wider to match the pulsing red orb that glowed on its own accord. It was something he could have stayed to observe for the entire day. 
 
   Alas, the telltale sound of a wizard porting into the room interrupted the show. He knew who it was, so there was no alarm in his movements, after all, there was only one wizard who could manage to make a gate annoying.
 
   “You done here?” Every time Erinaeus heard that tone, he had to restrain himself from roasting the diminutive man right there.
 
   “I am.” He waved his hand with a flourish over to the prone Lian, still staring into space at the wizard’s side.
 
   “What did you do to him?” Elrik, completely missing the annoyed undertone of Erinaeus’s reply, scurried over to the merchant’s side. Erinaeus had to remind himself of the benefits of leaving him alive. He moved aside, as much to allow his fellow wizard to inspect Lian as to be away from him.
 
   “It’s a little spell I concocted.” Erinaeus allowed himself to inject a little pride in his voice. “An illusion spell that forces the recipient to relive his own death in his mind, over and over again. What better way to kill a man more than once?” It truly was a work of art. The complications of a spell that involved warping the mind and then keep it enthralled were very painstaking. 
 
   The bald wizard’s brown eyes grew wide with respect and, Erinaeus noted approvingly, a twinge of panic. He tolerated the small wizard for a few minutes, watching the man wave his hands comically in front of Lian in an attempt to garner the spell struck merchant’s attention.
 
   Erinaeus noted that his cohort seemed a bit worse for the wear, there were burn spots along the man’s dark red robes, and the slight smell of sulfur permeated the musky tang of cigars the room had acquired. He even noticed a thin trickle of blood running from the smaller guy’s hand, which would explain why the normally left handed wizard was using his other appendage as he investigated Erinaeus’s handiwork.
 
   Finally, Erinaeus had enough. “So, since you are here, I’m to assume the dwarf is dead?”
 
   The small wizard nodded, becoming very interested suddenly with the merchant. Erinaeus didn’t have time to deal with slowly coaxing the small wizard into spitting out what was bothering him.
 
   One second Elrik was watching the now twitching face of Lian, the next he was staring at the eerie pulsing eye of Erinaeus, held by the throat tightly against the wall. He hadn’t even seen the wizard move, even though he had been watching Erinaeus out of the corner of his own eye.
 
   “Is the dwarf dead?” The hoarse voice of Erinaeus left little doubt at what the wizard would do if the answer wasn’t satisfactory.
 
   Elrik’s eyes flickered around, looking for an escape route, and Erinaus could feel the rapidly beating heart against his arm. He had already dipped into his own nether sight, for he could see the man was scared. And when a man was this frightened, there is no telling what he would do.
 
   All he was greeted to was the chaotic swirl of disturbed nether around the two men; most likely from the spell he cast on the merchant. There was no gathering of energy by the mousy wizard, and Erinaeus couldn't help but to feel a bit disappointed. It would have been a fine excuse to kill him and explain it to the council as insubordination.
 
   "He’s dead!" The man practically squeaked, his feet flailing as he struggled to keep himself from choking. Erinaeus allowed himself a few extra moments to enjoy watching him squirm before he released him.  He fell from Erinaeus’s grasp, gasping for breath, hunched over the cold wooden floor. The smell of power was intoxicating, and Erinaeus resolved to do this more.  "There was one minor problem. . . " Elrik stammered between coughs. He visibly shrunk as Erinaeus took a step toward him.
 
   "And that is. . . ?" The wizard's hand started to glow, green flame like energy licking the edge of his sleeves. "You know Elrik, I did invent another spell, I've been dying to try it out. . . "
 
   Elrik gulped, pushing himself even further against the wall than he already was, his red robes tearing a bit at the hem in his haste to get as far away as possible. It was a pitiful sight. "S-six d-d-dead Inquisitors, sir."
 
   So stunned was Erinaeus that the flames that had been dancing in his hand were snuffed out, completely forgotten along with the diminutive wizard in front of him. 
 
   Six? How? 
 
   Inquisitors were trained to operate in squads of four, and the expedition to assassinate Antaigne was done by two full squads. Inquisitors were generally a skilled lot, handpicked by the head of the Academy for the sole purpose of enforcing the laws set forth by the institution. 
 
   They were not a group to be trifled with, well known for operating with a military like efficiency; even Erinaeus would have had trouble with two squads of them. His eyes flickered back to the condition of his fellow wizard, realization dawning.
 
   "You and Dahna were there?" he whispered. Elrik nodded his affirmation, using the respite to pick himself warily off the floor. "What of the merchant's son?"
 
   "Uhhhh. . . we didn't see him. If he was in the dwarf's cottage, he died, no doubt about it." Elrik gulped nervously, licking his lips. "Tell you the truth, we kinda. . . uhhh. . . forgot about him." He let go a huge sigh of relief when Erinaeus just shrugged in response.
 
   Erinaeus was too busy being impressed with Antaigne to worry about Marcius, as much as he hated to admit. Not only did the dwarf manage to severely damage two squads, but he held off two powerful wizards in their own right.
 
   He was starting to think it was a good thing they decided to eliminate the dwarf first. Someone of that power may have caught wind of what they were doing if they had gone after the other targets first. 
 
   It was only Elrik's connections within the Academy that allowed them to "borrow" the services in the first place.  Erinaeus doubted Denician would appreciate finding six dead Inquisitors, nor the fact that the activities they were killed in were unsanctioned by the Academy.
 
   He had to do damage control. He would just keep an eye and an ear open for news about the merchant's son. It was a loose end he could tie up later.
 
   His musings were interrupted by yet another visitor, the sharp crack of a gate spell once again invading the quiet study. Both Erinaeus and Elrik turned to regard the newcomer, a framed shadow against the window.
 
   Dahna wore a light black, almost gray, robe this time. She also eschewed the cover cowls that Elrik and Erinaeus both sported, instead opting to allow her fiery red hair to run free, cascading down to reach the small of her back. Her face would have been considered beautiful, with her sharp, piercing green eyes and a sensual mouth that seemed to skirt the boundaries of a frown and smile, had it not been for the cruel and twisted scar that ran down the side of her face, gently overlapping the edge of her lip. 
 
   Even as marred as she was, she had a definite presence in the room. Her force of will hung about in the air, something Erinaeus grudgingly admired. Here was a person he couldn't bully like Elrik; he had to treat this one very carefully.
 
   "I assume Elrik told you about the slight problem we had with the dwarf?" she asked, addressing Erinaeus. Blunt and to the point, Erinaeus nodded. He couldn't help but wonder if Dahna had deliberately sent Elrik as the bearer of bad news as an indirect way of amusing herself.
 
   That seemed to satisfy her; apparently just noticing Lian, she sidled up to the merchant's side, curiosity framing every step. After a few moments of inspection, her eye turned to Erinaeus, the question evident in her face.
 
    He explained it to her, how the spell dug through the very depths of the merchant's mind, finding new and unique ways to kill him, all from Lian's deepest and most secret fears. A death that was only real in the man's mind, an illusion that only Lian could experience, over and over again until the spell's energies finally played themselves out.
 
   "How long until the spell runs its course?" Erinaeus smiled, leave it to Dahna to cut right to the heart of a mystery.
 
   "This man is one of strong will and mind. I give him about two hours before his mind crumbles." Erinaeus started casting the sigils for a gate, his fingers worked with meticulous precision through the complicated motions. Time was of the essence, after all, and he had dallied here long enough. His body started to tingle as the icy grip of the spell took hold, Dahna's eyes narrowed into slits, causing her scar to twist nastily.
 
   "You didn't answer my question." Once again, Erinaeus applauded the fiery wizard's intelligence.
 
   He was already becoming transparent as the spell began to take effect, the edges of him being eaten away by an invisible wind. Any moment now, and he would be gone. 
 
   As the lower half of him slowly eroded, he looked directly into Dahna's green orbs, his glowing crimson eye the only thing visible as usual. "About. . . eighteen. . . hours. . . " The last half of the message eaten by the sharp snap of the spell going off abruptly, and then he was gone. 
 
   "Eighteen hours. . . " Dahna mouthed, wincing a bit as Lian gave a particularly violent jolt in his chair, his knuckles still white from the force of gripping the arm rests and sweat poured from his face. The worst part was that the merchant's expression never changed, so deeply was he caught in the webs of the spell. Dahna almost felt sorry for the man. 
 
   No matter, it wasn't her business.
 
   She, too, began the gate sigils, not wanting to be around the handiwork of the vengeful wizard any longer than necessary. It made her feel unclean, as if she was bearing witness to some tryst between lovers. She ignored Elrik, as usual. The man disgusted her with his constant posturing and cowardice. A moment later, Elrik followed suit, trying in vain to complete the hand motions with some modicum of dignity. He failed in Dahna's eyes.
 
   Lian was alone. He slowly slid off the chair, joining the pool of alcohol and stomach fluid that had gathered on the floor. His only witness was the statue of Avalene, their stares equally blank in the other’s eyes.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 09
 
    [image: 00.png]Jared's leather scabbard gently slapped the side of his leg as he ran, his heavy breathing and hard footsteps on the forest floor filled his ears and the scraggly branches scratched at his face as he raced down the path, sword in hand. Gradually the thick forest began to lessen, and the light that broke through the thick forest canopy slowly increased. Jared could see his destination ahead of him, and the acidic smell of sulfur got stronger as he got closer.
 
   He finally broke into the clearing, skidding to a stop as the scene overwhelmed him. Devastation. It was the only word that he could use to describe it. Jared wasn't entirely sure what Antaigne's place was supposed to look like, but he doubted the craters that littered the landscape, rubble, and smoking wreckage that used to be what he assumed was a cottage, was part of the normal decor. 
 
   Please, Marcius. . . be alive. . . 
 
   Numbly, he began to slowly tread around; taking care to avoid the few piles of debris still on fire. Books, papers, and other paraphernalia were strewn about indiscriminately, bringing a strange semblance of order within the turmoil. Gingerly, he searched for any sign of his friend or the dwarven wizard, each step came with the trepidation of what, or who, he might find waiting for him. His natural instinct was to hide. The person, or people, that did this could still be around, and judging by the aftermath, there probably wasn't much he could do about it. The sword in his hand seemed so pitifully small in the wake of such raw, bared power!
 
   But, as his father was adept at pointing out, logic very rarely played a hand in Jared's decision making. A friend was potentially in danger, and despite the slight wobble in his steps, he was determined to get to the bottom of it. After all, how could a future adventurer carve his niche in history if he couldn't even help out a friend?
 
   Each second that passed, his heart plummeted deeper. His dream was slipping away right before his eyes and there was naught he could do about it. His hands reflexively grasped the book in his tunic, seeking solace. Briefly he wondered what his father would think of his son searching through a wizard's property. The irony was not lost on him and brought some much needed levity to the situation.
 
   He was nearing the completion of his third time around the clearing, beginning to feel the tugs of hopelessness slowly drag him down, when a slight movement out of the corner of his eye caught his attention. It came from behind a heavy slab of roofing leaning against the remains of what seemed to be a fireplace. Jared could easily see how he might have missed something from that angle. Foot over foot, he crept closer, nerves on edge. Gradually, he started to make out a crop of muddy brown hair. It was something he would have recognized in the darkest of nights. "Marcius!" he yelled, dropping his sword to the ground and leaning against the slab, attempting to push it off his friend.
 
   No amount of preparation could have readied Jared for the sight that greeted him when the heavy chunk of roofing was finally moved. Instead of his friend being hurt, as he feared, physically he seemed okay. There were a few minor scratches and cuts, but nothing serious that he could immediately see. It was nothing less than a miracle.
 
   What he didn't account for was the blank stare that greeted him. Marcius had a silver lion's head in his hand, the eyes were jeweled and, if he hadn't known better, it looked like it was decapitated. Jared assumed it must have been some decoration that belonged with the cottage. Rocking back and forth, Marcius just kept mumbling incoherently.
 
   "Marcius." He put his arm gently around his friend's shoulder. "Are you okay? What happened here?" His priority was to get his friend talking, obviously he was in shock and Jared hated seeing him like this. 
 
   One could not have a sheriff as a father without picking up a few bad habits. Jared’s honor demanded to get whoever back for doing this to his friend, but first he needed information.
 
   Of course he wasn't entirely sure how he could do that, considering the devastation caused. The idea was probably out of his league, and for all he knew, it could just have been a faulty magic spell or something. But that was something he could worry about when he crossed that bridge.
 
   "He's dead, he's dead, he's dead. . . " Marcius kept whispering his mantra, slowly rubbing the one remaining deep crimson inlaid ruby eye of the lion. He completely ignored Jared.
 
   Jared sighed, squeezing the bridge of his nose. He had watched his father handle situations like this before, back when a tribe of oggrons were attacking local surrounding farmsteads and villages. It had been rather commonplace to see, but the Bloodhound's methods weren't pretty. 
 
   Jared really didn't see any other option though, every minute that passed was one wasted. Goddess, forgive me. . . Without another thought, he punched Marcius as hard as could. His friend flew face first into the dirt, the lion head dropping to the ground with a dull thud. He had put all his weight behind the strike, and his hand stung as a result.
 
   For a second, it didn't seem as if it worked. Marcius just lay there, unmoving. Perhaps he hit him too hard? With a roar, Marcius suddenly jumped to his feet, tackling Jared, knocking the wind out of the swordsman. They went careening to the ground, a tangle of arms and legs, each trying to get the upper hand in the ensuing scuffle. The tempo shifted frequently, but as quickly as it started, it had stopped. The participants lay next to each other, gasping for air and waiting for the rush of adrenaline to slowly ebb away.
 
   "Thanks. . . Jared. . . I needed that." 
 
   "No problem. . . you were not yourself."  Jared looked up at the sky, the peacefulness of the ruined clearing at odds with what had just occurred. 
 
   He brought a hand up to his left eye at that thought and grimaced. Marcius had clipped him good with a right hook, causing it to already start closing. He would most likely have a black eye for a while. A small price to pay for getting his best friend speaking again, he figured. "So. . . care to tell me what happened?"
 
   At first, nothing but silence greeted him, and Jared was afraid the question might relapse his friend. Glancing out of the side of his good eye, he noticed, with a sigh of relief, Marcius wore not that blank stare, but seemed deep in thought, as if he was searching for words that escaped his grasp. "I'm not entirely sure. . . " He finally admitted, pushing himself to sit against the wall where Jared quickly joined him. "Well, not sure except the fact that my Master is dead. I can feel that much."
 
   Jared watched as the lanky Marcius stood and picked up the lion's head that had been discarded on the ground during the fight. He, again, began to gently rub the deep ruby eye. A look of extreme sadness graced his features for just a moment, so quick was it, that Jared was not sure he had seen anything at all. Marcius turned and looked straight at Jared, his eyes misty and glazed over, "Do you know what it is like to have your entire world turned upside down within the span of a single day?" he asked in a quiet whisper; a plain inquiry, but the weight of it was immense.
 
   Jared was at loss for words to that simple question. He had a taste of it. Only half an hour before, he was wishing for an adventure and wondering what the very person standing before him was up to, only to have fate unceremoniously dump it on his lap. But to have it put so bluntly, his friend could not have had a greater effect on the swordsman if he had belted him with a blacksmith hammer! 
 
   He understood far more keenly than his friend could ever realize. His own dream was etched into his will, the urge to be recognized, to be needed, and respected. He responded in the only way he knew how, by not saying anything at all. What, really, could he say that wouldn't sound contrived and placating?
 
   Seconds became minutes as they waited, content in the memories and turmoil within their own worlds, but safe in the company of each other. Both loathed starting the journey of piecing things together, because that meant accepting whatever just happened. It was Marcius who broke the silence first. "Faerril!" it was a cry of one who had just found a long lost friend-or perhaps lost one.
 
   Who, or what, is Faerril?  Before Jared could even ask, his friend bolted off as if guided by an unseen hand, with a confused Jared in close company. Past the burning wreckage they ran, and each step was a bit faster than the last. Marcius ran as if his life depended on it.
 
   I              t didn't take them long to move past the clearing, leaving the devastation behind for the quiet, but just as deadly, Fae’lorea forest. As they delved deeper, Jared could see that he missed this part in his initial inspection, for it was hidden from the view of Antaigne's ruined cottage. It seemed as if the fight, or whatever it was, must have extended into the forest itself. Here the destruction was different, but just as all encompassing.
 
   Trees were uprooted and the ground itself was torn, as if by massive talons, exposing the soft brown earth underneath. The sickly smell of flesh and blood permeated the air; insects, drawn by the smell, seemed just as confused, buzzing around haphazardly in their search for the source. Strange, he could smell it, but didn’t see anything that would make that odor.
 
   Maricus finally stopped at a small windfall of downed trees, cast aside like small twigs; they were piled chaotically, "Marcius, what are we doing?"
 
   As if to answer, his friend start pushing against one of the trunks, straining with effort to push the downed tree off the pile. With a shrug, Jared joined in. Working together, they managed to push several of them off, each one raising a small cloud of dust as it hit the forest floor, toward whatever mysterious goal Marcius was working for.
 
   They finally managed to nudge a particularly large oak, when Jared noticed the apprentice wizard was no longer pushing, instead he had jumped into the wedge they had made with their work, and came back out, tenderly cradling something in his arms.
 
   Jared lost his balance when he leaned closer to see what his friend carried. Of all things he was expecting, the serpentine head that greeted him was not one of them. Bright green eyes took in every detail of the swordsman, and, Jared could have sworn, he felt as if he was being scrutinized with every pass of the emerald spheres. Judged and found insignificant, he shook the feeling away. It was a silly notion. "Marcius. . . what is that?"
 
   "Faerril," he answered simply, as if that should explain everything. "And he is hurt. . . please help him.” Jared wanted to say that he was hardly an expert, and that it would be best to grab one of the healers from back at town, but one look at the pleading eyes was all it took to strengthen his resolve to help. He would do what he could.
 
   The Fae'lorea was not at all cohesive to seeing the small details required to tend the injured effectively. Taking several minutes to gather what underbrush that was around, Jared took out a flint and tinder from his pouch, striking it repeatedly over the pile. Try as he might, the brush just wouldn't take to flame. He was about to give up when he heard a gentle chanting. Looking behind himself, he was just able to catch the crescendo of Marcius casting a spell.
 
   The apprentice wizard pointed at the pile of leaves and underbrush, and a gentle flicker of flame came forth from his finger, expanding to about the size of a large marble. It ignited the dried pile of leaves and underbrush with a gentle sound, like wind rustling leaves, A bit of coaxing later, and the fire was strong enough for Jared to let alone. They now had a roaring flame at their beck and call. He cast a questioning eye at Marcius.
 
   "A simple fire spell, though I had to weaken it unless you enjoy a huge fireball. I think I over did it though?" Marcius explained sheepishly, a huge grin on his face. Jared smiled back. It was the first time he had seen anything resembling his old friend since the blonde swordsman found him. Inwardly he was happy, but he had more pressing things to worry about.
 
   "Now, let me see this Faerril." Marcius gently set the tiny creature nearby the fire, but far enough away to avoid being singed.
 
   Jared gasped; the flickering orange glow of the firelight brought out the intrinsic beauty of the creature, but also revealed the vicious injuries it had sustained. The scales, though muddled by dirt, took on a golden sheen that shifted with the rise and fall of each breath. The underbelly was a softer looking still, a lighter golden color extending from the neck to the base of the tail.
 
   He could see that it didn’t have wings like the dragons of legend, a notion that made him question what the nature of the creature exactly was. The sharp eye ridges and even sharper looking spines that traveled the length of the backbone gave it a feral appearance. Laying the creature down on his cloak, his eyes took in the rest of it.
 
   The pseudo dragon was about the size of a large cat, the one muscular arm was bent awkwardly, continuing downward to taper off into a strong hand that ended with wickedly edged claws. Now that he focused, he could see the breathing came out rough and ragged, like a half sigh.
 
   The swordsman worked for a sweat inducing quarter hour. He was hardly an expert healer, but for once he was grateful that his father had insisted on teaching him such things in case of emergencies, though he was not entirely sure how applicable it was to the creature that lay before him.
 
   A quick tear of one of his sleeves and a nearby branch provided a workable makeshift splint, so most of the effort went into making sure he had set the bone correctly.
 
   The little beast was stoic during the time, taking the blonde swordsman's ministrations with little to no complaints. After he was sure he had set the arm right, Jared gently probed the animal's side, and the way the animal drew breath made him worry that something else must have been injured.
 
   The scales were not rough like he expected, but were instead surprisingly soft and yielding to the touch. Yet they still managed to rustle softly when the beast shifted weight. After a few minutes of deliberation, his initial fears were realized. Broken or cracked ribs.
 
   It was a complicated mess, and it was one that his meager training hardly addressed. His father had only taught him how to tend to minor injuries that one might expect on the road, but this was a job for one of the people from the Healer guild. Jared sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose as he tried to work out what to do. The entire time, he could feel Marcius's stare and his hopes weighing on his back. He didn't want to let his friend down.
 
   "Look, Marc, I think your pet needs help that I’m not qualified to give. I'll do what I can, but we should take him to someone from the Healer guild after this. At best I can only do a temporary fix." His hands trembled as he went to work.
 
   Marcius nodded his affirmation, he understood. It went a long way to relieving some of the pressure Jared felt. "Faerril is my familiar. . . " Marcius corrected. "Please, do what you can," Marcius added, his voice quiet.
 
   Well, that explains a lot, Jared thought to himself. Jared knew familiars were important to wizards, but the exact implication was something he could weasel out of Marcius later. With a mental shrug and a deep steadying breath, he pushed it out of his mind.
 
   It was tedious and straining, several times he thought he might have messed up, but eventually, Jared managed to do what he considered a satisfactory job. 
 
   It would suffice till they got back to town. He stood up and stretched, wiping the sweat that had accumulated on his face, glad that the worst was over. Now the only thing that was needed was something to carry the familiar. He figured the blanket that he had in his pack would do well. He stood and started toward the clearing when Marcius's hand stopped him.
 
   "Jared, where are you going?" Marcius's voice came out in a half panic, he was hovering protectively over the creature, which had fallen into a peaceful slumber.
 
   "Going to get my pack, I left it the other side of your Master's clearing. It has a blanket which we can use to carry him as we go back home."
 
   "Why?" Jared stared at Marcius dumbfounded. Sometimes his friend was so oblivious to situations.
 
   "Marcius," Jared started patiently, speaking slowly like a parent to a child, "We can't stay here, we have little food, and whatever or whoever did this could return. And your familiar needs help that I can't give. We must go back to town."
 
   "But. . . " Marcius glanced nervously back to the clearing, as if torn. Finally, Jared understood. It was so simple and perhaps a bit infantile.
 
   "Look, Marc. Your master is gone. There is no point in clinging to something just because it is comfortable to you. Let's go back and we can decide what to do from there, ok?" He said it as soothingly as possible, but made sure to enforce that he wouldn't take any contradictory answer.
 
   Marcius nodded half-heartedly, not looking totally convinced. Jared warily let his friend there, watching over the sleeping familiar, and hurriedly made his way back to get his pack, the events that had just occurred at the forefront of his mind.
 
   Finding the brown backpack where he left it, he slung it over his shoulder and headed back to rejoin the brown haired apprentice. Suddenly a commotion from the forest stole his attention. Marcius came bursting out, barely managing to keep himself upright as he stumbled out of the thick underbrush that outlined the forest. He had a wild look to his features, as if he had just seen a ghost. Jared inwardly cursed his luck as he sprinted the remaining distance.
 
   "Jared!" Marcius shouted as the blonde swordsman arrived. "I know what happened!"
 
   "Wait!" he shouted right back, grabbing Marcius's arms in an attempt to calm the apprentice down. "What are you talking about?!"
 
   "Faerril showed me what happened!" Marcius seemed between elation and tears, as if he was confused with which emotion was appropriate. Jared decided to forget the obvious follow up question on exactly how the little creature managed to show his master the events that transpired.
 
   It was probably magic anyway, far beyond his league to comprehend. Also, in his haste, somehow Marcius had forgotten his familiar. Jared ignored the strong habit to roll his eyes at the lack of forethought his friend displayed at times, it really wasn't appropriate considering what had just happened. Instead, he sat Marcius down on a grassy patch below a nearby tree, hoping it might calm him. Taking out the blanket, he entered the forest and brought the familiar out to the clearing to join them. 
 
   "Alright, Marcius," Jared said as he laid the dragon-like familiar carefully at the apprentice's feet, "Tell me what happened." He wanted to hurry back home and sort things out there, but his curiosity needed to be satisfied. He joined Marcius, resting his back against the tree as he stared at his friend expectantly.
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   "Master, why does everything you teach me seem to be about fighting other wizards?" Marcius said in the half whine of someone not expecting a real answer, but was complaining nonetheless.
 
   Antaigne, for the entire morning, had been drilling into his young apprentice the importance and difficulty of quick cast spells. Like a snake coiled and ready to strike, a quick cast spell could be called upon in a moment’s notice, completely bypassing most counter spell attempts.
 
   The only problem, as Marcius had found as he practiced, was holding the energy and form of the spell. It was like trying hold a portcullis up and be nonchalant about it. The worst part was that it the more complicated the spell was, the more difficult it was to make it quick cast.
 
   The spell Marcius was practicing could barely be considered more than a simple can-trip. Antaigne assured him it would get better as he got used to it, and eventually he would be able to hold the spell in the back of his mind for days on end. Marcius didn't really see that happening anytime soon, however.
 
   "It be quite simple, ye smart ass lad," Antaigne said gruffly, brushing a imaginary fleck of dust off the black robes he decided to wear this day. "Live by ye sword, ye will die by ye sword. Trust me when I say that ye be in our world now, it be best fer ye to take precautions."
 
   Marcius nodded, chastened, he went back to his practice.
 
   It was a hot day, but inside the cottage it was cool and comfortable, another testimony to the now obvious enchantments put forth by the dwarf. Nether sight had opened up so much for Marcius. When he tapped into it, he could see the gentle swirl of magic the permeated the air, the very fiber of the building and the world around him.
 
   Many nights he stayed awake far longer than he should have, just watching the entrancing ballet of energy play out in front of him. Words could not express how happy he was at this moment, exploring territory he had never even imagined. He often wondered what he must have done to be blessed like this.
 
   He worked on the technique for several hours, but made little headway. It felt as if there was an invisible wall blocking him in his attempt to master it. His master watched the entire time, silently observing the trial, offering a few tips here and there.
 
   Marcius really hated it when the dwarf did that. He always felt as if he had to meet his master's expectations then and the watchful eye added a lot of pressure. He was just about to ask to take a break when he noticed a change in his master's demeanor. The dwarf hastily stood up, straining as if to hear something that only he could sense.
 
   "Master. . . " Marcius began, a tad bit alarmed. With a single upraised hand, Antaigne silenced him, still listening intently.
 
   Antaigne finally turned around, a fire lit in his eyes that Marcius had never seen before. He seemed excited. “"Sorry 'bout this Marcius, but it be not fer you” Marcius had no time to react as the dwarf made a simple pass of his hands. Marcius's eyes became heavy and he struggled to keep them open.
 
   "”W-why?" he managed to mumble as his feet gave way, his knees buckling, pitching him face first to the floor. The last thing he saw was Antaigne's wizened face looking apologetically down at him.
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   ". . . and that is what I remember." Marcius finished with a small sigh.
 
   He watched as his friend took a few moments to digest what he said. "Alright, what about afterwards? You said that your p-. . . familiar. . . somehow told you what happened after?"
 
   It seemed to Jared as if Marcius's tale opened more questions than it answered. Hopefully Marcius could tie up all the loose ends.
 
   "Faerril isn't old enough to tell me what happened." Marcius must have seen Jared's questioning look, but he plowed on before the swordsman could ask it. "He showed me what happened with paintings."
 
   "Paintings?"
 
   "Yes, in my mind. His memories. I can see them." Marcius sighed. "It's the only way that I can explain it. He must have been waiting until I found him, so he could show me what happened."
 
   Jared nodded, not fully understanding, but taking his friend's word on it anyway. "Well, tell me what you saw."
 
   Okay, after he used the sleep spell on me. . . "
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   The stocky figure of a dwarf was mere silhouette in the door. Eight other figures, some on the ground and a few hovering gently in the air, caught the attention of Marcius's sleeping familiar. They wore red and white matching robes. The colors of the Academy.
 
   The dwarf stepped out from the shadows and his face was dark and serious. The two groups approached each other respectfully.
 
   Words, garbled and incoherent to the Faerril who had hidden himself on a nearby branch, were exchanged. They seemed cold, methodical. This was business. They struck fast and without warning, spells were flung; fire, ice, even things that Marcius did not recognize, flew through the air. But what he did notice, the men, hooded and unrecognizable, were being foolish. The spells hit an invisible barrier that surrounded Antaigne, fizzling instantly. This dwarf was not caught as helpless as his assailants thought!
 
   The nether swarmed around Antaigne, heeding his call, forming his will. The lion's head door knocker answered his summons and sprung to life, straining itself from the door like it was stuck in mud, each heave was punctuated with an ear splitting roar. A few seconds later, a full body emerged and it grew. Larger and larger, until it towered above the participants. The ruby red eye glowed as it struck immediately, a whirlwind of silver fury amidst the calm, flashing in the midday sun.
 
   The dwarf continued to cast, dodging or absorbing the various quick casts the eight, obviously wizards, threw at him. His fingers move with inhumane speed through the sigils, and he muttered the incantations just as fast.
 
   The lion was a golem, an inanimate object enchanted with mimicry of life and the will to serve; it brought devastation within their ranks. They had not expected such a quick response. They already lost two of their members. One fried by a reflected firestorm, another still quivering, torn open and left to die by the lion.
 
   The momentum was shifting though. The dwarf had lost his advantage of surprise. They might have underestimated him at first, but the attacks were more measured now, not overextending in an attempt at a quick kill.
 
   The silver skin of the lion reflected most of their attempts to restrain it, and the bright ruby eyes absorbed the destructive spells cast his way. A hail of rocks, each the size of a horse, rained down on the battlefield, a desperate bid for time that could be dangerous to friend and foe alike. One of huge boulders smashed into the cottage. Remarkably, the dwelling was not damaged much, as a slight glimmer of magic could be seen as the stone cascaded off the roof like a mere drop of water.
 
   Antaigne's enchantments could not hold back the barrage forever though, for the boulders continued to rain down and the dwarf was busy having to fend off the various other spells being conjured frantically by his foes. The shield protecting the cottage gave a great shudder and collapsed in a hail of sparks, igniting the wooden portions as the building collapsed in on itself. Antaigne's gaze hardened. Marcius was okay, Faerril knew, but the dwarf did not know this.
 
   Antaigne shouted something, still incoherent to the eavesdropping familiar. The ground shook and the sky roared in response. Energy tore the atmosphere and swirled into a huge ball of white hot lightning, crackling and energizing the very air around it. Three wizards were fried as the energy cut through them, they didn't even have a chance to scream. Another, failing to react in time, missed the counter spell and was caught in Antaigne's paralysis spell.
 
   The lion, finally managing to shrug off the chains of pure nether the wizards cast upon him, wasted no time in ending the trapped wizard's life, his jaws clamping over the head with a crunch of finality. It roared in triumph, crimson trails of blood streaming down the maw and soaking the soft earth.
 
   The remaining two wizards continued casting, the threat of death cloaking their motions. It was an exercise in futility. Their spells were countered, the subtle strands of magic unraveled like child's play, and they were trapped as well. The lightning ball and the cat moved, ready to strike and end the confrontation when a thick, black mist covered them both.
 
   Antaigne was quick to dispel it, and when the fog lifted, the lightning was no more. Only the slight energy that permeated the air gave any indication that it had once existed. On the ground the fierce lion was a simple door knocker once more, inert and lifeless. Both had been snuffed back into the nether from where they came.
 
   The dwarf was on the run now, into the forest, leaving what was left of his home behind him. Faerril hurried to follow, flitting from branch to branch like a cat, eager to perhaps assist or at least bear witness for his master. 
 
   Instead of two wizards, there were now four. One bore red, the other chose black. They had a different aura about them. These were a definite level above the other ones. They were obviously the ones who dispelled the summons.
 
   Antaigne's flight was careful and measured, not so much as one of panic, it was the retreat of someone running for a purpose. Away from the clearing he led them, deep into the forest. The nether was in turmoil here, forever churning and raging, invisible to the naked eye. The Fae'lorea seemed to have a life of its own that even extended into the magic realm. A rich source to draw power from.
 
   Finally, the dwarf skidded to a stop and spun around, hand already moving through the motions for a spell. With a small metal wire in hand, a spell component; he threw a quick cast arc of lightning as a distraction. It jumped from the red wizard, who already erected a shield in response, to the black wizard, only to be absorbed by an amulet in the wizard's hand.
 
   All five lapsed into their own casting, each furiously trying to complete it before their opponent did. Four energy trails streamed from the black robed wizard's finger tips, only to slam into a huge stone back.
 
   Another golem, this one made of solid rock, was summoned into fruition from the very forest floor the combatants stood on, the dwarf was quick to strengthen it with enchantments, weaving them into the body as one would knit an article of clothing. He made sure it would not be as simple to banish this creation. The skin of the golem took on a metallic, almost obsidian sheen as it hardened with each pass of the dwarven wizard's hands. It had the vague countenance of a dwarf, massive forearms, legs as thick as solid oak trunks; it held a mighty hammer in each hand, made of the very stone as the rest of its body.
 
   The wizard clad in full red held a similar notion, for he too summoned a golem from the nether to fight by his side. It stepped out of a swirling green and black mass of nether that he had created to serve as a portal to this realm. The wizard's golem was vastly different in stature from the dwarf's creation.
 
   It was made of rotting flesh, poorly sewn together, a seeming mismatch of parts and functions that were bloated and already turning purple. The one blood shot eye, in the middle of the mouthless face, swirled erratically, and the stench of putrid flesh decaying in the hot sun hung in the air like a blanket. The ends of the arms and feet tapered into bloody stumps. Sharp, talon-like shards of bleached white bone served as makeshift fingers and toes, held together and animated by the sheer force of the wizard's magic. It moved in a herky-jerky fashion, as if unsure of exactly what it was capable of. In this manner, it charged with a low moan, which was odd for it had no mouth.
 
   Trees were uprooted and the ground itself upturned as the two titans clashed, trading blows that shook the very canopy of the old forest. The pudgy flesh of the red wizard's golem absorbed much of the stone golem's strikes, making the seeming mismatch all the more even. The ground was torn, and their masters flung spells amidst the chaos created, both sides trying to garner an advantage while avoiding being trampled underneath the lumbering feet of their own creations.
 
   Antaigne created a pair of animated ethereal swords that sped off into the fray, slashing and dancing amongst the golem combatants, seeking the taste of wizard flesh. A cleverly placed fireball followed in their wake, the red wizard barely shielded himself in time. The swords weaved around and managed a glancing blow on the red wizard, a rather nasty cut along one arm. Anger fueled his retort, with a violent flick of one hand and a sharp sounding word, a patch of large old trees were forcibly ripped from their homes in the soft earth, sent flying toward the owner of the swords. Antaigne managed to raise an earthen shield between him and the trees, the energies that fueled the two spells collided, which, unfortunately, caused the trunks and dirt to go flying in all directions as the two forces negated each other.
 
   The feeling of falling and a gentle roar that filled the ears assaulted the familiar's senses. Blackness engulfed the wyvrr. The last thing it remembered was the gentle thump as his limp body hit the soft ground and the shaking earth of the automatons still fighting for their masters. Unconsciousness took over and Faerril happily accepted the warm enveloping darkness.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 10
 
    [image: 00.png]Marcius took a deep breath as he finished. He fought back the tears that began to well up behind his eyes. Seeing the last day of his master's life was a humbling experience, and he was worldly enough to realize why the dwarf led the enemy wizards into the forest.
 
   Jared was looking at him with an expression somewhere between awe and disbelief. "Marcius. . . " Jared seethed angrily through clenched teeth, surprising the apprentice with the abrupt change in mood, "I'm not the cleverest man in Faelon, not by far. But, did you say that the wizards wore the colors of the Academy?"
 
   Marcius nodded. "The first eight did, and the latter two did not. Now Jared. . . " Marcius could see where his friend was going with this line of thinking, and he resolved to cut it off before he could go further, “There isn't anything I can do, really. The Academy is a sovereign institution, and, as such, is given full rights to handle their own matters as they see fit. The best I could do would be to submit a complaint with the King's court, which would be admitting that I'm a rogue wizard's apprentice. It would get me in more trouble than it would solve. Trust me, I've already thought about it." The edges of Marcius's eyes dampened a bit and his hand curled into a hard fist. “But believe me, if there was anything I could do, I would."
 
   "Then shut up and listen, I already realize that. I have a sheriff for a father, remember? I'm well aware of the law." Marcius nodded, the seed of curiosity was planted in the recesses of his mind though. What could Jared have come up with? "Don't you think it is an rather big coincidence that a mere two months after someone from the Academy visits you, your Master, a rogue wizard that has managed to evade being located by the Academy, is murdered by wizards most likely under command of said Academy? Now, I'm not sure what these two other wizards are doing there, but the Academy is involved somehow. If you want answers, you will find them at the Academy in Aralene."
 
   "Someone from the Ac-. . . " Marcius echoed, and then he realized who Jared was speaking of. "Alicia!"
 
   It was so obvious, but he had been so self-absorbed in his own grief and shock that he failed to even connect the two simple facts. His vision clouded and the blood began to pound in the recesses of his skull. How dare this woman, no, this pawn, come into his town, his life, and completely ruin it!
 
   All his desires, hopes, and future plans dashed, in part, by a single individual. Marcius could never get back the surly dwarf, a person he had begun to look upon like a second father. He could already feel the pangs of sadness as the absence of Antaigne began to settle in his stomach and mind. Marcius didn't notice that his hands had balled unconsciously into a tight fist, nor did he notice the crimson trail dripping off them as his fingers dug deep gouges into his palms.
 
   "Jared," Marcius's voice was eerily calm and collected, betraying none of the turmoil that bubbled and toiled under the surface. "We are going home.”
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   "Let me see my father!" Two pairs of strong hands gripped Marcius's arms, stopping him from getting any closer. The deputies of Rhensford were a rather burly lot, not exactly chosen for their people skills, and these two were a prime example.
 
   The moment Marcius had stepped onto the grounds of the Realure household he knew something was horribly wrong. The first thing that tipped him off, besides the feeling of strangeness that had made the hairs on his neck stand on end, was the fact that Lars was not there to open up the door like he always did. Instead, he was greeted by the grim visage of the town sheriff, Gary Garalan, the infamous Bloodhound. An imposing sight no matter the circumstance, his friend's father always had a larger than life aura about him. He could silence a rowdy bar with a stern glare or make guilty men confess just by being in the room.
 
   Marcius never felt comfortable around him, and he wouldn't have been embarrassed to admit he went to great lengths to stay out of trouble for that sole reason. Though the sheriff’s presence pretty much assured trouble was afoot. The second indicator was Clarissa curled up on a dining room chair, eyes red and swollen from crying. It looked like she had been at it for a while.
 
   Marcius had rushed home after dropping Faerril off at the Healer's Guild. He intended to ask his father for advice and deliver the tragic news about Antaigne, before going to visit Alicia and wring some answers from the Mage. Whether she agreed to provide them or not. Jared, unfortunately, had went his own way as soon as they hit the outskirts of Rhensford, muttering something about needing a strong drink or two, though he did promise to meet Marcius over by the Healer's guild later on. 
 
   Marcius knew better than to accept the apology at face value. It was obvious that his friend was scared of seeing him like this, and the worst part was that he couldn't really blame him. Marcius was terrified too. He was not one prone to allowing his emotions to control him, or at least that is what he kept telling himself. But every time he started to believe it, he could see Antaigne's accusing eyes staring at him from across the inky blackness of death, and the inner rage would build up again, stronger than ever.
 
   He realized, thanks to his friend's ability to point out the obvious, how the Academy most likely found out where his master lived, and he couldn't help but feel responsible. So he embraced that anger, sheltered it, nurtured it, all as a shield against the guilty feeling growing in his gut.
 
   But now here he was at the place he called home, being denied entry into to the one shelter he had that would protect him from the storm that had engulfed his life. The only place he could depend on. His father would know what to do! Lian Realure had an uncanny knack for making even the biggest problem seem as menial as what to wear when you went out on the town. 
 
   He needed to see the weather worn face, to hear the baritone voice that would say comforting words to him, to feel the strong, yet caring hands clasp around his shoulders, forming a protective shell against the outside world. Yes, his goal was so close, and yet, thanks to the gruff man in front of him, it seemed so far away.
 
   "What is going on here?! I want to see my father!" he repeated desperately.
 
   “I've got a few questions for you," the Sherrif said, ignoring his plea. "You see, boy, I've a sneaking suspicion that's been brewin' in the back of my head for a while, and what happened here answers a few of my questions, but it seems to have opened a few of 'em as well."
 
   "What do you mean ‘what happened here’? What exactly did happen and where is my father?"
 
   "That's what I want to find out. Boys, if you don't mind, a little privacy?"
 
   The two deputies nodded, letting go of Marcius's arms. They tipped their hats in respectful condolence to Clarissa on the way out. "I. . . guess. . . I'll go take a nap," Clarissa said meekly, between sobs. She shot Marcius an apologetic look, which he returned with a subtle dip of his head. The cook just didn't want to be around the Sheriff. 
 
   Not catching the real reason for her departure, Gary merely nodded his understanding, waiting until she was well clear of earshot before turning to Marcius. A well calloused hand gestured toward the dining room, where two chairs waited.
 
   This was the formal dining room of the Realure family, typically reserved for business occasions, special guests, and parties. Marcius felt a bit out of place in the ornate surroundings. It was obvious that Lian had spared no expense when decorating this section of the house. Which was understandable, the quality of your table was an unspoken announcement of your wealth amongst the upper class nobles, and Lian was one that always kept in good standings with all rankings. Marcius found it all trivial, really. He doubted he would ever understand why nobles had to complicate things.
 
   "I'll answer your question first, since I believe it will convince you to tell me the truth." Gary shifted around in his seat as if he was having a hard time putting what he wanted to say in words, or maybe he was just as uncomfortable in the room as Marcius. Either way, it was a sign that didn't bode well to Marcius. "Your father has been taken to the Healer's Guild, as is mandatory with these cases."
 
   "What? Why? What happened?"
 
   Gary held up his hand to forestall any further questioning. "He was found this morning, ill of mind, in a pool of his own drink and vomit. As we speak, he is being purged of any evil spirits by the healers.”
 
   The sinking feeling in Marcius's gut grew heavier. He felt as if all his breath was being squeezed out of him. "How did this happen? Why Father?" It felt as if his whole world was being flipped upside down, pulled out underneath him, then ripped up into pieces and cast into the wind.
 
   "That's what I want to know. I'd visited him the night before over an issue with a few of his rowdy sailors. You know how it is. Sailors, when bored after several months not at sea, have a tendency to find things to occupy their time. At the time, he seemed perfectly fine, nothing odd at all. In fact, he even treated me to dinner in this very dining room. Rather curious how a trader who is on the top of his world, suddenly goes completely out of his mind, isn't it?"
 
   "Then what exactly are you saying, Sheriff? I want to see him! He's my father for Avalene's sake! How do you expect me to take this? Do you somehow think I did this while I was away being tutored? How does one cause a person to go insane? I'm the victim here!" He had half stood up in anger, but a single piercing glare from the Bloodhound convinced him perhaps it was more prudent to sit back down. 
 
   "Well, Freeman Realure, I've got a gut feeling."
 
   Gary stood up and started pacing back and forth. There was a common joke around the courthouse that the Sheriff would have worn grooves into the floor if it hadn't been made of stone. "Marcius, I've known your family for about twenty years. You've been a friend to that fool boy of mine ever since you moved here. As long as I've known you, you've been a law abiding citizen, which has kept me out of your hair and you within my good graces."
 
   Marcius nodded, as it was all as the Sheriff had said. Still, what did this have to do with his father? "Well," Gary continued, "My one deputy, Bronis-a rather nice lad who used to live in the slums, had a very peculiar story for me about two months ago. You see, he was off that day, and had gone to his favorite bar for a bit of drink." All the color drained from Marcius's face, which pretty much confirmed to the Bloodhound that he was on the right track. The boy knew exactly what happened that day. With a grin, the Bloodhound plowed forward.
 
   "Yes, I see you have heard of it. Well, you'll never guess who he saw stop a bar fight using magic, can you believe it? Some person had the guts to use magic in my town, knowing full well how much I dislike magic and those who do it. Any ideas on who this person was?"
 
   "N-n-no. . . ?" Marcius stammered. "Perhaps it was the drink speaking?"
 
   Gary laughed with little humor. "Well, that aside, I had another peculiar incident that week, one which still weighs heavily on my mind. Sort of like an annoying itch that you can't quite scratch, just sitting there taunting you out of reach. I don't think of it as a small coincidence, mostly because I don't believe in coincidences."
 
   "And what would that be?" Marcius had to save face, he could feel himself being pulled into the Bloodhound's web, and if he got drawn too deep he would never get out.
 
   "Mage Lady Alicia Wendeline." The Sheriff spit out the name. “Unfortunately, the King sees some sort of advantage with keeping in the Academy's good graces, so I had to look the other way when she came to town on ‘business.’ Now, what could a wizard want in a town like this? A town that I have personally managed to weed out all things magic related? Birds of a feather wing together, and magic draws magic I always say. I heard she came to see your father, Marcius. Where exactly do you go to get tutored? And what exactly are you being taught? Perhaps you can help me answer these, boy?"
 
   The rapid fire of the pointed questions rocked Marcius onto his heels. He knew! Gary Garalan, the indomitable Sheriff of Rhensford, knew that Marcius was a wizard! Marcius's mind raced, he had to find some way out of this. He could feel his cheeks turning red under the Bloodhound's scrutinizing glare. 
 
   Put on the spot as he was, he didn't have much time to think of anything. His instincts were in flight or fight mode; he chose the former. "Well, I've no idea what you are talking about. Now if you will excuse me, I have to go to visit my father. Please let yourself out." He shuffled past the Sheriff, anxious to just get out of the house.
 
   He had just reached the door when Gary's strong hand grabbed his arm, spinning him around so fast that he momentarily lost his balance. The sheriff had his face so close Marcius could count the individual graying strands on the man's blonde beard, the minute veins in the whites of the eye. "I know what you are Marcius, and if it wasn't for the sole reason that I don't have a single actual crime to hold against you, I would have you clapped in the dungeon. I would suggest once you have sorted out matters here, that you make yourself very, very scarce in this town. Trust me, I would love to find some chain bracelets to match the robes you lack, and I'm sure if I dug around enough, I would find reason to do so. Even if I have to say you stole an apple from some street vendor, by the Gods I'll find something!" The grim set of his face and the tone of voice left very little to imagination as to what the sheriff truly meant. And the sheriff, at the very least, was a man of his word.
 
   Marcius shirked off the arm, a little more confident now that he knew that Jared's father had nothing tangible on him, and walked out the door before his legs betrayed how scared he really was. Once he was free of the house, the full weight of his problems came rushing back to the surface. 
 
   He looked back at what was most likely his house now, in both name and title. A place that had been called home for twenty years. The only thing he could wonder was what exactly did he do to deserve what had happened the last two days. First Antaigne and now this?
 
   With a defeated sigh, he began the long, lonely walk to the Healer's Guild building, which was a distance away. Marcius didn’t feel the urge to hail a carriage. He wanted to be alone, and he dreaded what he would see concerning his father.
 
   He inwardly longed to ride Ruby, but the horse had disappeared during the attack on Antaigne's. Marcius had no idea where Ruby was or even if the horse was still alive. Another loss in his life that had been perfect only two days before.
 
   He took solace that at least he still had his familiar, a friend that was his private council, a bastion in the storm that had engulfed his life. He could still feel Faerril in the back of his head, the emphatic link told him the familiar was now sleeping peacefully and felt much better now. Marcius took some comfort in that fact. At least his familiar was content.
 
   A drop of water landed on his cheek. Looking up, he could see the dark clouds gathering, as if the sky itself reflected Marcius's sorrow.
 
   Looked like rain.
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   A gentle drizzle fell about Rhensford, lightly tapping on the streets and ushering the wiser residents into hiding, because any person who has lived near the coast for significant period of time would recognize the wolf hiding among the sheep. The skies held that tension that told you that a big storm was about to hit, the atmosphere of a predator about to strike. Perhaps it was the cold, foreboding breeze, or maybe it was the gray, oppressive hue the normally clear blue sea had taken. But whatever the cause, nobody in their right mind was outside.
 
   Well, almost nobody. Jared Garalan, a man whose state of mind was constantly in question, walked drunkenly through the now mostly empty streets, wobbling a bit here and there as the wind picked up and transformed the gentle drizzle to a stinging mist. 
 
   Jared enjoyed walking outside during the periodic storms that would occasionally hit. He found it liberating to have almost complete reign over the usually busy and clustered port town. The feeling of the rain beating down on him was pleasurable as well, as if he was somehow being purged of his worries and sins. Letting it run down his face, off his hair, soaking his body; it gave him time alone with his thoughts, dreams, and troubles. However, this was the first time he had done it drunk, and more importantly, with company.
 
   "Can you hurry up?" A voice intoned behind him, broken up from the gusts of wind that forced Jared and his companion to take shelter momentarily under an overhang in a nearby alley. "I would like to get out of this dreadful rain!"
 
   Jared rolled his eyes. Somehow, in his drunken stupor, he had thought perhaps it would be a good idea to seek out and give a brief overview to the Mage of what transpired at the dwarf's hideout, that way he could get Alicia and Marcius to talk it over under safe conditions. He intended to take her to the Healer's Guild building. No doubt Marcius wouldn't expect to see her there when he went to check on his familiar, giving him time to use the initial shock as a buffer between the two.
 
   He just hoped that it would work, as angry as his friend was, he didn't want the apprentice to do something he would regret later. He just figured they would encounter each other eventually, especially since Marcius intended to question Alicia. 
 
   Jared preferred to speed it up before his friend could work himself into a real fighting mood. The meeting would just have to be controlled. Despite the theory he gave Marcius, the surprise and alarm he had gotten from the Academy wizard seemed genuine when he told her, which meant there was more to this than meets the eye.
 
   Or at least he hoped there was. If she had a hand in it, he would run her through himself. No one hurt his friends and got away with it.
 
   He discreetly peeked at her out of the corner of his own eye. Wrapped up in her dark brown traveling cloak, bronze hair wet and dark as it clung tightly to her face even under the hood she wore; he did notice that it seemed as if she wasn't nearly as soaked as he was, but he wrote that off on account of being drunk. Secretly, he didn't think she was really responsible for what had happened, but then again, it just might be the lower half of him speaking in conjunction with the alcohol. She was easy on the eyes.
 
   Anyways, he thought it would put his own aspirations on track once more. No doubt they would have to go to Aralene, where the Academy was, to find their answers. A sizable journey no matter how you cut it, something he could easily worm himself into. Killing two drakes with one catapult. He smiled a bit, then immediately felt guilty about it. This was about his friend; first and foremost, and it was an injustice for him to derive any sort of pleasure while his friend was so obviously in grief. Still, he had to get out of this town and the most legit ticket he had still laid within Marcius.
 
   The Mage behind him cleared her throat, obviously annoyed at his pause.
 
   How was he supposed to know that the Mage was such an annoying brat? It was just a little water after all. Though, as he briefly dared to glance up, he realized that it would be prudent to get inside as soon as possible. The storm looked to be picking up. Plus, it had the nasty side effect of sobering him up, which in turn made the flaws in his scheme more and more apparent.
 
   "Follow me, Mage Lady, we're not far now, just another block or two." He put on his best grin, hoping it looked genuine and didn't betray the agitation he felt. The stare she gave him in return seemed to indicate that it was a wasted effort. With slight shrug, he left the safety of the shelter, running into the downpour.
 
   They scurried toward their destination, taking refuge from the relentless rain where they could. The jagged building outline eventually broke into view through the storm, looming over them darkly in the distance.
 
   The Healer's Guild was stationed in remnants of an old castle tower, one of the few relics from the Dark Ages that still remained in Rhensford. Gradually, the building had been added upon and was changed drastically from what it once was, to its current incarnation of today, though it still managed to retain that old world look. 
 
   Dilapidated, worn, gray stone made up the base, while newer bricks and mortar became more frequent the higher you looked. Jared often wondered about the structural integrity of the makeshift hospital. It was one of the biggest buildings in Rhensford, which also made it perfect to house those unfortunate enough to need the treatment offered within; a big town needed a big hospital.
 
   Across the thick oak door hung the crest of the Healer's guild, a silver plated knight holding a red staff in one hand and a green sword in the other. They crossed over his chest in the gesture of peace, while behind him was a solid royal blue background.
 
   The guild had been around ever since the fall of the Dark Ages, founded by altruistic men and women intent on providing healing services for those in need; it was a self sufficient body that spanned several countries, including Lorinia and Morlian. Most leaders saw the obvious tangible benefit of a group of people willing to provide relatively free treatment to their ailing citizens, as such the members were generally accorded the utmost respect.
 
   It was not uncommon for the resident guild in a country or area to receive tithes from the ruler either. There was no centralized or governing institution, unlike the Academy, for although they all gathered under one banner, each region was granted autonomy within their area of control. Once every five or so years, they gathered to trade techniques and share news. Jared thought a lot of the other guilds, who were known for a lot of fighting within their own ranks, could have learned a lot from this guild was operated.
 
   As the weary pair entered, both glad to be out of the rain, Jared happily found that the reception room was relatively empty, minus the few bored looking apprentices shifting about. He never liked the various rooms in this building. They all had a drab, depressing feeling about them. Jared couldn't tell if it was the dull lighting from the candles and torches along the sides or if it was perhaps the sterile white walls and plain stone floor that caused it. Nevertheless, it was still better than being outside in a brewing storm. "Ah, Jared, so nice of you to visit!" exclaimed a voice, almost bubbling over with happiness.
 
   Jared inwardly groaned, though he was proud that he showed nothing visible and even managed, what he hoped was, a receptive smile.
 
   Debera, an old flame of his, was the owner of that voice and unlike him, she wore a genuine smile that was just bright as her tone. The healer was sitting down and drinking a cup of what Jared guessed was tea. With legs crossed, she regarded Jared with glittering brown eyes. She wore the standard healer's garb. A dark blue unbuttoned vest that held most of the tools of her trade in the various pockets that lined it, which went well with the clean white shirt underneath (a fact that proved that not much had happened today.) Earth brown trousers, that fitted the form a bit too well, showed off obviously well toned legs that were used to hard traveling and work.
 
   A pin was buttoned on her vest, the crest of Healer's guild, only Jared noticed something was amiss. Instead of the normal crest, this one had a gold bar that ran across the bottom. This could only mean one thing. "Congratulations on the promotion, Deb."
 
   Debera beamed back at him. She was attractive, Jared had to admit, and at one time he could have claimed they had been together as something more than just friendly acquaintances.
 
   But she wanted more than Jared could give, and he didn't intend on staying in Rhensford. The last thing he needed was something anchoring him here. So he had cut it off, but it was evident at the way she stared at him, as if she was devouring his body, that some flames still smoldered under that calm exterior of hers.
 
   "Oh, it's not a big deal." It was obvious that she was fishing for compliments by downplaying it. One did not have to be a member of the Healer’s guild to understand how significant that single gold bar was. It indicated that she had finally graduated from apprentice to that of journeyman.
 
   "It sure is! All that hard work finally paid off, huh?"
 
   She nodded and a slight blush, barely visible in the candle lit reception room, crept on her cheeks at his compliment. "So," she now switched to the no-nonsense voice of a professional, "What business do you have here? I'm going to assume it's not just to see me?" The eyes told him she wouldn't have minded if that was the case.
 
   "No, unfortunately that is not so. Is Marcius Realure here? He should have come to check up on his pet, I was to meet him."
 
   "Yes, he's right inside, what about your. . . friend?"
 
   It was then that Jared felt the twinges of self-consciousness set in. He knew how ridiculous both of them must look right now. Wet from head to toe, dripping on the cold stone floor and no doubt his cheeks still carried the rosy sheen effects of alcohol. He also sported a black eye from his scuffle with Marcius, which didn't help. He was a mess.
 
   Debera’s body language showed something else. Was it jealousy? The rest of the apprentices discreetly edged closer, this would fuel their gossip for days to come.
 
   He looked over to the Mage, pleading with her to silently to help him out. Last thing he needed was a jealous girl within the Healer's guild. Jared also noted that despite the slight drunkenness that still swam about his head, his initial observation had been correct. The Mage was indeed drier than he was, much drier in fact. There was only a small puddle about her feet, while it looked like he had carried the entire Gaellec Ocean in the room.
 
   Thankfully, Alicia had understood his plea and intervened.
 
   "I'm here to see Master Marcius as well. This young man was kind enough to show me the way. I'm rather new to the town, so I did not know the way. How fortunate for me to find someone with the same destination as me! I do believe I might have been a burden to him though, he was in a great hurry to reach here, you see."
 
   Jared made a mental to note to thank the Mage later as Debera's face visibly relaxed. "Ah, well, follow me then. Though there is a complication that I must warn you about, an incident concerning his father." He did not miss the stern set of her jaw at those words, nor the slight tremble in her voice.
 
   His stomach lurched as they followed the woman into the connecting hallway, the way she had said 'incident' implied that something horrible had occurred. More bad news? What was Marcius's father doing here?
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 11
 
    [image: 00.png]"How am I to know you didn't have a hand in what happened?" Marcius asked Alicia for what seemed the hundredth time in the last fifteen minutes. Still, Jared had to admit, it was a definite improvement over the screaming match earlier when Marcius had descended on the Mage like an angry mother drake defending her nest.
 
   If the whole infirmary didn’t know they were wizards, Jared would be surprised. The swordsman was relatively happy though, for the two were talking rather amiably now, all things considered.  Furthermore, no one was blown up.
 
   In Jared's mind it was a smashing success.
 
   Still, it didn't stop the observant blonde swordsman from noticing the vestiges of shadow that gathered around his friend's deep gray eyes. Though Marcius tried to hide it, the pain and suffering of the past few days haunted him in the depths of his mind. He would occasionally lapse into it during the brief lulls in conversation, or whenever he glanced at his father, bedridden and riddled with sedatives to keep him calm, at his side. 
 
   Jared remembered the vacant stare that stole the knowing smile that had so often graced his friend's face when he had first found him. He had seen that look before, and the implications frightened him. It was the same look he’d seen on the survivors' faces when the oggrons went on the warpath only a few years earlier.
 
   Oggrons were huge, gray skinned humanoids that averaged at least fifteen hands tall, with rippling corded muscles and speed that was unexpected by something their size. They gathered together in a tribal society that emphasized strength and the glory of battle. 
 
   Ironically, most of the time the tribes got along relatively peacefully with their surrounding neighbors, despite the old saying: "The only thing quicker than an angry oggron is his temper." But, inexplicably and often without warning, the oggrons would periodically stretch the taut animal hide over the war drums, sharpen their weapons to a fine killing edge, and begin the relentless march of war and bloodshed on all who crossed their path. It usually took the combined forces of the King and various local militias to eventually quell the angry oggrons, scattering and forcing them into hiding. Then the vicious cycle would begin anew.
 
   Jared, accompanying his father, had seen the grim aftermath of an oggron raid. It was a small, outlying village, formed primarily of farmers and their families. The kind that sprang up as an intermediate between two large cities, serving as a last stop before travelers had to depend on their own wits and ingenuity.
 
   Jared could still remember riding up on the scene beside his father; the burning wreckage that had once been the houses, bodies strewn haphazardly like forgotten rag dolls, and the heart wrenching wails of the still dying. 
 
   It was something Jared would never forget, ingrained in his mind's eye for as long as he lived. He still woke up during the middle of the night occasionally, shaking and sweating at the memory his subconscious wouldn't allow him to forget.
 
   But that look in Marcius's eyes, it was the gaze of a broken man. Someone on the verge of giving up, thrown off the path of life without anything to guide him back. No, Jared resolved, he would not let his friend be drawn into the emotional trap of sorrow, like a fly being slowly tied up in a spider's web. Once one fell fully into the world of despair, it was near impossible to escape.
 
   By virtue of still being alive, both Marcius and those survivors still had hope, Jared knew. The wounds would eventually scab over and become scars, healed but no doubt tender for many years to come. The trick to surviving the ordeal was keeping your head above the water, taking each day as they came, and slowly plodding forward until you could finally cast off the yoke of guilt and self-pity. Jared silently promised himself to be there as a lifeline for Marcius. He would keep the darkness from claiming his friend, by force if necessary.
 
   Jared shook his head clear of the macabre thoughts, instead focusing his attention on the conversation in front of him.
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   "If it wasn't the Academy, then who was it?" Marcius was saying to Alicia, both of them having long forgotten Jared.
 
   "I am telling you that it isn't the way the Academy works. I agree that something strange is going on, but those Inquisitors, if they really were Inquisitors, were not on orders from the Academy."
 
   "How do you know that? Who else can pull their strings other than the Academy?"
 
   "I don't know, Marcius!" Alicia threw up her hands in exasperation, all the talking in circles was starting to fray her patience. "I'm just as curious as you are! I came here under the assumption that I would just be getting a magical contract signed, that way some rogue wizard, that I don't even know, wouldn't go hog wild and blow up a town. I certainly didn't intend to stay here almost three damn months! The contract was a magically bound thing, guaranteeing the Academy would leave him alone as long as he upheld his own part. If either of them broke it, the parchment would dissolve into nothingness, breaking all promises. Both parties would know the instant it was destroyed."
 
   "Since the contract is still intact," Marcius said, finishing Alicia's path of logic, "The Academy could not have had an actual hand in it."
 
   Alicia nodded, breathing a sigh of relief. Finally this was going somewhere! "Still doesn't answer a few questions though," Marcius continued, getting up to stretch. He was trying his best to control the anger he felt toward this woman. He felt instinctively that somehow she must have a hand in this. "Why would they wait this long to get a binding contract? Big coincidence, I would think."
 
   "Well, we have a lot of things on our agenda. Too many things, really. Perhaps it was a lower priority since we had not heard of him in so long?"
 
   "Perhaps." Marcius gave a deep sigh, looking down at his father he felt as if a great weight was pressing down on him, closing around like a vice. "What about my father? Was it a spell, or just a freak circumstance?"
 
   "Why not just check the room he was in?"
 
   Her answer dumbfounded Marcius, "What do you mean?" 
 
   "Magic disturbs the nether in the area it is performed in. The stronger the spell, the more it is disturbed. Like a person that walks through a pond, kicking up silt that betrays his passage." The light of understanding banished Marcius’s doubts. "Whatever it was, if it was a spell that did this, it did not simulate insanity. I detect no such enchantments on him. If it was a spell, it was terrible enough to cause it."
 
   "And what would you do if it was a wizard that had done it?" Jared asked, cutting off Marcius's angry retort. The blonde man suddenly found himself the focus point now, all eyes turned on him.
 
   "Explain," Marcius replied tersely, his anger still not played out and needing an escape route.
 
   "Well, if it was a wizard that did it, what would you do about it?"
 
   Marcius opened his mouth to reply, but just as quickly closed it. "Truth be told," he grudgingly admitted after a few moments, "I've never considered that."
 
   Jared smiled, "Well, I've got an idea." And his friend's eyes lit up while Alicia's responded with a look of blatant suspicion. Jared held up his hands to forestall any immediate questioning. "But, I doubt you're both going to like it. It's a shaky plan at best, but it's the only option I can see."
 
   So around the three gathered, listening to the blonde swordsman's idea long into the night and the wee hours of the morning, while the storm unleashed its rage on a sheltered Rhensford, the pitter-patter echoing on the rooftops and streets.
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   Marcius lifted up his hand to block the afternoon sunlight streaming into his clear gray eyes, the outline of Rhensford shimmering in the horizon. It had been a full week and a half since the storm battered the region, yet the ground was still muddy and the humidity uncomfortably thick, hanging about like an unwelcome visitor.
 
   From his vantage point high on top of a grassy hill, Marcius tried to discern the individual buildings of the town that he had called home, but the distance was just too great. Rhensford looked beautiful, with the sea serving as a glittering backdrop, and the town blended together in a single artful masterpiece of soft shapes and sparkling colors.
 
   It was hard to believe this would likely be his last time viewing the port town for probably a long time.
 
   "A copper piece for your thoughts?" Jared said, joining his friend and admiring the view himself.
 
   "Just saying goodbye to my home," Marcius responded, a slight sigh escaping his lips.
 
   "Worried about Clarissa and Lars looking after the business or your father?"
 
   Marcius was instinctively shaking his head before he even thought out the question. "Clarissa has my father's best interests at heart, and Lars is an old family friend who knows trading well. The estate is in good hands for when I come back."
 
   "If you come back?" Jared asked, voicing the thoughts Marcius had been thinking.
 
   Marcius merely nodded. "You know, you didn't have to agree to my suggestion," Jared pointed out, as much to acquire his friend's opinion as to alleviate the sense of guilt in his stomach.
 
   "No, you're right. There is nothing in this town anymore. For me at least. If I stayed, I'd be living an empty life, doing something I don't want to do. Perhaps I can continue my training. . . " The thought struck Marcius at that moment. "Speaking of which, how did you get permission from your father to accompany a wizard apprentice?"
 
   Jared gave an awkward grin, suddenly becoming very interested in the back of his hand. "Whoever said I got permission?"
 
   The both of them got a laugh at that, chuckling as they watched the glittering town.
 
   "Hey you two, going to sit around all day looking or are we going to get moving?" The voice of Alicia interrupted, drifting lazily up to them from the base of the hill. "I'd like to reach Harcourt within the next two weeks if possible."
 
   With a resigned sigh, Marcius, throwing Rhensford one last furtive glance, trotted down the hill along with Jared to join their newly appointed traveling companion. 
 
   Marcius ran his fingers through his own unkempt sandy brown hair as he regarded Alicia. His feelings were torn several ways on the subject. On one hand, the physical side of him could not deny how attractive she was. But at the same time, as he allowed that thought to take hold, the dark recesses of his head reminded him that perhaps somehow she had a hand in Antaigne's death and his father's mental collapse. The ensuing anger at the lie seemingly in front of him would then be pushed out by the fact that she was enjoyable to talk to.
 
   He took much comfort in the fact that she was a person who understood magic, and who was around his age. As much as he liked Jared, the blonde swordsman was woefully inept in even comprehending basic magic and its theories, which made discussions about Marcius's passion confused at best and short at worst. 
 
   Then his thoughts would inevitably turn to how the leather trousers hugged her hips, or about how she had confirmed that a potent magic spell had indeed been cast in his father's study, and thus the vicious unending cycle regarding his feelings concerning her would begin anew.
 
   Both Jared and Marcius mounted their steeds, the beasts laden with supplies that they would need until they reached Harcourt, and joined Alicia who was waiting for them with an expression of strained patience. 
 
   As they approached, she deftly reared her own mount around, waiting until they were side by side before she wordlessly matched their pace. They took it slow as not to strain the animals, for there was a long road of travel in front of them.  Marcius believed his chestnut colored horse was a poor substitute for Ruby; a thought which prompted him want to look back at a diminishing Rhensford. 
 
   He ignored that urge. He knew he was running away, but he didn't care.
 
   Onward they continued for several hours, the three of them silent in each other’s company as the sky grew gray with the coming of night, each content with their no doubt varied inner thoughts. The plan was to travel to the Academy in Aralene, making necessary stops along the way for the restocking of supplies. That way, Alicia had assured Marcius, he could join the institution with her recommendation backing him, and go about gathering info from within.
 
   As much as the thought of joining that damnable Academy sickened Marcius, he realized it was prudent and necessary to finish his training as a wizard. He still had much to learn, and the chances he would be able to locate another rogue wizard to take him under their wing was little to none. Also, since it was obvious their antagonist was a wizard, it would be the only way he had a chance at revenge once he found who was responsible for ruining his life. Vengeance has a habit of making people become the very things they hate, and Marcius was no exception to this rule, nor was the irony lost to him.
 
   Don't worry Marc, you and I are one, and our enemies will fall beneath our power, came the inner voice of Faerril, a near perfect image of his own. They will soon regret the actions they took on that day.
 
   Marcius gave a brief start in his saddle, which thankfully went unnoticed by his two companions. Last thing he needed was them worrying about him some more, acting as if they were treading on eggshells, afraid that he may snap like his father at any moment. He was still being caught off guard at the familiar's new verbal presence in his head. It came so close to sounding like his own thoughts. Faerril had only started speaking yesterday, picking it up as easily as a babe taking their first breath when being born, and the wyvrr was getting better at it, seemingly by the hour.
 
   The wyvrr's broken ribs seemed to have healed up remarkably quick, along with the injured leg. Marcius suspected some innate magic of the little beast had played a hand in the quick recovery.
 
   He knew instinctively where his familiar was, walking along side the big beasts they rode, occasionally daring to dart playfully between their legs, all under the clandestine guise of invisibility. Marcius wondered absently where Alicia's raven familiar was. Since he had nothing better to do, he allowed himself to fall into his nether sight, using the entrancing show of colors and motion to soothe the homesickness that was beginning to form in his gut.
 
   I hope so, Faerril. I'm not sure if perhaps I am biting off more than I can chew, or even if I am even up to the task.
 
   I don't hope, I know, Marc. It is our destiny. He felt the pointed stare of his familiar, no doubt hurrying to keep up with the long legged strides of his horse, even before the wave of confidence hit him, imparted from Faerril over their emphatic link. He didn't really have a response to that, so he just kept silent, letting himself fall into the gentle rhythmic pattern of his horse's gait.
 
   The breath caught in his throat as the slowly emerging stars began to mix against the eclectic swirling patterns of the nether realm, forming a beautiful backdrop of shifting art amongst the night sky. 
 
   Alicia had expertly led them to a suitable camping spot, far enough off the trail as to not attract unwanted attention, but close enough to quickly resume their course come the morning. Immediately they began to break camp, preparing to rest for the coming day.
 
   Marcius watched the sun reluctantly surrender to the darkness as he unfurled his sleeping blankets on the still damp ground. The only thing in his mind was how this was the first night of his new life and he had no father nor Master to guide him. Marcius was on his own, with only two companions with dubious reasons known only to them, to accompany him. He was both excited and deathly afraid at what the coming days, weeks, and years held for him. How many more nights could he look forward to watching the stars glimmer in the sky? Would he wind up like his father, stricken down by an unknown spell so terrible that it could cause madness within the mind?
 
   He shrugged inwardly, the motion doing much to conceal the anxiety he felt. Time would tell. What else could he do but wait and see?
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   　It didn't take long for the novelty of life on the road to wear thin. Five days, in fact, with at least another week and a half to go before reaching the city of Harcourt, where they would restock supplies before heading out again. Oh, of course Marcius still found it interesting, but the glaring annoyances that go hand in hand with having a ceiling of stars every night soon took center stage in his mind. 
 
   The books Jared liked to read never said anything about the sweat, pestering bugs, aching muscles, and uncomfortable sleeping arrangements, among other little annoyances. Not even the burgeoning autumn season gave them respite from it, for it was unusually warm this time of year, though the nights were still bone chillingly cold. It was a sharp contrast of extremes that made it difficult to fall into a comfortable pattern for the weary travelers.
 
   Perhaps it would have been more bearable if he had interesting conversation to dull the throbbing pain of sitting in a saddle all day, but unfortunately it had only taken three days to exhaust every topic that came to mind with the swordsman. 
 
   Alicia, on the other hand, had maintained a stony silence. She was relatively friendly to the pair, but distanced as well; only coming out of her private musings to direct the two rookie travelers from time to time. The only true reprieve from his boredom was from Faerril. The familiar had become increasingly chatty over the past few days, but there were still only so many topics a still infantile familiar could carry on with his Master, so in reality it wasn't much.
 
   They had set up camp this night about a hundred yards from the well traveled trading route they followed, within a small grassy knoll situated in the middle of the Solokivian woods, which they had been traveling through for the last day and a half. The woods were moderately thick, but compared to the Fae'lorea that he was used to, the difference between the two was black and white. The Solokivian woods seemed cheerful in that sense, a new experience for Marcius who had never traveled beyond visiting his Master. During the day he often saw small woodland creatures going about their daily business, the sunlight had cast checkered patterns through the canopy, and the night merely felt like a muted version of the day. No hint of the malicious sense the Fae'lorea usually cast upon a visitor.
 
   Unfortunately today there was no nearby body of water, no running stream or river, so the three had to content themselves with their hard provisions of dried jerky as they huddled crossed legged around the fire on their bedrolls. The nights were still cold after all. Marcius found that he disliked the texture of the jerky; it was hard to tear and left a bad aftertaste in your mouth. Still, food was food. He just preferred to swallow this with as little chewing as possible. "So," said Jared, obviously addressing Alicia, in between ripping his meal with his teeth, "What's the schedule for tomorrow?"
 
   Inwardly, Marcius was shaking his head. His friend had tried to prompt conversation from the introverted woman every night since they started. It always began with the same question and ended with her answering it with as few words as possible, then curling up in her sleeping blankets and going to sleep, or something dismissively similar. "Same as every day,” she replied, looking up from her own meal, the sea-green eyes darting back and forth between Marcius and Jared. "We are nearing the Golean plains, which will be a hazard since it is easy to be spotted on account of how flat it is. That can be a danger for a small group like us. I'm thinking we should perhaps join a trade caravan if we spot one along the way. In the middle of the Golean is Harcourt." At that, she diverted her attention back to her own piece of dried meat, the conversation apparently over.
 
   Jared looked a little put off, shifting around as if he was searching for some way to continue the conversation. Marcius had the urge to come to his friend's aid, but he didn't really feel like talking. The implications of his actions on taking this journey were just starting to sink in, and he found himself worrying about them more and more as time passed. "Didn't you go to Harcourt about four months ago?" Marcius blurted out before he even realized the words had taken form in his head. Apparently he wasn't as opposed to talking as he thought.
 
   "Yeah, I know the way. But Alicia knows the way beyond that, which I don't. She's done a good job so far, so I saw no reason to bring it up."
 
   The unexpected compliment seemed to pique the Mage's interest. "Thanks," she said, wiping her hands on her trousers in a distinctly unladylike fashion, having finished her food. "I had to make the trip to Rhensford alone, but I did it with a caravan, so I am mostly going off of memory."
 
   The fact that she was willingly forthcoming seemed to surprise both of them, but Jared was quick on the uptake, “You're a wizard. Why don't you just like, I don't know, use your magic or something? Can't you just appear at places on whim?" He slapped his hands together lightly to colorfully illustrate a poof of smoke. To most observers it would seem as if the blonde man was teasing the woman, to the point of being flirtatious, but Marcius knew the swordsman better than that. 
 
   It was an obvious attempt to piece some self-appointed mystery together. He had seen Jared do this far too often to not recognize it. In fact, the method of gathering information reminded Marcius a lot of the Bloodhound; apparently the blonde man had inherited more from his father than he would freely admit.
 
   "It's not that simple. The complexity of transporting an object, even more so a living person, over a great distance is difficult," she responded, seemingly a bit offended and not at all receptive to the dry humor of the comment. She reluctantly added, "And it's something that I just can't do yet. I've got a long way to go with my studies and developing my innate power before I can do something like that."
 
   But Jared was not one to be deterred as he gently added more wood to the fire, both literally and figuratively. He pressed on with fervor. "Well, what use is magic then? Is the only thing you can do is throw fireballs and blow things up? I mean, what use is it if you can't at least make yourself live comfortably?"
 
   Alicia rolled her eyes. "Of course not, I have used magic. Just because you're too much of a dolt to notice it, doesn't mean it's not there!"
 
   "Oh? Care to elaborate for us dolts? Preferably in small words."
 
   Instead the Mage reached over and grabbed her pack, tossing it to the swordsman. "Here look inside. It's where I have our food stored, among other things."
 
   "What? All of it? Impossible!" Marcius had to interject; the pack was little more than a small backpack. Most certainly not big enough to handle all the necessary food supplies for a two week, give or take a few days, trip. He felt a little dumber for not even wondering why their pack provisions had seemed so light.
 
   "I see. . . nothing!" Jared exclaimed, interrupting his friend as he stared inside the light brown pack with amazement. "Nothing but blackness."
 
   "That's because it is enchanted to hold more than any pack should. It sort of holds the items in a pocket of 'not space.' The pack will summon what you need, as long as it was put in previously. Just think of it and reach in. And Marcius, you of all people should know that nothing is impossible for those who can do magic." Marcius blushed at the criticism, with all that had occurred the past few days, his mind was still a bit addled.
 
   I agree, Marc. Nothing is impossible. I'm a living example of this after all. How could you forget me? It's not every day that you give a part of your soul to a creature, I would think.  Faerril interrupted in an offended tone, but the slight hint of levity over their emphatic bond they shared gave away the fact that he was just having a bit of fun at his Master's expense. The lithe creature was curled up invisibly on Marcius's bedroll, contently basking in the heat of the fire.
 
   You know, I liked you better when you didn't understand humor! Marcius responded wryly, making sure to impart the mental equivalent of sticking out one's tongue, just to show the little wyvrr that he, too, was only joking. Once he had explained the concepts of humor to the familiar, he had taken to it surprisingly well. He now used every opportunity to try out the newfound concepts, like a child with a new toy, much to Marcius's chagrin. Despite everything, he found himself grinning at the private conversation, something he had not done much of since this whole trip started. I must look like a madman, with this stupid smile on my face for no apparent reason.
 
   Yeah, you do look pretty stupid, Marc. I think it is an improvement. It's much better than looking ugly stupid.
 
   Marcius just shook his head, refusing to take the bait and offer the familiar further ammunition. He instead turned his attention back to his two comrades. Jared had attentively followed her instructions, inching his hand carefully into the pack as if it was the maw of some great monster. Marcius was amazed as the swordsman’s arm slowly disappeared into the confines all the way up to his shoulder. It was if the pack had swallowed it whole. 
 
   He watched as his friend slowly gained confidence, Jared was now rummaging around, a look of extreme concentration plastered on his face. Suddenly his eyes widened and his hand came out in apparent victory, a strip of the very jerky the three of them had been eating only minutes before in his steely grasp. "Amazing, and useful to boot!" he exclaimed, turning the food around in his hands as if to check if it was truly real. He sniffed it suspiciously.
 
   Alicia nodded. "It has its limits of course, but far more room than any mere pack. It also has all my supplies, books and such that I brought with me to Rhensford. Needless to say, it saves a fortune on shipping costs, since I don't have to pay for a boat to transport my things. My clothing is also enchanted by a friend of mine to weather the effects of hard travel, such as heat, cold, dirt and the like," she looked Jared in the eye pointedly. "I might also add, it was Marcius's fire spell that started the very fire we are all huddled around."
 
   "Why didn't you enchant it yourself?" Jared said, ignoring the later part of the Mage's comment and tossing the pack deftly back to her. Marcius noticed his friend kept the jerky for himself, though. Marcius had to hide a derisive snort, it was obvious that his friend was now just deliberately goading the proud woman, and that he had managed to help himself to second helpings in the same swift stroke! Though the food wasn't great, the quantity they had been eating wasn't nearly enough to really satisfy. Silently, Marcius both applauded and was jealous of his devious friend's methods.
 
   Alicia, apparently growing tired of the conversation and of answering questions, responded simply by laying down on her bedroll, and pulling the covers over herself until only her head was showing. She used the pack as a makeshift pillow. "Marc, you have first watch as usual," she said curtly before closing her eyes and turning her back to the two of them in the same motion. Marcius didn't mind, he preferred to take the first watch anyway, since he hated interruptions when he slept.
 
   "Well, you could've at least answered the question. . . " Jared mumbled to the back of the Mage, however she gave no indication that she heard him. With a sigh and a shrug, the blonde swordsman pulled up his own blankets. "I'll take second watch." he muttered, already half asleep.
 
   "As usual," Marcius quietly finished for Jared as the blonde man took refuge under the covers. With a sigh of his own, he stood up and sat on a nearby log, far enough away as to not disturb his friends, but close enough to keep an eye on things. The chilly night air was quick to take advantage, and Marcius shivered a bit in response. He enjoyed the cold though; it would keep him awake.
 
   Good night, Marc, said Faerril, the covers to his bed roll shifting as the invisible familiar worked his way into a comfortable position.
 
   You too. Sleep well.
 
   You know, I don't like leaving you alone. The familiar said. I worry about you. Thanks to the link between them, Marcius felt the half yawn the creature gave as it slowly succumbed to the pull of sleep.
 
   I'm okay. You don't have to worry about me. Just a bit confused with life at the moment.
 
   You're a terrible liar, Marc. The voice was a faint whisper in his mind's eye, the end part trailing off into nothingness. A moment later it disappeared completely, though the bond was there in the back of Marcius head, sated but still tangible. Faerril was now asleep; a small bundle of nothing in Marcius's bed roll.
 
   Time passed slowly without something to occupy his attention, each agonizing second seemed to last forever as Marcius watched the Wayfarer-a bright, orange-tinged star travelers could use to tell time by its position in the night sky, cross the heavens. Truly, this had to be the worst and best part about traveling all in one package. To be alone with your thoughts, with nothing but the gentle crackle of the fire and the sounds of the forest to keep you company. It was a period to reflect on the path that got you here and of memories past. Though, too often one does not like what they see.
 
   He found his thoughts shifting frequently to the words of his familiar and Jared. Both of them had been supportive, steadfast in their belief that he could somehow make this all work. Alicia, on the other hand, didn't seem all that optimistic, but grudgingly admitted it was a possibility. She seemed more interested in getting to the bottom of whoever was manipulating the Academy. Marcius could understand her feelings. Nothing rankled more than the proverbial slap in the face of being jerked around on a chain like some dog.
 
   He pushed such thoughts away from the forefront of his mind. He didn't want to dwell on what had happened, or what was to happen either. Marcius was half tempted to wake up his familiar, still sleeping soundly in his bed roll, merely for the added companionship and distraction. He resisted that urge though. If he couldn't do something as simple as this by himself, he probably couldn't go through the rest of his plan either, despite what Jared and Faerril said. Plus, the tiny wyvrr was obviously tired. It was hard for his short legs to keep up with the horses from the ground.
 
   Instead, he switched to conjuring small spells from the even smaller repertoire of ones that he had learned before his Master's death. He meant to keep his magical expertise in shape anyway, that way he would be prepared for when he got to the Academy. The ability of magic was one part of a wizard's energy, used with the guiding of the correct sigils and words. The energy would serve as a thread that held the nether together to form the spell. This, of course, drained the wizard, but it was akin to a muscle. One could work it and become stronger, allowing more powerful spells to be cast more frequently.
 
   As he stared at the small ball of fire rotating slowly in his palm, he still couldn't believe this was the result of his own power. Though the spell was taxing to keep sustained and he was already starting to feel a bit tired for his effort, Marcius knew he only had to fling it in a direction for it to expand and then explode upon impact, no doubt bringing devastation in its wake.
 
   Instead, using his nether sight as a guide, he slowly began to unravel the spell, pulling out the strands that held it together as one might the stitching of an article of clothing. It slowly became smaller and smaller as the swirling eventually stopped, giving one last stutter of defiance before winking out of existence. The dispersal of energy was a veritable nova to his nether enhanced eyes.
 
   "That was pretty nice Marc, very impressive," Jared whispered from right behind the apprentice's ear, chuckling as Marcius gave a brief jump of surprise. 
 
   His friend had somehow managed to sneak up behind him. Did the time pass so quickly that it was already Jared's turn to stand watch? Looking up at the Wayfarer, Marcius saw this was not the case. "Though, I do say, I thought you were supposed to be standing guard? Not sure if I can sleep as soundly knowing you are doing this instead. Kind of figured the whole point of being on watch was to watch?" The smile on Jared's face disarmed the jibe though as he sat down next to Marcius, tossing his friend something in the process. Marcius caught the object, which turned out to be half of the dried beef Jared had 'liberated' from the Mage's pack. It seemed as if he hadn't intended to eat it all by himself after all.
 
   "Hah, I know you practice your swordplay during your watch!"
 
   Jared nodded, not even bothering to argue the point. Instead he just sat there with his elbows on his knees, watching the camp as he chewed on the strip of jerky thoughtfully. Marcius turned to his friend. "So, why are you up? You still have about half an hour before your turn."
 
   "Couldn't sleep," he responded simply. Having finished his food, Jared picked up a small pebble, turning it around in his hand a few times before throwing it lazily into the woods. There was a brief thump of it ricocheting off something in the darkness. He reached down for another.
 
   "Why'd you do it?" Marcius finally asked, interrupting his friend's search for a new rock.
 
   "Do what?"
 
   "You know what. Why'd you provoke Alicia?" Marcius clarified.
 
   "Oh," Jared looked a bit disappointed, "I thought you were going to ask why I came along with you."
 
   "I assume it was because you are looking for adventure so you can be a hero or something like that. Chasing after your own goals even as you help me with mine."
 
   "Am I that transparent?"  the swordsman asked, mimicking a 'shot through the heart' motion, though the look in the blonde man's eyes showed Marcius his remark had hit close to the truth.
 
   "You really are. I don't mind. It's nice to have your best friend with you. Now stop changing the subject and answer the question."
 
   Jared chuckled. "Not sure really. I just can't stand this invisible barrier between us three. It's suffocating. I figure if we were all friends, the trip would go a lot smoother."
 
   "Annoying, and possibly getting her to hate us, is a funny way to become friends."
 
   "One must tear down before one can rebuild," Jared replied with a cocky grin. "As long as we treat her as a friend, more importantly a person, she'll warm up to us."
 
   Marcius couldn't really refute that logic, though the methods were still questionable. His friend wasn't done though. "Also, Marc, don't mistake my need to go out there and live a life of adventure with wanting to be a hero. Being a hero isn’t something I’m cut out for."
 
   "Isn't it one and the same?"
 
   Jared snorted dismissively. "Hardly. I seek adventure for myself. I'm not someone who you can trust with your troubles. Last thing I want is the burden of another person's hopes and dreams. It's a greedy way to look at things, but that is how I feel."
 
   "Why else adventure?"
 
   The blonde man stood up, pacing and thoughtfully stroking the ragged blonde fuzz that passed for a goatee as he considered Marcius's question. "Why not?" he said, pausing after a few moments of deliberation. "I've been doing a lot of thinking about this, ever since I found you in the clearing. At first, being a hero was indeed my goal. Truly, it was why I started even learning swordplay. I had this notion of saving damsels in distress, having kings seek me out for council, and epic battles at faraway places. But now I have become a bit wiser, I think. Now I just want to have my name known, to feel the taste of excitement on my lips. The rush that you get from accomplishing something, of leaving your mark on the world. What I know I don't want is the normal ho-hum life most people embrace. I feel like I am destined for something greater. The life of a peasant is not for me. Why do you want to learn magic, Marc? Is it not for the same reason? I mean, it had to be more than just a strange hobby, especially considering how people feel about it."
 
   "I'm not sure," Marcius admitted. "I enjoy it, to be sure. I used to think I knew why I wanted to, but now I am not so sure anymore. Seeing the bad side of something you love. . . " His voice trailed off for a few seconds. "Dryken damn me if I even know why I agreed to your crazy plan!"
 
   The blonde man smiled, wrapping his arm around Marcius’s shoulders and drawing him close. "Well, when your reason becomes known to you, when you find your muse, your inspiration, perhaps we will come to an understanding as to why we both accepted this journey." His other hand waved in front of Marcius, indicating the sky above them. “Now, go to bed. I'll take watch a bit early this evening.”
 
   Numbly, Marcius agreed, mumbling his thanks for both the food and the company as he shuffled by Jared. The words his friend had spoken weighed heavily with each step back to camp. Why had he been so quick to agree? Why did he feel such a strong need to take vengeance on those who had ruined his plan in life? Why was magic the first in his mind when he woke up, and the last thing when he went to sleep?
 
   It didn't even make sense. Magic had technically ruined his life and hurt those who he had held dear, so why was he out here chasing after it like some love sick fool? 
 
   No answers conveniently fell in his lap, and before he knew it, he found himself curled under the covers of his bedroll, gently prodding the sleeping familiar aside until there was room. It didn't take long for the hardships of the day to collect their dues, and the young apprentice soon drifted off to a fitful, albeit sound, slumber. Last thing he saw as he closed his eyes was the form of Jared Garalan going through various attack routines, the long blade of his flashing sword in the distant glow of the fire.
 
   For some reason, this brought a measure of peace to the troubled young apprentice.
 
   Nobody from the camp noticed the beady green eyes hungrily watching with rapt interest from the shadows of the bushes. . . 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 12
 
    [image: 00.png]The figure ran through the dark Solokovian woods, its steps fast, yet light, as to leave neither trace nor noise. Not even the gentlest dusting of leaves and fallen twigs that littered the ground gave warning to its passing. The breathing came out in short, barely audible, measured gasps as the shadow weaved its way around trees and branches. A clearing! It paused, head high as if it was straining to hear some noise or perhaps see something off in the distance. The sharp eyes gleamed a dull yellow as it scrutinized the open space with uncharacteristic studiousness. Finding nothing amiss, it continued; picking the fastest route through the underbrush like a fish in water.
 
   It warily crossed the clearing, as time was of the essence and the movements were one part urgency and two parts excitement. Had an observer been present, they would have noticed the shadow from the pale moonlight was revealed, in fact, to be a goblin, the creature's midsection covered in what barely passed for dirty rags.
 
   The form was gangly, standing at almost six hands tall and probably only around forty some pounds. Physically the goblin race was deemed fairly weak. They were not considered pretty, usually a sickly color, like fresh vomit, long noses with even longer ears, and ragged tufts of hair and warts in odd places. Hygiene wasn't on the top of their lists, so one could usually expect the package to be completed with a foul stench of sweat and grime. Much couldn't be said for their intelligence either.
 
   Generally goblins were a simple lot with simple needs. The problem stemmed that most of the time the needs were gotten at the expense of others. If a goblin could get something easily, they would take it. If they could get it easily and cause some mischief in the process, all the better.
 
   This particular goblin held all the characteristics and went by the name of Squibs. Even as he hurried to report the information he had gathered, a feral grin managed to worm its way on his face, showing a row of pointed yellow teeth that gleamed menacingly in the moonlight. No doubt the Boss would reward him for being so clever! It would assure his spot as the number one goblin amongst the band.
 
   Of course, Squibs was the only goblin, but cause and effect had never been his strong suit, so that fact was lost on him. Squibs was eager to please, for though the Boss was tough, he was also fair. He treated even Squibs as an equal. In an age that goblins were looked upon as either a resource to exploit or just plain disgust, it wasn't something the goblin was initially used to. But he knew he liked it.
 
   Liked it enough to brave spying on a group of wizards, even!
 
   The fact that the Boss hated wizards made it all the sweeter! Squibs didn't like the finger waggling demons either, since his former master had been one, a rather mean wizard to be specific. Squibs still carried the scars from that period of his life. Maybe he could manage to salvage a souvenir when the Boss was done with them? A finger or ear perhaps? He did need a new trophy to adorn his necklace, after all. It took all the meager willpower Squibs possessed to not rub his hands together in unfeigned glee. Oh, yes! The reward would be grand, but secretly Squibs yearned even more for the honest praise he would receive.
 
   Even a goblin has feelings.
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   "We're being followed," Alicia stated, the proclamation coming as a complete surprise to both Jared and Marcius, for they had been traveling for a couple of hours and had seen no indication of anybody else even being around. The forest seemed to edge even closer at the words, as if they too were part of the plot. It made the narrow trail they were riding appear all the more claustrophobic. They already were ducking under stray branches and limbs as it was. "Just keep riding, show no signs that we know this."
 
   "How do you know?" Jared whispered back, concern etched in his face and voice. He gently prodded his horse forward a bit, as close as he could comfortably get to the woman. The brown horse nickered with annoyance.
 
   "My familiar told me. I've set him to watch us from above every day since we've started this. Apparently our 'friends' have been following us for about an hour now."
 
   "Your. . . familiar. . . " Jared echoed. It hadn't really occurred to him that Alicia would have one too. In fact, he had completely forgotten about Marcius's familiar. Where were these tiny creatures? He hadn't seen a trace of them since they started this journey. "Damn wizards and their secrets. . . " he muttered under his breath.
 
   "What do they want? Why are they following us?" Marcius asked, bringing up the rear, a slight tinge of uneasiness beginning to creep into his voice.
 
   Both Alicia and Jared stared back at the apprentice with a look of disbelief. "Marc," the blonde swordsman started, speaking slowly, "think about it. We are travelers. All alone. In the middle of the wilderness. What do you think they want to do? Shake our hand and share campfire stories? They're bandits, Marc!"
 
   Marcius swallowed. "That's what I was afraid of.”
 
   "Eh, buck up. We've got a wizard, an apprentice, and a great swordsman. We'll be fine if we play our cards right." Jared smiled back, which did much to alleviate the feeling of terror that was beginning to latch its icy grip on Marcius's thoughts and actions. "So, what's the plan, Alicia?" The blonde man continued calmly, as if he was discussing something as trivial as what was for dinner. He shifted around on his horse to face the Mage.
 
   Don't worry Marc. We will be fine, Faerril echoed. The bandits won't know what hit them! They deal with wizards this day, not mere peasants or hapless merchants!
 
   I hope so, Faerril. It'd be very much of a letdown if my journey ended before it really began.
 
   Marcius could feel the swirling orbs of his familiar's stare, the anger from the creature palpable in the hot afternoon. The sun will set with a few less bandits to worry travelers. The familiar promised darkly. 
 
   A statement which surprised Marcius, for the vehemence in the tone was very uncharacteristic of the tiny creature. He turned in disbelief to the tree line, to where he knew the wyvrr was using the trees as a method of travel, darting among the branches like a cat.
 
   Where did you learn such mannerisms?
 
   Where else? From you. After all, our minds are one. I know what you know. I am what you are. Perhaps a bit more, but certainly no less.
 
   "You got that, Marc?" Jared intoned, looking back at Marcius and breaking the apprentice from his startling internal conversation.
 
   "Hm? Sorry, I was talking with my familiar."
 
   Alicia waved off the apology. "Don't worry about it. Your role in this is basically to stay out of it."
 
   Without knowing why, Marcius found himself bristling at the way the Mage had said that. As if he was insignificant, or too stupid to be of use. "Excuse me? Why is this?" he asked, trying to keep the annoyance out of his voice.
 
   "You're an apprentice, with little to no training in casting under pressure. Plus the amount of spells you probably have learned is either not useful or too specific to deal with a battle. You'd get in the way," Alicia responded bluntly.
 
   "A fireball can help," Marcius said simply.
 
   "A fireball can hit friend or foe, and a botched fireball helps nobody. Just listen to me, alright? Jared will have to guard me as I cast, so his hands are tied. Just stay near to us and, more importantly, stay out of it," the Mage countered in a voice that indicated the debate was now over.
 
   Marcius sighed in defeat, allowing his horse to drift a bit further behind the pair. His hackles were still figuratively raised, as if Alicia’s comment was a personal attack, and he hated allowing her the last word on the matter. 
 
   But he also knew she was right. He couldn't see himself being able to cast even the simplest spell when some gruff bandit was swinging a sword in his direction. Messing up a single arcane sign or even tripping up a syllable could mean disaster. Marcius remembered several of Antaigne's warnings of what had happened to wizards when their spells went awry. If one was lucky, death was the only thing they would get for messing up.
 
   Still, the other side of his brain reasoned, she didn't have to brush him off! He was not some petulant child, someone to be scolded and told what to do every step of the way! He could help! No, he vowed silently, if the opportunity presented itself, he would show them exactly what he was capable of. He would earn their respect. 
 
   He'd just have to wait until it was safe to do so. No sense in taking unnecessary risks and doing exactly what they warned him might happen. They were doing this damn journey for him anyway! All in a bid to hopefully get to the bottom of whatever plot Marcius had unwillingly become a part of. If he couldn't get his own friends to treat him as an equal partner in this endeavor, he had the feeling he was destined to fail.
 
   A still brooding Marcius noticed the mage was sitting strangely stiff in her saddle, allowing the horse to pick its own way along the thin trail with only an occasional nudge to keep it moving. Her mouth was moving unintelligibly and her hands moved quickly yet discreetly, forming what Marcius realized were sigils. He spurred the horse forward a bit just to make sure. After a few seconds it was confirmed. She was casting! Acting on a hunch, Marcius allowed his eyes to slip into the realm of the nether, the waves of now revealed energy rippling around him. As he suspected, several "nodes" of the nether swirled around the Mage, encased in intense white energy. Alicia's energy.
 
   They are spells, Marcius realized as he studied the orbs, ready to be released at a moment’s notice. So, those are quick cast spells. . . Marcius thought, remembering the last lesson he had with Antaigne. He watched as the rich energy of the nether tried to break free from one of the tethers, but Alicia was quick to rein it in, her own white energy smothering it before it could escape. Marcius thought back to how hard it was for him to maintain a simple fireball, and here was Alicia holding several spells at bay that were most likely more powerful than a fireball. Humbled by this display of power, Marcius found his respect for the woman had grown, though the anger still remained.
 
   "Alright, according to Karhol, and as I suspected, there is a larger band waiting in ambush further down the trail," Alicia whispered, her voice somewhat strained, no doubt from the exertion of maintaining the quick casts. "What I don't get is why do they have so many waiting for us? Karhol says they have at least a dozen and a half. We are only a small group and they can't know that we are wizards. . . it just doesn't make sense," she added, her brow scrunching up in puzzlement.
 
   "Perhaps they just ambush whoever goes down this trail? No matter the number?" Jared offered.
 
   "Maybe. . . " Alicia still seemed doubtful.
 
   "Why don't we turn around, kill or escape from the ones following us, then avoid the larger band?" Marcius whispered.
 
   The Mage shook her head, "The ones following us were probably sent for exactly that reason. Most likely to serve as a signal if we do anything suspicious."
 
   "Still, if we can avoid them, I think we should."
 
   "That's not—"
 
   "—an option, Marc." Jared interrupted, finishing the sentence for the Mage, which caused the woman to click her tongue in agitation. "We can't give up the knowledge that we are expecting them. The value of surprise is huge in something like this. We can't play the game on their terms, or else we very well could wind up dead. Running isn't possible either. They probably know these woods far better than we do. The trails are much too dangerous to take full advantage of our horses and they could have horses as well. I'd rather end it here and now, than worry about them sneaking up on us in the dead of night."
 
   Though the blonde man's words rang with truth, Marcius didn't have to even look at Jared's face to know that an eager smile would be plastered on it, behind twinkling amber eyes. Jared was looking forward to this. He would seek out the encounter despite other options being available. It was the adventure the swordsman dreamed about every day. He could see the profile of Alicia on her horse in front of him. She, too, sat erect in her saddle, alert and poised, her attractive face flushed with budding excitement. Marcius felt his heart flutter a bit at sight of her, but he shook that thought as soon as it formed.
 
   Instead, he growled a bit in frustration at the duality of the situation, grabbing the reins of his horse so tight that the leather dug deep furrows into his palms. Every fiber in his body was telling him that something was wrong with this. They were riding so nonchalant into the very heart of an ambush! 
 
   The worst part was that his two companions were seeking it out, as if they were trying to prove something! Damn it all, whatever happened to fear being the normal reaction to fighting? He just wanted to be left alone, to be allowed to do what he enjoyed. It seemed as if fate had a different plan for the apprentice. Why did things never go according to plan or desire?
 
   So be it, Marcius promised grimly after a few moments of intense internal debate. If things are so adamant about coming up despite my wishes, I will meet it head on as Jared and Alicia do. He realized during the course of his thoughts a grim grin of his own had found its way on his face, matching, more or less, the ones his companions wore.
 
   Oh, the irony. . . 
 
   The trail gradually grew wider, the well beaten path extending outwards until all three of them were able to ride next to each other with room to spare on either side. They were now traveling through the remains of an ancient river bed, and the edges began to become rockier slowly rising in height until they extended around the travelers, like an impromptu funnel of solid stone and dirt topped with thinning vegetation. 
 
   Looking up, Marcius could just barely see the hills beyond. They were littered with caves and recesses. Gray boulders, worn smooth by time and the elements, were strewn haphazardly. The trees were sparse now and far less thick, for root was hard to find in the rockier terrain. Though bushes and other types of small foliage flourished wherever there was room.
 
   The part that made his blood run cold and drove away the bravado he had been building up was the fact that, even to his inexperienced adventuring mind, it was obvious this spot was perfect to ambush someone. Any of the numerous shadows above and beyond them could hide a person, someone waiting until the time was ripe. 
 
   The sun shone through the thin overhanging trees above, forming a puzzle of light and darkness which played tricks on the eyes. Steep, rocky sides now reached up and around, almost in a complete circle. It was as if they were riding through a nature made tunnel that had the top lopped off. Marcius's imagination pictured several featureless sneering bandits, just out of sight above them, waiting to reach down and slice off his head with wickedly edged blades.
 
   He began to see people where there were none. The shadows held innumerable terrors to his rampant imagination, and he found himself jumping at every noise and movement he saw out of the corner of his eye. How far was the ambush again?  He tried to ask, but all that came out was a staggered wheeze. His tongue was stuck to the roof of his mouth, which, along with his lips, was completely dry, leaving a nasty tasting film in its place.
 
   The gentle gaits of the horses were also nerve-wracking on the apprentice. Each soft clop of the hooves on the dusty path seemed to seal his fate, walking ever steady to where they knew lay a group of people that intended to kill them. 
 
   His heart stuttered when Alicia stopped abruptly. "Get ready," she said softly.
 
   Jared gave Marcius a confirming glance, and the swordsman's amber eyes did indeed shine brightly. No doubt his chest was beating just as fast as Marcius's, but for an entirely different reason. Marcius's head betrayed him, nodding his affirmation to Jared before he even had time to reconsider. Alicia led them forward, gently urging her horse to a half trot, forcing Marcius and Jared to hurry to follow suit.
 
   The attack came quickly and without warning as the brown stallion's cloven hoof hit the soft, well trodden earth a third time. The deceptively gentle zip of arrows filled the air and their ears, spooking the skittish horses and causing them to rear in distress. Marcius was thrown off immediately, even as he reflexively took cover at the noise. He managed to avoid the brunt of the fall, coming up in a disorderly sideways roll. The scared horses took off, leaving a trail of reddish-brown dust that hung about obscuring vision. Marcius counted himself lucky he wasn't trampled or riddled full of arrows in the rush.
 
   He looked up and saw the answer to why he was not a pincushion. More than a dozen black shafted arrows hung about suspended in the air, stopped as if they had hit an invisible wall of air. It must have been one of Alicia's spells. Another volley came, and was similarly halted, hovering about like a swarm of angry insects before dropping to the ground.
 
   Jared and Alicia managed to dismount with a bit more dignity than Marcius. Already the two were pressed up against the wall in a defensive position, the swordsman out in front, flashing blade in hand. Jared gestured frantically at Marcius to join them.
 
   I have to reach them! Marcius felt vulnerable out here by himself, with at least half a dozen yards between him and his friends. No more arrows flew, but they also had not seen hide or hair of their attackers. No battle cries, no promises of death, not even the bright glint of unsheathed weapons. Nothing but the gentle rustle of leaves in the cool afternoon breeze.
 
   Marcius's legs protested as he forced himself up quickly, intent on getting over to Jared and Alicia.
 
   Marc, above you! Faerril's cry took precedence over the myriad of other thoughts and priorities that danced in his head, and he ducked instinctively, turning as he did so, right as a sharp jagged spear stabbed where he had been moments before. 
 
   The attacker seemed a bit stumped as to why it felt no resistance of yielding flesh, the spear flailing a bit before a head peeked over the lip to check out the situation. A green face peered back at Marcius. The goblin's nostrils flared a bit as it flashed him a derisive toothy yellow sneer before disappearing back into the brush above him, taking the spear with it.
 
   Thanks, Faerril. 
 
   Alicia and Jared are in trouble! The familiar responded, not bothering to acknowledge the gratitude.
 
   Marcius had completely forgotten about those two. A quick glance behind him confirmed what the wyvrr had said. The defensive position the pair had taken also trapped them. Two gray skinned oggrons and a human used long spears in a similar fashion to what the goblin had done to him, jabbing at Jared and Alicia from above the overhang like they were a pair of cornered animals.
 
   The attacking bandits kept their faces wrapped with what looked to be dirty white towels, while the rest of their bodies were sheathed in a rag tag ensemble of leather and ill-fitted mail armor, most likely 'liberated' from previous, less fortunate, victims. The only thing on them that seemed to show any semblance care of was the weapons they wielded. They were well made, sturdy, and noticeably sharpened to a killing edge. None of the bandits carried less than three visible weapons, ranging from deadly knives to swords of all shapes and sizes, not including the wicked spears they were using to attack his friends.
 
   Jared was hard pressed to keep the spears away from them with his shorter sword, and it seemed as if Alicia didn't have an answer to the dangers, for no spells came forth from her either.
 
   Marcius's mind hurriedly skimmed through the limited options available to him. His vantage point from across the path gave him an open shot at the attackers above without risking hurting his friends, but what spell was appropriate? Time was rapidly ticking by, any moment someone could attack him again, since there was no doubt that many more bandits were hidden all around them. 
 
   Hurry, Marc! Hurry! Faerril practically yelled as two more bandits joined the siege, jumping off the ledge to land lightly in front of the pair. One held a nasty dirk and short sword, while the other chose a more direct battle axe, stalking in with an air of confidence. They all knew being attacked from above and in front would be too much for the pair to handle.
 
   He took the first spell that came to mind: a simple bolt of pure nether. It wouldn't kill them most likely, but it would cause some serious damage nonetheless. "Icantium engrio!" he mouthed, his dry lips cracking painfully as his nervous hands formed the sigils as quickly as they could.
 
   He pulled the energy around him, condensing it into a single pulsing ball. It heeded the call and came forth. Pointing his finger at one of the oggrons above his friends, he gave the nether a gentle push, releasing the design of the spell. A stream of soft green light issued from the fingertip, arcing deceptively quick to impact against the creature's chest.
 
   There was a sharp crack as it struck, the snapping of bone painfully audible. The oggron gave an off-balanced lurch forward, trying in vain to remain erect, but eventually gravity proved the stronger and it came crashing down, narrowly missing its companions below it. The body hit the ground with a wince inducing thud. It lay very still.
 
   Marcius could only gape stupidly at the result of his spell, his mouth hung open in amazement. It is one thing to daydream about casting a spell offensively. It was another thing to do it. The full realization of the power he wielded came to the surface with full force, along with the particularly frightening memory of the lesson he learned when he was getting his familiar items. He, Marcius Realure, was a force to be reckoned with? Would he, too, one day play with the lives of men, just like the dagger and cloak at Ken's place?
 
   There was a moment of stunned silence as all participants also paused to consider what just happened, though it lasted scarcely a second before an ear splitting roar of pure anger split the peace in two. The last remaining oggron leapt from his perch above Jared and Alicia, landing heavily on the trail a scant half dozen yards from Marcius. He roared again, throwing the spear he had been using to the ground in obvious disdain. Instead, the brutish creature reached up to the huge greatsword strapped to his back. He drew it forth easily, way too easily in fact. No human could have wielded the cumbersome weapon as naturally as this creature did.
 
   Even the two fellow bandits that had been approaching Alicia and Jared from the front had to shirk away from the sheer unbridled power and wrath of an angry oggron.
 
   That was a fatal error on their part, for Alicia used the distraction to unleash one of her quick casts, the bright blue flash of lightning cracked the air and struck the one distracted bandit before leaping in kind to his friend. They both shook violently for a second, suspended by invisible puppet strings, before falling to their knees in shock. The putrid smell of burnt flesh rose in the air from their smoking bodies as the strings were cut and they went face flat into the dirt.
 
   Like their fallen oggron friend, they too lay unmoving.
 
   None of this mattered to the angry oggron, who even now held Marcius's eyes with his own beady ones. Revenge flashed behind the orbs, a clear window to the promise of death behind them. With a throaty growl, the oggron hefted his sword high above him and charged.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 13
 
    [image: 00.png]"Excuse me, Headmaster, a moment of your time please?" came the eager voice of Dentaige, a balding middle aged wizard giddy with excitement as he approached. The long black beard that spilled down to just below his chest was just beginning to show traces of pepper, and the simple gray robe the man preferred did much to hide how skinny he truly was. Judging by the state of his attire, it also would have been safe to assume the man hadn't slept much in the past few days. Still, the energy the wizard practically oozed would have been considered unexpected to those who did not know Dentaige well. In fact, to most people, it only seemed to increase the older he got.
 
   Denician sighed inwardly. He didn't have much time to spare, and anyone who had ever spent a moment studying at the Academy would quickly discern that indulging Dentaige usually resulted in signing the next hour or so of your life away, as the excitable man could probably talk a dragon out of its own skin. 
 
   Still, as the Headmaster of the Academy it was his duty and Dentaige was certainly a well respected member. A bit eccentric, but a veritable prodigy when it came to magical discovery and theory. So with a strained smile of acceptance, he nodded. "Sure, old friend, please do tell me what has you in such an uproar? Surely it must be great news? Pray tell, keep it short though, I have an important meeting soon."
 
   The wizard's head rapidly bobbed in agreement as he fell into step with Denician. They made their way through the huge halls of the Academy as the Headmaster walked to his office. Archways of enchanted swirling marble and old paintings of famous wizards bear witness to their passage as the old wizard prattled endlessly about the goings on within the Academy, detailing the various dramas that inevitably came to pass whenever people of power gathered under one roof. 
 
   Denician only listened half-heartedly, quietly bidding his time until the long-winded wizard got to the real reason of why he needed to talk to him, nodding here and there when the situation prompted him to do so. He had to keep an eye out for where they were heading.
 
   To walk through the halls of this building without careful situational awareness could be dangerous. Only people so enraptured with their own business, such as Dentaige, could do so with any confidence. Whether or not it was wise was another argument entirely. Though there was the irrefutable proof of the wizard’s old age, so he had to logically be doing something right.
 
   The site the very building was founded upon was a nexus of energy, a place where nether gathered like moths to a flame, and it didn't help that the sheer amount of magic that was practiced here by the wizards only added fuel to the proverbial fire. Magic reverberated in the air like notes of music, tangible even to those without the gift to utilize it. The arcane saturated every facet of the place, from the very stone and marble that comprised the walls to the forks they used to eat, the end result of such a concentrated gathering of magic was a place where strange occurrences were common place.
 
   There were things that went bump in the night here. In fact, it went bump pretty much whenever it deemed fit.
 
   He didn't bother trying to explain some of the things he had seen spawn from the odd habits of these hallowed halls. After all, good wizards sought to perfect their control over magic, great wizards realized they had none. Occurrences ranged from the harmless, such as dancing lights randomly appearing and disappearing, to the dangerous, such as the time the odd peculiarities somehow summoned a drake to the very courtyard situated in the middle of this building.
 
   Denician shivered at the memory. The large creature had taken wing, but instead of escaping through the open roofed courtyard, it had directed its anger at the nearby first term apprentices, scattering them like ants as the hot steam issued forth from the great maw of the beast threatened to sear the flesh from their very bones. He had been among those apprentices, but instead of running to get help from a Magus, he found himself entranced by the fierce beauty of the creature. A creature that gave most wizards pause. It was humbling to the say the least. 
 
   He had to have it.
 
   By the time a Master capable of handling a drake had arrived on the scene, they found that Denician, using a little bit of ingenuity, a lot of luck, and the Academy's penchant for huge, ornate chandeliers, had managed to trap the beast. 
 
   After the astonishment wore off, the issue came up about what to do about the drake. They had wanted to slay the beast and be done with it, but Denician had argued fiercely, instead insisting that he had another use for the proud, but dangerous, creature.
 
   Another use indeed, nothing less than a drake familiar would be acceptable for one such as you! Yhgolanic, his familiar, interrupted. The voice was large and powerful in his head, as one might expect from a creature several hands taller than large horse, but it was something he was used to. 
 
   No doubt the creature was high above the Academy as usual, large wings beating against the air as it glided among the wind currents. The emphatic link allowed him to feel the sheer bliss that accompanied such actions, the pleasurable sensation of biting cold air that flowed over his familiar's body, rustling the bright blue scales as it banked for yet another dive through the clear azure sky. He briefly entertained the notion of how the citizens of Aralene would react if they could see the invisible drake above their city.
 
   Don't be so coy, Yhgol. You know you enjoy it!
 
   Indeed, the familiar admitted. It does have certain. . . perks. Still, I long to travel alongside you, something which the size of this form does not always allow.
 
   I could always shrink you. There are spells that could help you there.
 
   Spells that could get past my scales? the drake countered smugly. The ones that can are unnatural at best, and still painful. The reshaping of bones and tissue is a feeling that cannot be described.
 
   True, my friend. I'll look into it. See what I can find.
 
   Yhgolanic snorted, Alright, I'll hold you to it then. Though I think it would be prudent to do so hurriedly. Who else will protect you from yourself, if not me? Also, if you even think about turning me into something like a rat, I will wrap my tail around you and squeeze until such notions no longer exist! Or you pop like an overly ripe grape, whichever comes first.
 
   I've done well so far, my friend, and I'm sure your concerns are not biased at all. Plus, I think you would make a cute mouse, or perhaps a chipmunk. The image of a drake's dragon-like head on the body of a rodent he imparted along with the comment caused a great roar of conceding laughter from the familiar, the deep voice echoing in Denician's head like it was an empty cavern.
 
   "Well? What'd you think?" Dentaige's voice managed to pierce the haze, the large brown eyes wide in anticipation of Denician's answer.
 
   "Sorry, I missed the last part," he apologized, "My familiar was—"
 
   "Carrying on in conversation?" the wizard offered, chuckling with good humor as Denician nodded. "No worries there, Headmaster. Trust me, we all have such things in our heads, and we all have had that blank glassy look on our face at some point! To begrudge another fellow wizard for such a thing would be hypocritical at best!"
 
   Denician smiled back. “Caught me there, old friend. Allow me to make it up to you. What was it that you asked?" he nodded to a few members who gave greeting to the pair as they walked by.
 
   "Well, like I said, I found this most curious entry in the archives, which you know I love to peruse from time to time." Denician rolled his eyes at that statement. Dentaige practically lived in the archives. "I found a rather interesting thesis on the nether from some unknown wizard. The name seemed to be erased from the records, for I tried to cross reference it, of course."
 
   Denician nodded, it wasn't an uncommon punishment for wizards who had betrayed their oath. When an apprentice was inducted into being taught at the Academy, they were required to pledge their abilities towards furthering the quest for knowledge of magic. They were not allowed to use their power for political gain. Martial involvement, such as fighting in armies was not discouraged however. Denician always found it morbidly amusing. A wizard was allowed to use his power to light groups of soldiers on fire, but not to become king. 
 
   Death, execution of familiar, and forever to be removed from the records of even being a wizard, were among the punishments given out, depending on the severity of the infraction.
 
   "The author stated that he believed the nether was not another dimension of power that overlaps our own, like most wizards are lead to believe."
 
   Denician's brow rose up in surprise. "Well, that is a common belief, something which we have not questioned in hundreds of years. What does this mystery wizard think it is then?"
 
   "Well, he claims it is a door."
 
   "A door?"
 
   "To other worlds, planes if you believe the Grianiare Law of Worldly Composition. The realm of the nether is the pathway that connects it all," the balding wizard clarified. "Which would explain why our supposedly omnipotent Gods don't even have power over it, since, if you believe everything else, it would make sense that the Gods of one plane could not extend their control over to another plane, or even the connecting 'road.' Though they can extend their control in a rudimentary fashion over nether that seeps into our world, as Avalene has showed. This is all speculative of course."
 
   "Well, if this is true, what does it matter?" Denician asked, though he was pretty sure he knew the direction this was going. He had heard similar theories before, even believed them to an extent, but it wasn't feasible or practical to pursue.
 
   "Well, if one could, in theory, insert yourself into the nether. . . " Dentaige let the question hang, and it didn't take a scholar or sage to get what was implied. There was just one problem, well, two problems.
 
   "First off, my friend, I respect you as a fellow member of our establishment, but I must point out a few glaring flaws in your hypothesis." Denician didn't miss the mischievous twinkle in the older man's eye, there was more to this than he was telling, but he pressed on anyway, "First off, there is no spell that allows for us to breech that boundary. You wouldn't be the first who thought about it. Every attempt to create a new spell to allow so has failed, horribly. Often to great disaster to the countryside or the local populace. Secondly, that is hardly a new theory, someone who. . . 'peruses'. . . the archives as much you should know that. History is awash with such thoughts."
 
   "Had you told me this two days ago, I would have agreed, " Dentaige started, the budding excitement in his voice growing, pretty much giving away that Denician had walked right into a trap, "But the thesis brought up an interesting point and route to achieve it. Why is there no word for 'life' in the language of the Kra’nael?" he asked, referring to the language that controlled how magic worked.
 
   “Because the Goddess Avalene, when she sealed off our world from the rest of the Pantheon, did not intend for wizards to have power over life. That is something left for the priests that show devotion and such. There is no word for 'death' either." Dentaige nodded at the response, a perfect answer from someone as studied as the Headmaster.
 
   "Why is there no word for 'nether'?"
 
   Denician's eyes widened as he began to see what Dentaige was going for. "Because. . . she doesn't want us to control or have any interaction with the nether?"
 
   "Yes, and what is the first rule of wizardry?"
 
   "Just because it hasn't been proven, doesn't mean it doesn't exist!" they both said in unison, laughing a bit.
 
   "So," Denician summarized, "you are saying that if we could find out these words, no doubt lost from most, if not all, texts of the language, it would allow for us, in theory of course, to create spells that would be able to test these ideas of yours?"
 
   "In a nutshell, yes. Finding them could very well change the face of Faelon itself."
 
   "Well, my esteemed colleague, how are you going to find them? I mean, it seems an intriguing prospect to say the very least, but it's also a shot in the dark, at best. One would expect for the Goddess to make it difficult to acquire such knowledge."
 
   "Well, I was thin—oh bother!" Dentaige exclaimed as they opened the door to the next hallway.
 
   A maze of thorny hedges greeted them, the sides twice as tall as they were, adorned with wicked looking barbs, all within a windowless, but well lit with no noticeable light source, room about fifty yards in length and width. It certainly had not been here mere moments before, but neither Denician nor Dentaige was truly surprised with that particular fact.
 
   It was an odd and annoying habit of the Academy to change its form and layout, seemingly without pattern or plan. Doors would appear that lead nowhere, walls would spring up, the very inside the building would change drastically from week to week. One day a particular hallway would be straight and narrow, with luscious red carpet paving the way, the next day, it could be a maze of cold stone walls, or a massive marble tunnel lined with mirrors and various doors that opened to blank rooms or simply didn't open at all. The possible variations were as numerous as grains of sand in a desert, and about as comfortable to navigate. Never was the decor change overtly dangerous, but it still didn't stop a few apprentices disappearing without a trace every few years or so.
 
   For whatever reason, and Denician suspected it was some powerful enchantment cast by the original founding cadre of wizards, any room that was claimed by a person remained unchanged. So people could live and study within the Academy without fear that they find all their belongings gone, but it didn't stop the building from making the route there difficult, nor did it change the fact that it could shift the location on whim.
 
    Denician was still privately hoping that it would shift his own office closer to ground level sometime in the near future. It was such a bother to have to go to the fifth floor every time he had business to do, or wanted a spell book from his study.
 
   One could not gate within the Academy in order to avoid traveling the auspicious hallways. The swirling energies that surrounded it made it dangerous to even attempt, playing havoc on the precise spell work needed to achieve even small distance travel. One thing even the best minds of the Academy could never understand was why the energies only affected gating and similar spells. Everything else could be cast with nary a hitch. As if the very building itself deliberately blocked such attempts for the sole reason that it could force the occupants to 'enjoy' the fruits of its labors.
 
   Most visitors questioned as to why they continued to study and live at such a troublesome place, if they didn't run out screaming in superstitious panic first, that is. The typical response was that the nexus of energy was perfect for the wizards. Nowhere else in all of known Faelon was there such a high concentration of it, so the occupants of the building tolerated the eccentric nature with little more than a consenting nod and wry grin.
 
   Though Denician often found himself pondering that very question from time to time. Was the advantage of such a buildup of nether really that essential? Sure, it fueled the myriad of experiments practiced within these walls, and it most certainly made spell casting a relative breeze, but Denician came to believe it was more than that. The wizards had become used to the peculiarities, that much was true, but somewhere along the journey of familiarity they had all come to consider this their home. A place where they could mingle with others of like mind, without worry of the mistrust and rumors of the common folk that nipped at the heels of wizards like angry dogs.
 
   Still, as Denician ran his fingers through his shortly cropped black hair, looking at the room they had to get through made him question it all over again. His initial reaction was to torch the maze to the ground or enact a flying spell to soar over it, but knowing the damnable unseen hand that made such things, it was probably immune to common practices. He would have to do it the hard way. He had painfully learned long ago to forget most thoughts of an easy direct solution to such things. "Care to do the honors, Headmaster?" Dentaige said with an upraised eyebrow, the veteran wizard probably came to the same conclusion he had.
 
   He nodded, taking off the pendant that hung about his neck. It was a simple looking thing, barely more than a milky red stone strung through with a thin, black rope coated in wax. But the innocuous object was essential to every member of the Academy, for they all had one on their person, the enchantment contained within was too useful to ignore. This was the secret to how they navigated the ever changing building, for contained within was a rather clever spell that always allowed the wearer to instinctively know where their destination was.
 
   Allowing his eyes to become attuned to the nether, he gently added energy to the stone, as one might scoop up sand and pour it into an hourglass. Slowly it began to glow a light blue color, a gentle pulse rocking the jewel from its depths. Once he was satisfied that it was sufficiently charged, he dropped the nether sight. Holding the necklace up by the rope, he gave it a gentle tap with his finger, causing it to swing softly like a pendulum. He held it so that the arc of the swing reached its apex toward the maze entrance, the pendant gave a bright, but brief, flash of light, indicating that the holder should head in that direction. It would allow Denician and Dentaige to navigate the maze with unerring ease.
 
   "Seems to be working. Shall we?" he asked the older wizard, indicating the maze with a flourish. Dentaige was quick to nod his agreement, and thus they set off, following the instructions of the aptly named True Sight Pendant.
 
   "So, my friend, care to finish up what we were discussing before we ran into these. . . complications?" he asked conversationally after they spent a few minutes within the mysterious confines of the maze.
 
   "Ah, well, truth be told, I'd rather just formally pen up a request for what I have in mind. I just wanted to present the idea to you myself. You know, get your expert opinion and such. Make sure I wasn't chasing dragon feathers," Dentaige responded brightly, though Denician noticed that the older wizard seemed to be deliberately avoiding eye contact.
 
   He is lying, came the mental voice of Yhgolanic, the feeling of distaste lacing the familiar's words. He's not even good at it, the drake added with an offended huff.
 
   He agreed with his familiar's observation, but decided not the press the issue. Most likely the only reason the older wizard even sought him out today was to convince him to agree to the project before he officially requested the go ahead, which no doubt meant leaving out certain crucial things that he knew Denician wouldn't like. 
 
   Denician was patient though. As the Headmaster, all things eventually had to go through him, so he could afford to sit back and wait in a lot of cases. Still, he made a mental note to keep a close eye on this nubile project, and that was only if he even gave permission at the end of all this word play.  He was not above taking back promises when it concerned the safety of the Academy's members and charter rules.
 
   It did irk him though. Dentaige was the last wizard he expected to act like this. He considered the wizard as one of the few members of the Academy who wasn't overly ambitious, instead, content with his station in life. Dentaige lived for his projects and research, the drama and backstabbing typical to the Academy was beneath him.  Even if this particular project would have been a bit risky, most likely Denician would have given the go ahead because he trusted the wizard. To have him try and use subterfuge and roundabout ways to get what he wanted. . . well that worried Denician all the more. Was it because it was far more dangerous than he let on, or did ambition finally find a chink in Dentaige's armor?
 
   Whatever it was, lying didn't fit the personality of Dentaige at all.
 
   The rest of the time spent working through the maze passed by relatively painlessly, and small chat dominated the conversation between the pair as they followed the necklace's instructions. Dentaige was in the middle of a particularly amusing story concerning a first year apprentice and a botched growth spell when they found themselves at the exit to the room, staring at a large, well burnished oak door, and thanks to the pendants, they both knew it was the hallway leading to his office.
 
   "Well, Dentaige, it certainly was an invigorating conversation. I do expect for you to finish that story later, but as for now, time is short so I must take leave. Thanks for the company, old friend."
 
   "Not a problem, Headmaster. It was an honor. I will draw up a proposition on my idea today as well. It'll be on your desk come the morning," he responded, taking out his own pendant for the trip back.
 
   Denician nodded. They briskly shook hands and he then left the wizard to find his own way back, feeling guilty at doing so. Navigating that maze alone would be such a chore. He walked hurriedly through the thankfully normal hallway to where he knew lay his office, the heels of his boots clicking loudly on the now brown stained tiles.
 
   He paused before the mirror situated over his office door. Denician didn't consider himself an overly vain man, but that didn't stop him from being critical of the image presented within the reflected depths. 
 
   Light blue eyes sat within a rugged face, though lines of stress and dark circles under the eyes could be seen marring the edges, testament to someone who maintained two important, often conflicting, positions of leadership. He wore his black hair short, in the traditional militaristic cut of the Morlian army, though he did allow the brief shadow of a beard to grace his face. Try as he might, he could never get it to come out uniformly, always cutting the ragged excuse for facial hair off, only to stubbornly try again.
 
   Denician didn't look anything like someone in his late thirties, instead coming off as a slightly worn younger man, a fact he attributed to his attire. He always preferred bright robes, awash with expensive blues and reds, ornately cut and of the finest fabric, such as the ones he wore now. It also did wonders to hide the fact that unlike most wizards, Denician was rather muscular from a life on the road, which certainly didn't do well for making him look like a venerable Headmaster, though recent years had indeed added a bit of flab to his frame.
 
   Taking a weathered hand, he smoothed over some imaginary wrinkles on his robes, then thinking about who waited for him within his office, he also realigned a few wayward strands of hair, feeling ridiculous at doing so the entire time. What would someone think if they walked in on the Headmaster fussing over his looks like some adolescent child? He snorted at the thought. Having finished, he gave one last glance over the image in the mirror; it was satisfactory.
 
   You look fine. Stop preening yourself like a worried hen. His familiar cut in, sarcastic as usual.
 
   I am not 'preening' myself. I merely wish to present the best possible image to our guest.
 
   The large drake coughed audibly in his head, to no doubt show his master what he thought of that idea. Whatever, you could walk in after wallowing in the mud like a fatted pig and she would still like you as you were. She's smitten, and you're blind. A perfect match. You'd both be much better off if you dropped the pretense.
 
   Yhgol. . . he responded warningly, anger starting to flare.
 
   I know, I know. Keep my nose out of it!
 
   He decided to ignore the drake, letting the anger at the words slowly ebb away. Everyone was a little self-conscious, so it wasn't too big of a deal. At least that's what he told himself to relieve the sting of the observant familiar's words. Now that he was done up proper, he could finally turn his attention to getting into his office.
 
   Denician never locked the door to his office. What normal locks could keep out a wizard anyway? The only locks on the rich redwood door were ones of common sense, and if that failed, the exploding wards and other traps placed beyond the portal would be more than enough to deter the ones woefully lacking wisdom.
 
   It did make getting into the room a bit troublesome though.
 
   Delving into the nether, he attentively reached out to the runes and glyphs that adorned the edges of the door, ones that he himself had drawn and empowered. The symbols recognized the touch of their maker, the energy patterns were unique after all, and allowed themselves to be shutoff, making the door once again safe to pass through. He breathed a great sigh, for though it wasn't feasible, he always entertained the notion of what would happen if they didn't recognize him. There were no absolutes in the realm of magic. It was enough to make him cautious; picturing their splayed remains on the floor and wall usually did that to people, if not more.
 
   Still, it didn't compare to the nervousness he felt now that the path was clear. There were butterflies fluttering about in his stomach, something the powerful wizard was not used to feeling. He steeled himself, taking a few deep, steadying breaths. The words of Yhgolanic resurfaced in the back of his head at the posturing. The contradictory part of Denician bristled at the memory, causing him to stride forth suddenly though the door, full to the brim with confidence he didn't have.
 
   The study was a moderate room, crammed full of far more things than it was designed to hold. Books and scrolls stole every inch of the wall and surrounding book cases, spilling over to form large piles of written knowledge upon the floor. Everything else was covered with the various knick-knacks and gifts one would expect from a Headmaster of a wizard institution. Staves, wands, and bottles of ingredients shared what little space was left, among stranger objects, such as the Minotaur horn standing alone among the papers like a lost child. A single desk, simple in design, stood proudly in the middle, the last remaining semblance of order amongst the chaos that had consumed the rest of the room.
 
   He had always meant to clean and arrange it, but life and station had other plans for him and his time. He often pondered shirking the duty off to some unlucky apprentice, but just couldn't bring himself to trust someone in his room, touching his things. Denician took some comfort in the fact that it was at least organized into piles, instead of flopping about randomly. He always managed to find what he was looking for, and that was enough, wasn't it? Though it did make him feel a tad embarrassed during certain visits from guests, such as the present.
 
   A large red brick fireplace took residence in the corner, near the only window. The fireplace was magically enchanted of course, and already the woodless flame was alive, filling the space with just the right amount of heat to make it comfortable. An old coat of arms was hung above it, a shining silver knight rearing up on a majestic mount surrounded by flowery wreaths. It was a relic left behind by the previous Headmaster, something which Denician had never cared enough to remove.
 
   In front of the fireplace floated the owner of the voice that made one of the most powerful wizards in Faelon shiver in both dread and anticipation. The emotions so similar in his addled mind that it was hard to tell the difference.
 
   Most people would have thought it a ghost, and for its part, it did indeed look like one. The form was obviously of a lithe and graceful young woman, standing a mere half-head shorter than the six-foot Denician. The body took on a muffled white hue, with just the slightest hints of silver amongst the translucent image presented. Long strands of wispy, waist length hair, just as pale and white as the rest of the body, flowed behind her as she closed the distance between the two of them, walking right through the desk as she did so.
 
   "You're late, my love," the melodic, sensual feminine voice that issued forth from the specter, and the memories it induced, stopped the Headmaster in his tracks as surely as a solid stone wall.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 14
 
    [image: 00.png]The sword went out and intercepted the spear, using the hand guard more so than the actual blade to deflect the clumsy strike. Jared danced back from the other spear that followed in the first one's wake. "Marcius, get away!" he shouted, hoping perhaps his friend would be jolted into action at the sound of his voice.
 
   If the apprentice did hear him, he didn't acknowledge it, nor did he show even the slightest hint of movement. He just stood still, feet firmly planted and mouth agape in a look of stunned disbelief as the roaring oggron closed the ground between them.
 
   "Damn it, Mage! Do something!" Jared screamed, on the edge of panic, pleading to Alicia behind him.
 
   "I. . . I. . . can't! Not yet! I'm saving. . . " she stuttered back, apparently grappling with some internal argument.
 
   He growled in response, taking his frustration out on the spears that were once again thrusting in to skewer the pair. He slapped them angrily aside with his sword. Damn it all! It was obvious that the bandits were not trying to kill them. The spear wielders on the rocky outcrop above them were merely herding the pair, for the strikes were lazy and without conviction, easily turned away. The three of them were hopelessly outnumbered, and yet, the bandits had not revealed themselves fully to take advantage of that, instead sending out only a few to play this cat and mouse game.
 
   Furthermore, he felt so damn useless. He couldn't do much. His sword was a poor weapon when fighting the length of the spears. He couldn't get close enough to take the inherent advantages of a long sword. At best, he was stuck to a stagnant defense, biding his time until an opportunity presented itself.
 
   What he didn't get was why were they acting like this? Where was the battle he yearned for? Was it some tactic that he just didn't understand, or was it just inexperience on their part? No answers were forthcoming, and he could only powerlessly watch as death descended in on his best friend in the form of an angry oggron and a gleaming great sword.
 
   He felt torn. He couldn't abandon the Mage, because she was the only hope they had of getting out of this alive. But damn it all, Marcius was also his friend!
 
   Three more spears, and their owners, landed lightly on the ground in front of the pair, pretty much sealing the promise that there was no escape as they stalked carefully in. No spells came forth from Alicia either, and without her help, Jared didn't think they could break free to assist Marcius. They would be ran through before they even got five paces to the apprentice.
 
   Things looked bad.
 
   He saw a goblin sneaking up on the rocky ledge above Marcius, long spear in hand, while another host of black shafted arrows fell from the air like deadly rain. Alicia's enchantment stopped the arrows like before, but the spell seemed a bit weaker, for the missiles had gotten further and even trembled before dropping lightly to the earth. The enchantment was wearing off. Soon there would be no spell to shelter them.
 
   Okay, things looked very bad.
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   "Marcius, get away!"
 
   He heard the cry, but he just couldn't physically bring himself to listen to the warning. Every muscle in his body felt frozen stiff, and his mind was as blank as a freshly wiped slate. It was all he could manage to simply watch the oggron charge down on him.
 
   Time seemed to slow down in the wake of his impending doom. His life did not flash before his eyes, or any of the other things that was often said to accompany those looking into the face of death. Instead, it was as if his senses had heightened to an unfathomable degree. Every detail of the scene before him became surprisingly clear. From the way the dust rose with each heavy footfall of the oggron, to the crude individual stitching that held the non-uniform leather scraps together into a vague semblance of a chest piece.
 
   Step. The oggron was only a few paces away now.
 
   Marcius.
 
   Another step. Almost within striking range.
 
   Marcius!
 
   One final step. The sword swung down in a heavy two-handed swing that bore the full brunt of the several hundred pounds of muscle and anger behind it.
 
   MARCIUS!!
 
   Faerril's cry somehow released the restraints on his legs, though all he wanted to do was run away. Indeed, it was this very need that now spurred him into action and probably saved his life. He managed to throw himself to the side at the last possible moment, right as the heavy sword came crashing down, barely missing him.
 
   Though the near miss did surprise the oggron, the grey skinned fighter was no novice in battle. Battle honed reflexes caused the one hand to release its grip, shooting out to narrowly clip Marcius on the shoulder, turning the apprentice's last second dodge into more of a half spin and keeping him in line for an attack. With a sharp twist of his hips, the oggron shifted the sword into a vicious one-handed horizontal slice that would have probably cut Marcius in two had the apprentice not lost his balance and tripped on an outlying rock.
 
   The air was blasted from his lungs as he hit the ground hard, and the sword cut harmlessly right above him. It was so close that he could feel the air that ruffled his hair in its wake.
 
   Marcius's luck had run out though. Now he was prone on the ground, coughing and desperately trying to just orient himself. He was barely able to form a coherent thought, nonetheless dodge an attack.
 
   He kept his eyes closed as he gasped and coughed, fully expecting to be skewered at any moment. But in the several tense seconds that followed, no such strike came. Marcius dared to hope that perhaps his attacker had relented, that he had been shown that unexpected bit of mercy, sparing him from death. Such thoughts were dashed as a strong hand latched around his neck like a vice, lifting him up easily.
 
   Marcius's feet were dangling now as his hands alternated between beating at the arm that held him aloft, to gripping it in order to stop himself from choking. He flailed, he kicked, and he struggled, all of it to no avail. The arm was unwavering, and the grip was getting tighter with each passing second. His chest burned for air, but all attempts to breathe were cut off by the oggron.
 
   He dared to open his eyes and glance at his attacker. Beady black orbs greeted him, staring unwaveringly back. Obviously the beast took immense pleasure at watching the life slowly ebb from Marcius’s body. His limbs were moving sluggishly now, and Marcius could feel the sharp edge of his mind begin to dull as his body started to fail.
 
   He was going to die, and there was nothing he could do to stave it off.
 
   The oggron suddenly released a bit of the pressure, allowing Marcius to briefly fill his greedy lungs with precious air. It was only a momentary reprieve, the equivalent of giving a parched man the merest hint of water. The gray hand again tightened, and finally Marcius realized the beast was toying with him, giving him the brief shadow of hope only so it could derive the pleasure of taking it away.
 
   Something in Marcius snapped at the realization. The sheer audacity of the oggron's actions had triggered some deep chord within him, an inner rage he didn't know he had. Things could not end this way, they just couldn't! He had too many plans, desires, and ambitions left undone. He just couldn't accept that everything he had done up until now was for naught. Briefly, he wondered where Jared and Alicia were. Why had no help come from them?
 
   Of course, it was one thing to take offense. It was a whole other thing to do something about it. What exactly could he do when the oggron seemed to literally be holding all the cards in this morbid game of life and death? Physical response was out of the question. He couldn't even free himself from one arm, nonetheless deal with the whole being. Never before had he felt so powerless.
 
   Logic would dictate that this of course left only magic he could turn to. Unfortunately, logic brought along with it the fact that he could only cast spells with verbal components in the spellwork. His hands were too busy keeping himself from choking to even begin to form the arcane signs required for anything beyond that. With his limited spell repertoire, that only left one possible spell that he could use to free himself. And that spell would probably kill him.
 
   That is if the oggron didn't get wind of his casting and kill him first.
 
   Looking into the dark eyes glowing with triumph was all it took to convince Marcius and chase away any lingering doubt. With a sense of resignation, and as the edges of his vision started to darken, Marcius began muttering the arcane words under his breath, hoping that the gasps and wheezes of his struggle also masked his casting.
 
   It was a race against time, already he could feel himself dizzy to the point of passing out. Would the oggron kill him, or would he reserve that honor for himself?
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   Damn it all! Alicia cursed under her breath. Marcius is going to die if I don't do something!
 
   As much as she hated to admit, she had began to think of the pair she traveled with as something akin to friends, even that insufferable Jared Garalan.  Though she was adamant about keeping the burgeoning emotions under wraps, for it was something that scared her as much as the prospect of losing the newfound precepts.
 
   This was the first time she had been away from the Academy since she was a child, the first time she had spent time with people her own age who were not Academy students. The Academy was a place of too much ambition and duality to readily accept a hand open in the gesture of friendship. One had to protect their emotions in that place; it was for magic, not feelings. The newfound freedom allowed her to lower the emotional shield around herself, allowed her to prioritize and take joy in something other than learning magic and the quest for power.
 
   And now it was all going to be taken away.
 
   Again she tried to cast, only to interrupt herself as she had to quickly shift to the side, the tip of a wicked spear flashing in where she had been. The quick casts she maintained tugged on the edges of her consciousness, begging her constant attention as they threatened to slip free and disperse themselves back into the nether from where they came. That was something she couldn't afford.
 
   Still, frustration ran alongside of the growing doubt that perhaps this was a fight they couldn't win, that they might die today. She couldn't find an opening to even begin casting a spell, leaving only the three quick casts that she had left to depend on. Two of them were designed to cause devastation to a large group of people. Something which she thought would have been useful given the current situation. But she had miscalculated.
 
   No large group presented themselves as targets for her spells, something she had not expected when she selected her spells to be quick casted. All the tales she heard of bandit attacks seemed to indicate that they usually overwhelmed caravans and attacked with surprise. So she had chosen spells that could deal with large masses of people. The three bandits in front of them, and the two above them, hardly counted as a large group of people.
 
   All had gone according to plan when the bandits had attacked with the arrows. That was something she expected. The appearance of sparsely grouped bandits and the continued keep-away game they were playing was what she didn't expect. What use is a storm of fire on only one or two of them? She couldn't even aim for the bandits on the ledge above them, since the spells made no qualms about hitting either friend or foe.
 
   And now, since both Jared and Marcius were depending on her, it would seem as if they were doomed. Try as she might, she couldn't think of a way to make it work. Not as long as she was forced to keep dodging these damnable spears. Not to mention the enchantment that permeated the air around the trio, rendering all missiles useless, was about to wear off. She wished that perhaps she would have taken a bit more training in casting under pressure. The bit she had taken did not account for the very real terror that arose when your life was on the line.
 
   No, she had grievously blundered.
 
   There was only one chance that she could think of. The third quick cast was a magical shield, strong enough to hold spell and sword from touching her for a brief couple seconds. She could use it to escape the side of the cliff wall, to escape the trap of those spears. Drop a fire storm spell right on top of the three bandits in front of them, then use her spell as cover from the ones above her. 
 
   It was a waste of a quick cast and it would leave her vulnerable, without Jared to defend her, but what other choice did they have? She could use the reprieve to save Marcius, and together they might be able to form some type of defense.
 
   It was their only hope.
 
   She allowed her eyes to slip back into the nether, preparing to shield herself. She dared to briefly glance over at Marcius, half out of fear that her companion, maybe friend, might already be dead. No, she let go a shaky breath, thankfully he wasn't. It looked like it wouldn't stay that way for long, however. 
 
   Something caught her eye: the telltale gathering of nether around the apprentice. 
 
   What could he be casting?
 
   Her green eyes widened. She recognized the spell! There is no way he could be intending to cast that!
 
   Alicia barely had time to redirect the shield spell as Marcius dropped a fireball at the ground below his feet.
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   Thump. Thump-thump. Thump. Thump-thump.
 
   A heartbeat. It was the first thing Marcius was aware of. Strong and unrelenting in its cadence. The feeling of warmth against the side of his face and his chest, and the familiar swaying motion made him realize he was being carried. Elation flooded through him at the realization, they must have won! Somehow he had not died when he lobbed that fireball, and Alicia and Jared must have beaten the bandits!
 
   Last thing he remembered was angrily spitting in the face of the oggron as he launched the spell at the ground, defiant in what he thought would be his last action of life. How acutely the anger had consumed him then, driving him to stay awake despite the waves of dizziness that tried to force his attentions elsewhere. The eyes of the oggron, oh those terrible black eyes! It was the urge to drive away that gleaming victory contained within the darkened orbs that had allowed him to force out the correct arcane phrases despite the iron-hard hand clamped around his throat.
 
   And now that he was alive. . . 
 
   He let go a sigh of relief, only then noticing how much his body ached. The skin on his lower half felt singed, as if it was rubbed raw, and a throbbing headache had developed in the brief time he had been awake. There was a nasty taste in his mouth, like slime, but he ignored the urge to spit it out, not wanting to ruin the moment. He was too content with just basking in the glow of victory to be worried about such mundane things as being uncomfortable. 
 
   They had won!
 
   Something wasn't right, he realized slowly as his mind awoke fully. The pieces didn't fit. Why was he even alive? Marcius had seen the devastating effect of a fireball when he practiced the spell behind Antaigne's cottage. The spell had cut a swath of destruction in about a five foot radius from the impact point, even the rock itself had fused together in the heat. There was no way he should have been able to survive that. 
 
   Not that he was complaining.
 
   Who was carrying him? Jared, though strong for his build, certainly wasn't up to the task of carrying an injured person any long distance. And the very notion of Alicia carrying him was absurd, though the mental image did make a flutter go through his stomach. Then who could it be? Perhaps someone had found the three of them, injured from the fight, and was bringing them back to their place to be nursed to health? Marcius found he liked that thought. He could use a bit of pampering, and he did feel beaten up.
 
   It occurred to him that he could answer his question by simply opening his eyes, but he now realized he was afraid as to what he might find. He liked the conjuring of his imagination and was loathing to part with them. Reality had a habit of letting people down.
 
   The gnawing sensation of 'wrongness' grew stronger the longer he tried to ignore it, until he could do it no more. Slowly he opened his eyes, the light a painful intrusion to his deprived eyes and he was forced to squint as it eventually grew clearer.
 
   He screamed.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 15
 
    [image: 00.png]"Boss, the raiding party has returned," Alec informed, parting the flap of the tent and sticking his blonde head in.
 
   The Boss of the Solikivian bandit group merely nodded his confirmation. The young bandit nodded in return then exited the tent, the flap stirring gently at his leaving. The commotion outside gave weight to the boy's words. It was the shuffling of feet and of voices eagerly mingling to learn what had transpired, and judging by the general tone it would seem as if the jaunt had been a success. The familiar excitement of a returned raiding party hung about the air, but it was something that brought no positive feeling to the Boss.
 
   The man sighed, running his hand through his coarse, long black hair. He wondered what his wife and child would have thought if they could see him now, a thought that he would often dwell on during his brief moments of solitude. The great and honorable Gregory Lecorix, former Captain of the Lorinia Royal Guard, playing leader to a bunch of bandits?
 
   All things considered, he had managed to climb up from a proverbial hole in the ground. He had once been a homeless exile, reduced to wandering Faelon in mindless despair. Too cowardly to take his own life, and too ashamed to settle down, he hid from himself and his past by joining a loose collection of bandits, hoping perhaps somebody's sword, or perhaps the bottom of a mug, could put an end to his misery.
 
   Fate continued its mockery. Instead of finding death, he found himself the leader of the group when the previous Boss passed away. In fact, it had been Gregory's own sword that had sped the old miser onward to the afterlife. The thing that surprised him the most was how eagerly he accepted the mantle, using the guise of leadership as yet another shield from his past.
 
   He did garner results though. Ironically his training and knowledge of the army allowed him to cull the rag-tag group of people together into a well disciplined fighting force. All races were accepted in his band, merit alone decided who received accolades, and he treated everyone fairly. He even took the same portions out of victory spoils that they did, instead of demanding a larger part for merely telling them what to do. It also didn't hurt that he knew how the army operated, which allowed the group to stay several steps ahead of any legal repercussions. Even the infamous Bloodhound was thrown off the trail more than once.
 
   And how they loved him for it! He had assembled probably the most loyal group of bloodthirsty criminals in all of Faelon. It was this camaraderie, so rare among bandits and thieves, which allowed their group to flourish when all others floundered straight into the local dungeons and subsequent chopping blocks.
 
   Yes, he had done pretty well for someone exiled for murder.
 
   But it was just so empty. The life was shallow and he found himself often just going through the motions. Once he got the band running smoothly, once his energies no longer had a direction or purpose, inevitably his thoughts would sink back to what had got him there in the first place. His family, his friends, and his honor, all of it stripped away in that one costly act of rage. Anger is fleeting; but grief is eternal. The old adage served him well.
 
   He had murdered a wizard in cold blood. Murdered a wizard who was in service of Lorinia, simply for the fact that the senile old bat had the guts to accidently unleash a spell in the midst of his soldiers, then nonchalantly laugh it off. His own son had been in that regiment.
 
    Every injured soldier he had seen ever since that day took on the face of his beloved son. He had spent too many years fighting, been in one too many battles, and it all came to a head. Something inside of him snapped, unleashing an all consuming hatred. It didn't take him long to seek out the wizard and run him through, simply to quell the growing madness in his heart.
 
   The way he looked at it, wizards were indirectly responsible for his current state of apathy and despair. They were nothing but a bunch of finger waggling demons that played with powers beyond their control, treating normal people and their lives with similar irreverence. He was well aware that the reasoning made little sense in the grand scheme of things, but when had mankind ever followed the precepts of logic?
 
   The ensuing silence from outside the tent was his cue to make an appearance. They were waiting for him. Just like children wanting to be told what to do. Gregory paused at the exit of his tent as he ran through the mental checklist required to be successful as a bandit lord. Intimidating armor? Check. Weapons displayed in a casual, yet overtly threatening manner? Check. Scowl? Check.
 
   He knew it was critical to maintain a certain appearance. Everyone has their roles to play, and being a leader was just one of them. Though Gregory seriously doubted a real bandit leader would need to run through that mental list, it should be something that comes naturally. 
 
   This only served to further indicate that this really wasn't his role, but fate had decided otherwise. Perhaps the thing that scared him the most was how he still went along with it. Once a murderer, always a murderer. . . Still, the notion tugged a brief derisive smile to his lips. In the end, it was what everything was reduced to: a role to be filled.
 
   And so he left the tent, pushing the deerskin flap aside. The dreary mid-afternoon light assailed his eyes, casting the fellow members of his band as indistinct shapes, all crowded around something of interest, even as the pungent aroma of cooking meat and burning wood from the nearby campfires filled his nostrils. He found himself marveling at how his very presence quelled the few murmurs from the surrounding crowd. It was a gesture of respect; respect he had earned and stalwartly reinforced.
 
   It didn't hurt that he looked the part; something which he silently and grudgingly admitted. At just a hair over six feet, he was well muscled from years spent on the battlefield in service of Lorinia. Several wickedly edged curved blades lay at rest on his belt, ready to be brought to bear at any moment, along with meticulously kept black leather armor with interlinked links of metal that had obviously seen, and persevered through, many battles. 
 
   Scars, a visible monument to both lives he had led, covered almost every showing part of his body, along with a particularly nasty one that ran its way from the bottom of his right ear, across the cheek, coming to rest at just touching the edge of his lip. But it was the cold as ice, blue crystalline eyes that sealed the deal, reinforcing the fact that this man was not one to be trifled with. 
 
   He could, and would, do anything he pleased.
 
   "Boss. . . you're not going to believe this." A small blonde man, barely more than a child really, pushed his way through the crowd.
 
   "I won't believe what, Alec?" he responded, crossing his arms.
 
   "We. . . uh. . . seem to have caught the wizards. . . alive."
 
   Only now was Gregory aware as to why he was the focal point of his band's attention. Every pair of eyes (or in case of some people, just a singular eye) was trained on him, eagerly anticipating his reaction at the news. It was no secret that he hated wizards, though the exact reason for it was never disclosed to them. 
 
   A mixture of eagerness and anger gripped him as he made a beeline for the crowd, which respectively parted as he approached. Sure enough, in the center, three figures, hands and legs tied and mouths gagged, lay kneeling along with a gathering of knapsacks and bags, what he could only assume was the spoils of the raid. The figures, a woman and two men, were watching the crowd with expressions ranging from alarm to unsullied loathing.
 
   Another surprise awaited Gregory as he finally got a good look at these so-called wizards. By the Gods! They are nothing more than children! A score of years at most!  His band didn't seem to care, for now that the Boss had arrived, they brazenly started to hound the prisoners. 
 
   Jeers, taunts, bawdy suggestions, and insults were thrown with abandon, each one becoming more and more frenzied in execution and delivery. Gregory even allowed himself to briefly become caught up in the elation of the situation, taking a bit of perverse pleasure in seeing the panic now grace the features of all three of the prisoners.
 
   Slowly, though, his feelings turned from excitement to disgust. When had he fallen so low as to derive pleasure from such an act against his natural grain? These people were nothing more than children! 
 
   They represented not the aloof, unfeeling, haughty wizards he had grown to hate. He had to do something before the crowd worked itself up to more than just throwing words. "Quiet, all of you!" he shouted, anger evident. The crowd immediately settled down and listened, exactly like the obedient children they were. "What are we? Animals? No, we are bandits, and bandits we may be, but I will not have us acting like uncouth louts! I want the prisoners in my tent for questioning, and a full report by the raid leader, including casualties, within five minutes! Loot will be distributed after I am done interrogation. Now clear out of here, the lot of you!"
 
   At that, he spun around on the heel of his boot, not waiting to see if they complied as his black cape swirled in a small whirlwind of fury, and stomped his way to his tent. Angrily he flipped aside the deerskin flap and plopped himself down on the large pillow in the back, one of the few luxuries he allowed himself, and struggled to calm down. 
 
   The lamp, resting on a crate in the corner, flickered violently at his passing, as if a reflection of what boiled under the surface. It wouldn't do for his prisoners to see him in such a state. They were, at the very least, wizards, though it would seem as if time had yet to twist them into the image he hated.
 
   He disliked seeing his people act like that. It confirmed a truth that he tried to deny. They were, at their very basic, nothing more than a band of bloodthirsty brigands. He had tried to give them order, form them into something beyond a gathering of witless people out for only themselves. It had worked, but only while he was around. It took so little coercion to revert them back to their original forms.
 
   A small cough roused him from his private contemplations. Looking up, he saw his second in command, Rorian, standing politely in front of him. The man was as much as an oddity in the band as Gregory was. Rorian had all the makings of a bard: a flair for the dramatic and aptitude for music, in addition to a healthy dose of charisma. How he had become a part of the band was something not even Gregory knew, for the man had been with the group as long as anyone could remember. Though, he admitted that he had come to enjoy the intelligent man's company, in addition to the music he provided the men during the frequent lonely nights. But it didn't stop him from scowling anyway, the events prior still fresh in his mind.
 
   "What do you want, Rorian?"
 
   His second in command just smiled, not at all fazed by his Boss's bad mood. "You've requested a report, Boss. If you recall, it was yours truly that led the successful expedition, since you had prior engagements." Gregory waved for him to continue. "Your strategy worked out brilliantly, sir. We kept ourselves sparse and spread out, as you suggested. The wizards were obviously confused and little spell play came forth from them. Any attempts to cast normally were thwarted as we sought out to capture one of their party. We managed to do so, and they were quick to surrender in lieu of us killing him. Again, as you thought they would, sir."
 
   Gregory nodded, happy that wizards were still as predictable as ever. Now came the part every leader was loathe to hear. "Casualties, Rorian?"
 
   The red haired man licked his lips, and then continued. "We only lost one, to a spell cast by the woman. It was Yori, sir, fried by a bolt of lightning. We had two more injured, one when the lightning jumped from Yori to him, and Krag was struck in the chest by a spell. We suspect he has broken ribs. But, all in all, it was a smashing success, sir. No pun intended."
 
   Gregory grimaced, Yori was a good man. "How did Gragis take it when his brother was struck?"
 
   Rorian's huge grin told him exactly how the protective oggron took it. "Not well at all, sir. We thought the oggron would kill the one man. He nearly in fact did, but somehow the wizard had released a spell in an attempt, we think, at killing both of them. A suicide with extras, if you will. But the spell must have gone awry. Nothing came of it besides an unconscious wizard and a very confused, Gragis."
 
   Gregory's eyebrow rose up in surprise. That was something different. The wizards he knew would never do such a self destructive thing. He didn't know whether to be impressed at the bravery, or to mock the foolishness of the failure. The young man continued, undaunted. "Anyway, sir, we found no trace of these familiar creatures you told us to look out for. But, again at your suggestion, we tied the fingers together and gagged them; ensuring no spell play will come forth from them. They await your summons outside."
 
   He was impressed. They had managed to catch a potentially dangerous group, alive. So very rarely did plans ever follow through without some mishap muddling them. He had fully expected, when asking Rorian to capture the group alive, for the raiding party to come back with significantly less members, and the heads of the wizards on the end of their spears.
 
   "Good job Rorian. Split up any money evenly among the members of the raiding band for me then. Make sure to give a bit extra, taken from my share, to Gragis and Squibs respectively for their roles. Report back to me a full inventory of everything else acquired, after you are done."
 
   "As you will, Boss" Rorian paused at the entrance. "By the way, sir, I must say, you were magnificent out there. Really inspiring. Perhaps I should compose a song of the incident? The Ballad of the Bandit with a Heart?"
 
   Gregory couldn't help but to laugh, "Rorian, kiss my ass some other time, okay?"
 
   Rorian grinned in response, not at all abashed by the tongue in cheek reprimand, then quickly exited before the full wrath of the Boss could descend upon him. Again Gregory chuckled; Rorian had managed to brighten his mood considerably.
 
   Gregory rubbed his chin thoughtfully as his mind settled back to the matter at hand. What were three wizards doing wandering around in the middle of the forest by themselves? He had been initially wary of attacking the small group. Although he hated wizards, he didn't want a disaster to befall his band, something that could have been a poignant reality had the wizards been more experienced. But if there was one thing he learned, whether it was the battlefield or everyday life, information was the key to power. Wizards were power incarnate and they didn't just travel around for nothing. He couldn't just let them traverse around freely.
 
   "Send in the prisoners!" he yelled.
 
   In came Gragis and the three wizards, the thickly muscled oggron towering above his charges. He was quick to push them to the grassy floor in front of Gregory, a rough and not very subtle reminder as to where the power lay between the five of them. 
 
   Gregory smiled wryly, it was a bit rougher than his, admittedly small, conscious would have liked, but he couldn't argue with results. The immense presence of Gragis would go far in the upcoming questioning. A bit of anger flared within him at the sight of the wizards, but he was quick to suppress it. He had to go through this with a level head; vengeance was something he could pursue later.
 
   He took the time to study his prisoners, using the enveloping silence as yet another way of instilling dread. The first of them was a rather scrawny lad, with unkempt sandy brown hair. His eyes wore an expression of fogged glass, as if he wasn't all there. Judging by the bruise blossoming on the boy's face, like a purple-black flower, it would have been safe to assume that he was only just coming back to his senses. Gregory wasn't too impressed with him, really.
 
   In the middle was a much taller lad, with long curly blonde hair and amber eyes, which bored straight into Gregory's, contempt and anger palpable. The Boss was impressed with this one, not many people could stare back at him like that without eventually losing the contest of wills. The blonde man intrigued Gregory, for the experienced part of him sensed this one was cut from different material than his two companions. He gave a mental shrug. He had all the time in the world to find out exactly how.
 
   The last of the three caused him to narrow his eyes, a bit of anger once again rearing its head. He had seen that expression far too many times, the haughty set of a face that viewed everyone else as beneath them. Poised like a coiled viper. It took considerable willpower to not just whip a dagger across the space between them, for the sharpened weapon sticking out from an eye socket would no doubt erase that smug look from her features. He did admit she was attractive, with her vivid green eyes and beautifully pale complexion, but when had the Academy taken up teaching women magic? Last time he had checked it was mostly a male profession.
 
   All three of them wore standard traveling clothing, but as Gregory's astute eye was quick to notice, they had that 'new' feeling and look to them. It was obvious that none of them had born the weight of travel more so than a ten-day, perhaps two; and were probably newly purchased. And judging by their ages and general lack of wear and tear, it would seem as if none of them were experienced at traveling at all. 
 
   What were these children doing wandering about his forest?
 
   "So, before we begin,” Gregory started, breaking the silence and pulling out a dagger from his belt, turning the deadly blade slowly in his hands, "Allow me to lay out some ground rules? You see, in order for me to interrogate you, you must be able to respond to my questions. Now, that's good and all, but then we run into an apparent snag. You're wizards, and I am experienced with your kind and your ways. So, if I even catch a hint of casting, the smallest utterance of an arcane phrase from any of you, I will cut the tongue from your mouth and force feed it to you, in addition to your still beating heart. Got it?" At the proclamation, Gregory threw the dagger at the ground in front of the trio, where it pointedly stuck with a dull, hollow thud.
 
   All three were quick to nod their understanding, Gregory noted. So with a satisfied gesture, he indicated for Gragis to remove the gags from their mouths. The oggron did so reluctantly, again with a bit more roughness than was needed. He patiently waited as his prisoners cleared the filth from their mouths, spitting the gathering of saliva, dirt, and slime onto the ground.
 
   "Alright," he said, growing tired of waiting. "We will begin with your names. Starting from the left."
 
   "Marcius Realure." the brown haired boy mumbled, the words coming out in a slur.
 
   "Jared. . . uhh. . . Smith."
 
   Gregory's eyes narrowed. He didn't tolerate lying. Again he nodded to Gragis, and with a grin the muscular oggron complied. In a flurry, the grey skinned oggron had pushed the man face first into the ground, grabbed his hand and twisted violently at the wrist, hard enough to cause sharp pain that would no doubt linger, but not enough to break bone. It was a fine line Gragis was skilled at walking.
 
   "Garalan!" the blonde man stammered through teeth clenched in pain, his face pushed up against the cold grassy ground. Satisfied, Gregory gave the motion for the oggron to release him. Something bothered him in the recesses of his mind. Garalan. . . .he had heard that name somewhere before, but exactly where eluded him. It was just beyond his grasp, annoyingly just out of reach. He got the feeling he should know it. . . 
 
   "Alicia Wendeline," the woman said, with just a trace of pride in her voice.
 
   "Now that wasn't so hard was it?" he said, his voice bubbling over with false friendliness. “Okay, now what are three wizards doing traveling all alone in my forest?"
 
   "I'm not a wizard," the blonde man whispered. Gregory found himself impressed with the fight in his voice, but insubordination was also something he couldn't tolerate. Gragis moved preemptively to punish the man, but Gregory held up a hand, stalling-at least temporarily, the punishment. 
 
   The oggron scowled, but obeyed.
 
   "Oh, not a wizard? What are you doing in the company of wizards?"
 
   "I'm a hired sword, we are. . . " Jared paused, glaring at Gregory. “We were going to Harcourt. For what, I know not."
 
   Gregory looked at Gragis, and the oggron wordlessly confirmed the story with a subtle nod. The man had not used magic. Okay, it would seem as if it was now two wizards, instead of three. This was getting more and more interesting.
 
   "We were going to Harcourt to restock supplies," Alicia joined in, yet another unbidden intrusion. The part of Gregory that craved order and structure yearned to punish the impertinent woman, but the wise part of him stayed his hand. 
 
   If his prisoners were going to answer his questions with little prompting, who was he to stop them? One had to know when to apply force and when to allow the situation to snowball on its own. "Marcius is someone who shows an aptitude for magic. I'm a recruiter and we were heading back to induct him to the Academy."
 
   Gregory's brow scrunched up, something didn't fit in this explanation. All his time dealing with wizards, he'd never heard of 'recruiters.' Though the idea wasn't too farfetched, the mental image it conjured was absurd. He likened it to overzealous priests preaching the tenets of their god or goddess, resolute that their way and ideas were correct. Only, instead of priestly robes, the mental picture wore pointy wide brimmed wizard hats. "Seems like a jaunt for a single boy."
 
   "Wizards are scarce nowadays. We are a dying breed with the superstition that surrounds us. No longer do families see advantage in having a wizard in the family. It is a brutal necessity," Alicia supplied quickly.
 
   He stroked his chin. He could see that. Gregory had heard much of the rumors and such between wizards during his tenure in the Lorinia army, of how the numbers had dwindled in the Academy. Formerly full dormitories were now mere shells of their early populations. Last time he had checked, the numbers had been reduced from some fifteen hundred to one-third that. Though there were no doubt unsanctioned magic users lurking about. It made sense, but his instinct still told him something was off. And, over the years, he had learned to trust his instinct more so than even his eyes.
 
   "And what do you have to say to all of this?" he asked Marcius, obvious suspicion framing his words.
 
   The brown haired man just looked at him numbly, still seemingly not all 'there.' Gregory turned back to Alicia."What's wrong with your companion? Seems as if the Academy has fallen pretty low if it is willing to go to such lengths for that."
 
   He didn't miss the way both the blonde man and the woman bristled at his harsh criticism. Again, there was more here than meets the eye. Jared was the first to respond. "Your big friend," and he eyed Gragis with undisguised hatred, "Cuffed him rather hard. Marcius had been a bit hysterical when he awoke to the face of your. . . well. . . that," he said, jerking his head roughly toward the oggron, mimicking the exact tone of voice Gregory had used. "He wasn't exactly conscious when we surrendered. It's little wonder he still has a head on his shoulders."
 
   The huge grin he received, showing the garish extended incisors and yellow teeth of the oggron, again confirmed the blonde’s accusations. He couldn't really fault the brown haired wizard for being a bit addled. Even he would have felt the effects of a blow delivered by the strong armed oggron.
 
   Gregory decided to play the waiting game. They’d eventually tell him everything. "Tie them up and keep a close eye on them. No doubt their familiars are out and about. Heads will roll if they escape! Tomorrow we will continue this." 
 
   "Wait!" the woman jerked against the iron-fast grip of Gragis in protest, before the oggron could re-gag her. "I have a bargain for you. For our lives!"
 
   Something that she said, or perhaps how she said it, irked him to the very core of his being. He was done playing, done humoring them. In a near instant he had pushed himself off the huge pillow and pulled out the wicked edged dagger that hung on his side, reversing his grip on the hilt so now the dull side lay half against his forearm, and the sharp edge rested ever so softly against Alicia's throat. 
 
   Pushing his mouth close to her ear, he whispered in a hoarse voice loud enough for everyone in the tent to hear. "You presume much, wizard. You bargain nothing. You have not a leg to stand on. The moment you entered this camp, the moment you entered this, my domain, your lives were forfeit. It is my choice what I do with you. The only say you have in the matter depends on how well you answer my questions. Will I kill you? Painfully or quickly? Or perhaps I will cut off your hands and that foul tongue of yours, so you may never practice magic again, and then keep you around as a plaything for my men? No matter what I decide, it starts and ends with me. Got it?"
 
   Their eyes widened as they all tried to process what had happened in that split second. Fear, yes, finally! The seriousness of their situation was now properly conveyed to them, and they now realized who exactly it was that they dealt with. 
 
   He pushed a bit harder with the sword against her throat, drawing a tiny line of blood that trickled down the length of his sword, where it pooled at the hilt. 
 
   He did it merely because he could.
 
   Fear and respect went hand in hand, and he held no qualms in maintaining that status quo. He was rewarded with a slight gasp as the sword bit into her flesh, but the action forced him to look into her eyes, and the endless green orbs assailed his conscious far more acutely than the nick on her throat. He quickly withdrew the sword, swirling around to hide his momentary lack of self control as he sheathed it once more. "Take them and do as I said, Gragis!" he growled, shaking his hand irritably at the oggron.
 
   "Wait!" Alicia pleaded, and her voice was so very quiet in the still air of the tent. "Please, hear me out."
 
   Gregory was flabbergasted, even the unmovable Gragis seemed to be confused at this turn of events. This woman, this wizard, was just so daring! Did she not recollect the sharp blade that had been against her throat only moments before and the warning that had come with it? The sheer bravery, or maybe it was stupidity, convinced Gregory that perhaps she did have something that would be of interest to him. He was a bandit after all, and as everyone knew, people of his ilk were driven by profit. Or at least he was supposed to be. 
 
   Unable to hold onto his anger, he gave great sigh of resignation as he turned around, facing his three unwilling prisoners with hands open in a gesture of helplessness. "Alright, wizard," he said, plopping himself back down on his pillow. "Spit it out. What is it, Goddess willing, that you could possibly have that would be of interest to me?”
 
   "I will tell you. Alone."
 
   It started as a throaty chuckle, before erupting into a full blown laughter that rolled out and filled the air with its sound, continuing for some time until Gregory was in stitches. The fact that this wizard, this prisoner, still continued to make demands despite everything. . . it was just too much for one person to handle. 
 
   He figured he could allow it, just this once. When he finally managed to suppress his mirth, he waved for Gragis to leave, which the oggron, no doubt very confused with the whole situation, was quick to comply, dragging the other two prisoners along with him. The look on the stalwart oggron's face was almost enough to send Gregory back into fits of laughter.
 
   "Alright,” he said, wiping a tear from his eye. "Now that I have fulfilled your wishes, what is this secret of yours?"
 
   "May I humbly request for you to first remove the rope binding my hands and fingers?"
 
   Gregory instantly sobered. Narrowing his eyes at her, he warned, "Remove your bindings? How do I know you won't strike me down with some spell? What is it that you are hiding that you can't reveal unless I free you? I've been forgiving thus far, but don't assume that it is always so. I have cut people down for far less than what you are guilty of now, wizard. Damn, woman! By the Goddess herself, I should have run you through the moment I saw you. Wizards are not to be trusted."
 
   "Please, I beg of you. It will be worth your while. No treachery will come from me, on that you have my word."
 
   "Psh, word of a wizard," he said dismissively, but by now curiosity had thoroughly eaten away at his resolve. Warily he stood up and walked behind the kneeling woman. With a flick of his wrist, his sword easily sliced through the tough rope binding her wrists, leaving it up to Alicia to unravel the rest from her fingers. To illustrate a point, the cold sword then found itself once again at her throat, lifting her chin ever so gently up. "Even a single hint of spell casting and I will show you that I am a man of my word."
 
   With her emphatic nod as assurance, he withdrew the sword and sat himself down on the pillow, scooting forward a bit with the sword pointedly unsheathed on his lap. He stared at her expectantly. She flexed her fingers, willing the blood to once again flow through them, working out the stiffness that had settled in the joints, before matching his stare.
 
   "What I have to offer," Alicia said with just a slight waver in her voice, "is me."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 16
 
    [image: 00.png]The bandit camp was surprisingly clean and organized. Everything was in its place with almost a military-esque level of precision and care. Deerskin tents, cured white to softly glow in the late afternoon sun, flapped lazily in the breeze, while spits turned slowly above low burning campfires. The worst part about this whole surreal situation was that the occupants almost seemed like people to Marcius; milling about, chatting, laughing, and generally just relaxing.
 
   It was hard to believe earlier in the day these very people had tried to kill him. Sure they still fixed him with pointed stares as he was led forcibly toward a large pole situated the middle of the camp. 
 
   Gazes mixed with uncertainty and a very healthy dose of suspicion, simply for the fact that he was a wizard, or at least an apprentice. Not that they knew the difference. But it was just so hard to hate them, for without their masks, without those wicked blades, they looked like normal everyday people. They were normal, everyday people.
 
   Marcius blamed the bump on his head for that train of thought. It was too strange a notion, considering the circumstances.
 
   He allowed himself to be led to a pole by the oggron, putting up no resistance as the strong rope was wrapped about him, securing him in place. The ropes dug into his arms, and the gag made his lips dry, unable as he was to lick them. Then he was forced to watch the grey skinned oggron lash Jared to a matching pole, in similar fashion as he was. Jared and Marcius locked eyes, both in that moment emphatically understanding what the other was going through.
 
   Marcius's head still spun and his thoughts were scattered, unable to hold on a single subject for any extended period of time. It was like attempting to catch water in a net and sitting on the cold ground did little to remedy it. His ears rang as a creeping lethargy spread throughout his body. 
 
   The hours ticked away in an agonizingly slow fashion. Somehow, Jared had managed to fall asleep and Marcius's wits slowly returned, but unlike his friend, no sleep found him. How could that blonde idiot sleep when they were in a camp with bandits, not knowing if they would be killed tomorrow?
 
   Marcius?
 
   Faerril?! Where were you? Are you okay? Marcius felt guilty. With everything that had happened, he had forgotten about his tiny other half. Despite everything, he felt his confidences soar, emboldened by simply hearing the comforting voice in his head.
 
   I could say the same to you, Marc. Your mind was like scattered birds, and we were cut off from each other. I can gnaw through the rope, you know. I'm right at the edge of the forest, about. . . and Faerril paused, and Marcius felt a bit of confusion from the wyvrr, I'm not sure about measurement, but I am to your right. Should I help?
 
   What? Why? Do you not see the huge hulking idiot watching us? Anyway, your invisibility will drop the moment you try anything. It was true. Due to some arcane law, invisibility lasted only as long as one remained an impassive observer. Offensive action seemed to interfere with such a spell, causing it to fail.
 
   Marcius glanced up at oggron, who was barely more than an arm's length away, sharpening his sword with methodical patience. The orange of the nearby firelight illuminated the one side of the rough gray face, the forceful jaw sternly set as it concentrated on the task at hand.
 
   Where is Alicia? Perhaps we can work together with her familiar? We can't stay here, Marc! They will kill you, and I can't allow that!
 
   She's back in the tent, trying, I think, to barter for our lives. Just stay put, for now. We don't have any choice but to trust in her, these guys know what they are doing, and they are all looking out for you, Faerril, and I don't know what I would do if I lost you.
 
   Instantly he felt a surge of emotion, no doubt from the wyvrr. It was a mixture of thankfulness, pride, and. . . love? It came as a whirlwind, throwing itself strongly in his face then ebbing away slowly, like a tide. His breath was lost somewhere in between. Then a silence that seems to stretch on forever with a sense of strangeness, but it was a comfortable awkwardness, one that Marcius now basked in. 
 
   Finally, the wyvrr found its words. Thanks, Marc. I. . . feel the same. I will wait. . . for now. But if it looks like you might die, I will intervene. The determination he felt from the tiny creature, a strong sense of purpose, was something foreign to Marcius.
 
   Intervene? No offense, I am flattered, but what could you do?
 
   Nothing but silence.
 
   Faerril?
 
   Long moments passed. Still nothing. It was obvious that the conversation was now over. Had he offended the tiny creature? He worried it might be so. Marcius felt alone and so small right now. Some great wizard he was. He wished he could be as brave as Jared and Alicia.
 
   Please, please, Alicia, he pleaded silently into the still night, pull through for us.
 
   He didn't want to die.
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   "You'll what?" The bandit lord's face twisted in a confused grimace.
 
   Alicia didn't know whether to be offended or relieved. Her heart was pounding in her chest and her entire body was shaking uncontrollably. It was a trial to keep it under wraps. "I said the barter I offer is myself."
 
   Aly. . . you don't want to do this. I KNOW you don't want to do this!
 
   Alicia imagined that she must have worn a grimace on her face right now, because she wore one internally. Last thing she needed was Karhol wearing away her resolve, what little of it she managed to work up. Karhol, do you have a better option? It's the only way out that I can see. This guy doesn't like wizards, that much is obvious.
 
   But—
 
   No 'buts', Karhol. I do what needs to be done. If this is the only option, then so be it. You know that. Hell, you are a part of me. You should know that! The only chance we have is to appeal to the basic side of him, one not concerned with titles and professions. If he can see me as a woman and not as a wizard. . . well he IS a man.
 
   Aly. . . the familiar's cry was faint, and tugged on her heartstrings, but no further argument came from the raven.
 
   "What makes you think I want a wizard?" the man's question forcibly grasped Alicia back into reality. "Especially since, even if you are right, I could just make you to have me? I do hold all the power right now."
 
   Alicia drew in a ragged breath, this was the part she had been expecting, but she didn't know if she had the courage to answer it. It was a shot in the dark, at best. But there must have been something beyond his tough exterior, because he was listening, instead of the myriad of other options he held, such as killing her. 
 
   She had to pick her words carefully, with just the right mixture of truth and ego padding. "I don't think you are that type of man."
 
   That seemed to catch the bandit lord's attention. His eyebrow rose and his voice was insistent, though the expression guarded. "And what sort of man do you think I am? Do I look like one that would take advantage of a woman?"
 
   Alicia shook her head. "No one is being taken advantage of. It is a simple deal. One night in exchange for our freedom. You can keep the spoils of this encounter and the fact that you had me would allow you to save face with your men. All I ask is that you allow us to walk. We won't pursue vengeance, in reality we just want to reach the Academy."
 
   The man rubbed his chin, seemingly deep in thought, though he continued to stare at her with those cold blue eyes as if sizing her up. 
 
   The waiting was just the worst part. If his answer was positive, she would have to bed him, something she promised she would never do for self gain. Not again. Yet here she was doing it. And if the answer was negative, well then she would probably be dead come the morning.
 
   "You didn't answer my question. What type of man do you think I am?" he said softly, breaking Alicia from her trance. He was barely an arm's length from her, and she could hear his steady breathing, feel his indomitable presence. 
 
   She swallowed realizing just how barely she was skirting the precipice of disaster. She silently admitted that he was handsome, in a rugged manly sort of way, but this still wasn't something she was looking forward to. 
 
   Hurriedly her mind raced. What to say?
 
   Finally she decided on the truth as the best course of action. "Type of man you are?" The bandit lord had to lean forward a bit to catch her words. "A lonely one."
 
   He just kept staring at her with those terrible eyes! If it wasn't for the sharp intake of breath, Alicia would have thought that perhaps the man had not heard her proclamation. But he had, he most certainly had, and the fact so far nothing had come of it was somehow worse than if he had went on a livid warpath. Alicia had to force herself to stare back, to not betray the twisting knots within the pits of her stomach.
 
   After what seemed an eternity, the man lifted his hand, with a speed somewhere between fast and careful he brought it up to her face. Alicia counted her blessings that she had not flinched in surprise. Slowly his fingers traced a trail from the side of her cheek to the bottom of her chin, the rough calluses on the finger tips sending goose bumps all over her body. 
 
   His hand flashed out and gripped the nape of her neck hard, intertwining between the soft bronze locks, forcing her forward into a rough kiss. His lips were strong, yet surprisingly soft and yielding, but nonetheless burned with purpose. He was searching for something, something he intended to find from her. It was totally unexpected and only the trepidation she felt kept her from gasping from alarm.
 
   It started off rough, but there was an intense question behind it. She had never been kissed like this, but the context of why it was being delivered kept her from enjoying it. "Gregory," he whispered when at last their lips parted, mostly for breath than anything else.
 
   "Wha. . . ?" her world was swirling and it was all she could manage to speak while holding onto him. Somehow her hands had entwined themselves in the rough leather of his armor, and she found herself staring into his face, and even more terribly, his eyes.
 
   "I accept your bargain, and I would have you know the name you will be crying out tonight." With that promise and a feral grin, he kissed her again as his one hand went up to undo her shirt and the other smothered the flame dancing from the lamp, bathing the tent in darkness.
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   It was the crisp morning dew that woke Jared up. The feeling of bone-chilling dampness penetrated along the edges of his pants, and made them stick uncomfortably to his skin. He opened his eyes and then immediately wished he hadn't, because a sharp throbbing pain erupted behind his temples, sending starbursts of light to flash on the edges of his vision. 
 
   Every muscle in his body felt exactly as one would expect from a night of sleeping on cold damp ground while being tied to a hard wooden pole. The gag dug into the corners of his mouth, and a disgusting crust of dried saliva caused his lips to crack painfully when he tried to work his tongue around the cloth to wet them.
 
   In other words, he felt terrible.
 
   It took him a couple of minutes to get his bearings, but eventually the sharp throbbing in his head subsided into a manageable steady drone and he was able to concentrate on other matters which required his attention. Like the complete loss of feeling in his hands. Jared tried every conceivable way to loosen the bindings, to get circulation into his fingertips. He wiggled this way, he tugged that way, and he struggled all around, but none of it worked. 
 
   The oggron had been diligent in his duties and there was no way Jarrod could even fathom getting free. The best he could manage was to shift the distribution of weight to where it wasn't, relieving at least some of the strain on his hands and midsection. Inwardly, Jared took a weird sense of satisfaction that he had managed to fall asleep last night despite everything that had happened, but it still didn't change the fact that he was stuck in this uncomfortable position.
 
   Frustrated, he set his head back on the pole and stared longingly at the gray sky above. A bit of movement along the left edge of his vision brought to his attention that he wasn't alone, something which he must have missed during his preoccupation with being tied up. Slowly he turned his head, and right before him, sitting on a log next to the fire that had, whether by plan or circumstance, kept Jared and Marcius warm during the cold night, was the very oggron that had tied him to the pole in the first place. Jared felt a surge of fear at the sight, which also made him wonder if Alicia had managed to bargain with the bandit leader. Judging from the intense glower he received from the oggron, the beast wouldn't mind being the one to execute him and Marcius. What he wouldn't give to have a sword in his hands right now. . . 
 
   Marcius! The thought caused an intense chill to run down his back. Dreading what he would see, Jared then shifted his head to the right, to where Marcius was tied up. He took note that his friend's eyes were closed, and for just a second, entertained the illogical notion that perhaps something tragic had happened before the telltale rise and fall of his friend's chest soothed those fears. He was only asleep! Breathing a sigh of relief, Jared returned his attention back to the sky. All he could do was sit and wait while a myriad of thoughts swam drunkenly about his head.
 
   Judging by the slowly brightening sky, an hour or two had passed when the sound of footsteps roused Jared from his withdrawn stupor. A red haired man had arrived, and leaning over, seemed to be intently whispering some instructions to the oggron. Somehow, and Jared didn't think it was a physically possible, the oggron's scowl only grew more twisted with each passing second. Whatever the man was telling him, the grey skinned beast didn't like it.
 
   Finally, after seemed an eternity, the oggron gave a snort of anger and stood up, leaving the red-haired man alone with Marcius and Jared. Smirking in apparent victory, the man stepped up close to Jared, as if scrutinizing him. Jared stared back. After a bit, the man pulled out a thin strip of cloth. "Congratulations," he said, reaching over to wrap the cloth around Jared's head and eyes, ignoring the flinch of surprise from Jared. "Seems as if the Boss accepted your friend's deal, so you and your friends get to go free. Consider yourself fortunate, we're not usually so nice. The woods are littered with the skeletons of our past victories. Literally. Oh, and understand the blindfold is for our safety, and yours."
 
   At that, the now blinded Jared could feel the ropes tying him to the pole being undone, the tingling and burning sensation of circulation pulsing throughout his body at the newfound freedom. Yet the bindings keeping his hands together remained. "Again, for security." The man tugged at the ropes on Jared's hands as if reading his mind. Jared's ears picked up the presence of yet another person, and judging by the sounds, they seemed to be rousing and untying Marcius.
 
   Relief flooded through him. They must be god-blessed to escape such an encounter intact! What deal had Alicia struck? Stumbling, he allowed himself to be led toward what he hoped was freedom. Freedom! Ah, what a noble concept! One never appreciated such things until the threat of being denied them was so very real.
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   Gregory held his hand up to his face, shielding the early morning sun from his eyes. The musty scent of moist morning earth rose up and about the air. Off in the distance, three figures, all walking, could be seen wearily picking their way through the trail. No one would have expected that two of those figures were wizards. Hell, he would have never thought that only a few hours ago they had been his prisoners. It was even harder wrap his mind around the fact that he had let them go.
 
   He felt euphoric, glowing even. The previous night had rejuvenated him from many, many nights spent in solitude. The wenches in the cathouse in Harcourt couldn't hold a candle to the performance of that woman last night. He didn't fool himself into thinking it was anything more than physical release, nothing more than an outlet for his ardor, but it became a shelter from his loneliness. 
 
   That woman, that wizard, had done something for him that he could have never guessed was possible. It was such a simple act, really. But it was a simple act not readily available to someone in his position. And it was so easy for him to write it off as a meager deal, and the guilt that should have accompanied such an act simply did not exist.
 
   Time and circumstance had done much to wear down that armor called conscience.
 
   He could still see her writhing on top of him, still hear the deep simultaneous breathing with every rocking motion, and the sweat that had clung to the contours of their bodies. That would be a mental image he would treasure. The best part about the whole ordeal? It gave him a valid excuse in the eyes of his men to let those wizards go. He could still hold onto that part of him that wished he was still that honorable knight, one looked upon and revered. Lewdness was perhaps the one defining trait in all men who skirted the law; they would merely clap him on the shoulder for such an action. 
 
   Anyway, his band still had all of the spoils from the raid. The wizards had come prepared for their journey with a bit of gold, enough to quiet the few people who might have grumbled about the possible risk of allowing survivors.
 
    To kill people in cold blood, to kill people who couldn't defend themselves. . . Well, that was the one thing he had yet to do, other than that wizard many years ago. But that was a valid exception, or at least that is what he told himself.
 
   "So Boss," Rorian said, coming up to stand next to him. Both of them were standing on the lip of the forest, where the trees became thinner and smaller, eventually melding gently into the flat, expansive rolling hills of the Golean plains. "Was she worth it?"
 
   Gregory's mind flashed to the previous night, images of skin and curves laid siege on his mind. It was an easy question to answer. "Yes," then, because it was a valid concern he added, "and there was another reason to let them go."
 
   "Oh?"
 
   "Do you know that blonde one? The one who wasn't a wizard?"
 
   Rorian nodded, he did. Gregory let the thought settle a bit before continuing. "Well, what would you say if I told you that blonde man was the son of the Bloodhound?"
 
   The man rocked back on his heels, obviously surprised. "I would ask why you didn't kill him. Surely the lands would be a bit friendlier to those of our profession if it was denied one sired from the loins of that man."
 
   Gregory chuckled, off in the distance the trio was barely more than a pinprick. Both Rorian and Gregory wordlessly turned back on their own accord to go back to camp. "Don't you see, Rorian? That is precisely why I couldn't kill them." The look on the man's face was questioning, so Gregory elaborated. "Think about it, my friend. Last thing I want is to make a personal enemy out of the Bloodhound, something which killing his son would most assuredly do. If you think that man is tenacious now. . . "
 
   "Well couldn't you. . . I don't know. . . just keep it a secret?"
 
   Gregory snorted. "Keep it a secret? Nothing that gets swept under the rug stays there. The bigger the lump, the easier it is to spot. I'll not have that man's death under my rug. For all I know, he could be on a personal errand for his father. Let something else bring the boy down, I'll not do it."
 
   They were navigating through the underbrush now, toward the camp. Green branches, tinted lightly with the coming autumn, slapping them in the face. "So, when did you realize this?" Rorian asked, fast stepping because his shorter strides made it a bit difficult to keep up with Gregory.
 
   "When? Probably about halfway through the questioning. Sleeping with the female wizard was just a rather convenient excuse, bit more fun than the alternatives. I'll let her think she saved them all."
 
   "That good, eh?" Rorian threw him a wink.
 
   "Well, to tell you the truth, I'm not sure whether to envy the guy that lands her or pity him!"
 
   They both got a laugh out of that. "The men aren't going to like moving so quickly. They'll blame it on the fact that you let them go," Rorian pointed out. He always enjoyed being the naysayer, something which Gregory didn't mind. It's always good to have someone who questions your actions.
 
   "They know that we always move camp after every raid. Keeps the Guard off our rears. If they complain, I'll have their heads."
 
   The red haired man threw his arms up defensively. "Hey Boss, you're preaching to the converted. Trust me, I know." Then the customary grin found itself on his face, "What I do want to know is why did you give her that gold?"
 
   Gregory gave Rorian a hard look. "You saw that?"
 
   "Of course."
 
   Gregory rolled his eyes, he should have known better than to expect otherwise. When he had escorted the three prisoners to the end of the forest and let them go, he had slipped a small pouch, jingling lightly with gold coins, into the woman's hands. 
 
   There was enough in there to support the three of them for a time, certainly enough to find some other way to earn enough to make their way to Aralene. It just didn't seem right to leave them hanging out on the wash, even if they were wizards. He just couldn't bring himself to compare them to the Academy ones he had grown to hate, as these were just kids. They still had so much more to live through before Fate decided to chew them up, like it did to him.
 
   When had he grown so soft?
 
   "You'll keep this quiet, I hope?" It was a half-question laced with just the faintest trace of a threat. Bandit loyalties were fragile enough as it was.
 
   Rorian smirked. "Of course."
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   Simon Harkinell stepped outside onto the rickety porch of the Black Rose Tavern, stretching and deeply breathing in the crisp morning air. The deep intake of breath quickly turned into a sputtering cough as the pungent stench of filth assaulted his nostrils instead. 
 
   Harcourt was indeed a city of majestic beauty, as long as one turned a blind eye to the squalid portion of the city known as the Lowtown district. Truly, it was more accurate to call it a city of contrasts. On one side, elaborate temples and proud mansions stood in splendor. On the other, dilapidated shacks and homeless people wallowed in dirt.
 
   It was just Simon's bad luck that it was only in the Lowtown and the adjacent trade hub referred to as the Bazaar, that he was able to ply his trade with any modicum of success. Then again, the exact definition of his trade was also in constant flux. Simon considered himself, ironically, a jack of all trades. He dabbled in a little bit of everything. The only problem was that his dabbling wasn't usually appreciated by the local authorities. 
 
   Was it his fault that they couldn't recognize or appreciate genius? He decided it was their loss. Artists were always under appreciated. He mulled over it a bit, tugging at the bottom of his lip with his finger. Yeah, Simon concluded that he liked that thought. He'd have to write down that epiphany in his journal.
 
   "Hey, going to move yer skinny ass or will I have to move it for you?" a gruff, portly man, breath heavy with alcohol, was waiting impatiently for Simon to vacate the doorway of the tavern.
 
   "Oh, my good man, I am truly sorry! Last thing I would want is to impede your progress into our fair city!" Simon was all apologies as he stepped aside, and with a gesture and a flourish, indicated for the man to proceed him. Such manners were lost as the dirty man pushed rudely past him and onto the street, eventually disappearing into the shuffling morning crowd.
 
   Simon just smiled, completely nonplused as he turned around to close the door the rude man left open. He was stopped by a hand on the door. Barry, the rotund, bald tavern keeper and owner, poked his shiny head out. "Hey, you, Simon. Got to talks to you." He opened the door further so that the full extent of his body, blown large from endless nights of drinking his own wares, blocked the doorway with far more efficiency than Simon's.
 
   Simon threw the man his best, and most innocent, smile. "Ah yes, Barry, what is it?"
 
   "Yous haven't paid yer keep fer last night." Barry's eyes narrowed suspiciously and the man leaned forward aggressively on the old rickety door as if daring Simon to contest his claim.
 
   Simon had been renting out one of the rooms above the tavern, but business had been rather slow as of late, for both of them, and the wizened old tavern keeper was eager to get more. . . reliable. . . customers. Simon knew this required a delicate hand, for Barry was a volatile man, at least when money was concerned. "My friend, truly you have hurt me! Do you believe that after the last few months that we have known each other, that I would seek to deceive your prominent business by leaving a debt unpaid?"
 
   Barry's black inset eyes warily flickered back and forth at that, no doubt looking for any perceived slight. Calling the meager building that housed the Black Rose Tavern 'prominent' was a stretch in and of itself. But besides that, Barry couldn't really find anything, so he just gave a noncommittal shrug. "Whatever, do as you want. But I'll not let you back in here unless yer payment be with you."
 
   "Keep my room free, Barry. I'll have the pay for you within the day."
 
   Barry responded by slamming the tavern door in Simon's face. As soon as Simon was sure that the tavern keeper wasn't coming back out, the smile on his face fell into a frown. He turned back to gaze out at the ramshackle buildings of the Lowtown, still rubbing the last fairy dust remnants of sleep from his brown eyes. He tried in vain to arrange his straight black hair into something resembling order. It was a useless fight, but it distracted him temporarily from the burden that Barry just put on his shoulders.
 
   Damn! He was hoping for some time to write a bit of music. He’d had this tune in his head the last couple of days and it was driving him nuts. He needed to find a way to jot it down, but it would probably take him all day to earn his rent for last night and today. 
 
   Then, no doubt, he would spend the night entertaining the patrons of the bar with song and story, earning perhaps a bit more money for the linings of his pockets. If he got lucky, he might just end the day in bed with a warm girl for his troubles. . . perhaps two girls, even! But alas, it would seem as if that tune was doomed to linger within his head just a bit longer. . . 
 
   He sighed, priorities. . . 
 
   Eh, he'd just see which way the cards fell today. No sense worrying about it. He felt it was time to move on though. The familiar excitement of wanderlust was beginning to make him restless, becoming a pleasant shiver that ran down his spine and eventually settling, tingling, into the tips of his toes. He had spent too much time in Harcourt, and it was near time to hit the road and see which way the winds of Fate took him. Well, there was also additional motivation in that the local guard was getting wise to his antics, and he owed a bit of money to several unsavory groups of people, but that sounded far less romantic.
 
   Simon reached into his pocket and pulled out a personal invention he had dubbed his "little helper." It was a thin knife, whetted to a sharp cutting edge. Instead of a conventional handle, the end curved around into a ring that could fit around the middle finger. One could cup their hand and flip it around to rest in your palm, and no one would be the wiser. It was so invisible that Simon felt like a wizard. It brought a whole new definition to the term: cutpurse. The local guard was always on the watch for the tiny switchblades and daggers normally inherent to thieves, but they had not a clue as to the existence of this little gem.
 
   A huge grin worked itself on Simon's face. Twirling the "little helper" around on his index finger, he stepped out onto the street, whistling the tune in his head. Despite all the troubles he had seen and was no doubt going to see before he closed his eyes, he felt great to be alive. There was truly no greater feeling than to be free, without a care in the world. To do whatever it is that you wanted as a self-made man. The deplorable conditions of the Lowtown held no sway over Simon's moral. To him it was a land of opportunity. Well, now that he thought about it, it was probably better to call it a very dirty land of opportunity.
 
   Still whistling, his experienced eyes spied a black pouch, overflowing with coins, hanging from some young man's hip, practically begging to be lightened. It was if the Gods themselves had heard his plight and delivered him an answer in the form of a bulging purse. Well now! Things were looking up! It looked to be a foreign trader, or perhaps a naive noble on an errand, probably en route to the Bazaar. Simon couldn't see any other reason for such a fat purse in a place like the Lowtown. Nor could he excuse the stupidity of displaying it so overtly. It would be a crime not to steal it!
 
   Simon's smile got wider as he followed the witless man through the dirty streets of Lowtown, weaving in and out of the crowd with practiced ease. It seemed like things were going his way for once. He just might get time to write down that song, and perhaps even an early breakfast. Then there was that barmaid. . . what was her name. . . Dalilia? He tried for several moments to place the name to her face, or more specifically her body, before eventually shrugging it off. Eh, he was never good with female names. Not that it really mattered. All one had to do is feed them what they want to hear and they would become clay in the right hands. His hands.
 
   If that failed, there was always alcohol.
 
   Thank the gods for stupid people! At the thought, Simon did falter a bit, losing the man he was following in the mushrooming crowd. Such thoughts were sacrilegious for a priest.
 
   After a moment of intense thinking, he shrugged. His god wouldn't really mind. In fact, The Broken One would probably applaud his resourcefulness. Such was the irony of priestly life.
 
   Reassuming the whistling where he left off, he cupped the "little helper" and moved in for the kill.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 17
 
    [image: 00.png]"Amazing." Marcius sucked in his breath, forming a reverse whistle.
 
   The three of them had just crested the top of a small grassy hill and displayed out before them, like a glittering jewel laid bare, was what could only be the trade city of Harcourt. All around the city stretched the Golean plains, the long reeds of the low grassland swaying seductively in the breeze, like a sea made of golden waves. 
 
   Marcius thought the Golean looked beautiful when he first had left the Solokivian woods, but several tough days of traveling it on foot, with very little food, quickly robbed it of its glory. A vision brought kicking and screaming to the forefront of his mind as he watched the wonder before him. He could stand here forever, basking in the majesty.
 
   "Come on, Marc! We don't have time to sit around gawking and holding hands," Alicia said with a huff, tromping her way past Marcius.
 
   Marcius narrowed his eyes; he finally had enough of it all. Ever since their narrow escape from the jaws of death, Alicia had been irritable, snappish, and even outright mean. She even refused to talk about what had happened at the bandit camp, only furthering suspicion for both Marcius and Jared. 
 
   He was, at first, too grateful to just get away with his life to respond negatively, but her constant attitude had worn away whatever positive feelings he had about her. "Alright, that's it Alicia!" he seethed, hoping his courage held long enough to get his feelings off his chest. "I'm tired of treading around you as if I was walking on eggshells! What's your problem? What is bothering you?"
 
   "What is my problem?" She whirled around, her hair twirling in a dervish of gold and bronze, and Marcius acutely regretted his outburst when he saw the anger and pain evident on her face. "My problem?" she practically shouted, pointing an angry finger at herself, before jabbing it at Marcius, "My problem is you!"
 
   "Me?" he was stunned more so than angry, "What did I do?"
 
   "By the Gods, 'what did you do'!? You're trying to tell me you don't realize? Did you forget the fireball you dropped at your own feet? Damn, if you're this incompetent, we might as well just turn back now! The Academy will laugh at me for bringing you!" She looked on the verge of explosion, her hands now grasped firmly by her side as if she had to physically restrain herself from striking him.
 
   "Wait, what do you mean by that? I'm confused as to where you are going with this." His own anger was slowly creeping back, and it was a trial to stop it from surfacing in his words and actions.
 
   "Did it ever occur to you to trust in us, your friends, to rescue you? Instead of taking it in your own hands and completely throwing out everything we were working for?" She paused, considering Marcius with dangerous, narrowed green eyes. "No, it didn't occur to you, did it? I'm not sure if I want to put my life in the hands of someone who doesn't trust me." The jaw line around her mouth tightened as she spat the words out.
 
   "Look, we got out of it okay. I'm sorry for not thinking ahead, okay? I apologize, I was wrong. I did what I thought I had to do, but it was a mistake." Marcius's voice strained as he struggled with his fury.
 
   Instead of placating her, his words only seemed to infuriate her more. "You did what you thought you had to do?! You don't even understand the meaning behind those words. Don't you dare say them again! The only reason you even survived that was because I saved your sorry life! If I didn't quick cast that shield spell, you'd be an obscure crater in the middle of the woods! Is that how you want to be remembered? Marcius Realure, the Blackened Crater of Stupidity?"
 
   Marcius exploded, the words coming out in a rush of heat. "That's easy for you to say! You were not the one being strangled by a huge oggron! You didn't have to see his sneer staring you in the face as you slowly died! I don't know about you, but I'd rather my death be in my own hands, and not have it as some sadistic pleasure for some monster! I don't draw breath for his satisfaction!"
 
   His retort seemed to steal some of Alicia's bluster, for she recoiled just a bit in surprise before stepping forward to intently stare up at Marcius's face, studying him for a few seconds. It took all his willpower not to flinch from her probing gaze. 
 
   "Is that so?" she said quietly, the sudden calmness coupled with her pleasant northern accent scared Marcius far more than seeing her angry. "Remember that you have a responsibility to your friends, next time. Okay? We're in this together. I've done things for you two, and I expect for you to show me the same respect by trusting me. Remember that show of faith I asked of you so long ago? Time to display it." 
 
   Her fingertip pushed Marcius hard in the chest, causing him to stumble back a bit, before she turned around and continued down the road, not waiting to see if Marcius and Jared followed her.
 
   A stunned Marcius could only look to Jared, who had remained silent throughout the entire spectacle. The blonde swordsman walked up to stand next to his friend, both of them staring at the back of Alicia. Her swaying bronze hair caught the light and seemed to shine, somehow matching the gentle golden hue of the Golean. "I told you,” Jared started smugly, breaking the awkward silence. "The best way to get her to become our friend is to treat her like a person. Didn't I, Marc?"
 
   "What do you mean?" Marcius asked numbly, still a bit taken aback. He mentally ran through the entire encounter, yet he could find no tangible reason for her change of heart.
 
   "She called us her 'friends,' Marc. She called us her 'friends'! I'll bet you anything that we're the first ones she's ever had. I would say that was her, rather feeble I'll admit, attempt at saying she forgave you."
 
   "Funny way to treat your friends. . . "
 
   Jared stared thoughtfully at Marcius, and then glanced at Alicia who had started walking back; no doubt ready to berate them for lagging behind. "Not really. She's scared, that much is obvious. She would never admit it and this is probably just her way of dealing with it, I think. Let's be patient. Whatever is really bothering her will eventually come out. And you know what she said is true. We're in this together. You're my best friend, and the world would be a duller place without you."
 
   Jared jogged out to intercept Alicia, leaving Marcius to digest what he said. She was. . . scared? So he wasn't the only one? A part of him, hidden away where it could avoid the conscience, took pleasure in the fact that he had not been alone in that regard. People needed him? Even though he was nothing more than a burden? A thought struck him. "Jared!" he called out.
 
   The blonde man turned around, walking backwards as he looked at Marcius questionably. "What is it, Marc?" he yelled back, arms wide open.
 
   "Were you scared too?"
 
   Jared grinned, "Out of my mind! I'm just good at hiding it! Isn't adventure grand!?"
 
   Marcius smiled back. Jared's easy going manner was a balm on his nerves. "Hurry up, you lag about!" Alicia shouted now that she was close enough. "I saw a trade caravan a bit further up, over the next hill! We can probably hitch a ride the rest of the way!" She was as insistent as always, but this time instead of a scowl, she wore just the faintest trace of a smile. Marcius agreed with his earlier assessment of the woman. She truly did shine when she smiled.
 
   Please, never do that again, Marc. The power I grant isn’t meant for suicide. 
 
   "Okay!" Marcius cupped his hands over his mouth and shouted back, both to his familiar and Alicia. He stole one last glance at Harcourt, shimmering off in the distance. It was hard to believe he had just escaped Death's door, and it was even harder to believe that he was honestly becoming excited about this journey. He had almost died, for Avalene's sake! He should be scared, hell he was scared, but he'd learn, the Gods as his witness, he'd learn. 
 
   He had a promise to fulfill to Antaigne and his father, and he swore to be a burden no longer to his friends. If the Academy was the only way to ensure that, well then he'd do it with a smile on his face and on his heart. No longer would he let other people do the fighting for him. He felt an uplifting surge of agreement, no doubt from Faerril.
 
   We have good friends. And Alicia looks funny when she's angry, all flushed and red.
 
   Chuckling, Marcius couldn't agree more, on both accounts. Onward he hurried toward his friends, the caravan, and subsequently, Harcourt.
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   "We’re staying here?!" Alicia fumed, glaring at the building in front of her.
 
   "We don't have much of a choice, considering the amount of coin we have," Jared responded in a placating voice. He jingled the pouch Alicia had given him pointedly.
 
   Marcius said nothing, but inwardly his sentiments reflected Alicia's. The tavern his friend had lead the three of them to seemed, in comparison to the rich lofty portion of Harcourt they had walked through only hours before, barely passable as a shack. But Jared was the only one out of the three of them that had any extensive experience in the city. Marcius obviously had never been outside of Rhensford, and Alicia even admitted to only passing through Harcourt. So it was up to Jared to guide them as they collectively searched for a way to make enough money in the city to afford them the rest of the way to Aralene.
 
   It made sense, in the logical portion of his head. If they saved money on room and board, it would go a long way in accomplishing their goals, and according to Jared, this place always had the lowest rates. But looking at the squalid tavern was enough to shake any faith he had in his blonde friend. Did they honestly have to go this low?
 
   We have fallen low indeed, and the scent makes me sick.
 
   Marcius wrinkled up his nose, subtly agreeing with his familiar. The smell was as bad as the view, something akin to the odor that lingered around poorly maintained stables. Everything around the Lowtown district just looked so used, worn down, and dirty. The people that hung about all wore the same sullen, defeated look as the buildings. Marcius found it difficult to ascertain if the residents of the Lowtown modeled their environment, or if the environment reflected the thoughts and feelings of those around it. This was where people who were defeated by life went to wallow in their misery. A place of forgotten dreams and lost hope.
 
   And dust! It was everywhere! In his shoes, on his clothing, his hair, finding refuge in every facet of his known body, and even in some places he didn't know of until now! How could one live in such conditions? How could one end of the city be so magnificent, with temples awash in splendor proclaiming the laurels of their god or goddess and gaudy nobles chatting with smiles upon their faces, while the other side sat in quiet agony? 
 
   Rhensford had a poor district as well, but it was never this bad! Or was it? Maybe he just refused accepting such an uneasy notion of his hometown, subconsciously ignoring the truth before his very eyes? It just didn't make sense. Marcius sighed dismissively. Such thoughts were best reserved for later, when he wasn't standing in the middle of a dirty road, staring at a run-down tavern that would be his home for the next couple of days. Hopefully it wouldn't go beyond that. The place felt like a trap, drawing people in and ensnaring them in a web of hopelessness and despair. Something Marcius had felt a lot of, ever since the attack on Antaigne.
 
   Magic. It had been magic that was at the root of his problems. Marcius felt that truth in heart, in the very marrow of his bones, and yet here he was, chasing that tempting mistress across the entire continent. Any sane man would have left long ago, given up that dream in the face of such loss and danger. If the whole situation wasn't so poignant to him, Marcius probably would have laughed at himself. 
 
   He felt helpless, adrift in an encompassing tide that was merely pulling him toward a destination that was unknown. There was little he could do but go along with the force and see where it led him. Apparently the building in front of him was one of the stops along his journey, a fact he had no choice but to accept.
 
   The Black Rose tavern was written on a crude wooden cutout of a rose, and the sign hung by a single nail above the door, causing it to tilt to the side and sway as people left and entered the tavern. The stairs leading up to the door were rickety from countless patch ups, a mismatch of different woods and grains. The windows were cracked or, in some places, just not there. It looked as if the three story building might cave in on itself at any moment. It made Antaigne's place look like a mansion.
 
   "Well," Jared put on his most comforting smile as he started up the stairs, "Let us go in and see how much trouble we can rouse?"
 
   With a grumble about inappropriate humor, Alicia complied, following Jared up the patio stairs. Marcius hurried to stay near, not wanting to be left alone in such a place.  
 
   The stairs groaned warningly with each frantic step and the hinges protested loudly as Jared opened the door. The interior of the tavern was dimmed, so it took Marcius's eyes a few seconds to adjust. Marcius made sure to hold the door open a half-second longer so Faerril could flit his way in. There was no way he trusted leaving his familiar outside, even if the little creature was invisible. The flood of relief Faerril imparted his way showed that the tiny wyvrr agreed. He wondered, not for the first time, where Alicia's familiar was.
 
   Various round tables, all mismatched in form and make, were arranged in a rough semi-circle in front of the bar. Judging by the worn floorboards in the middle of the circle, Marcius guessed that the tavern saw a bit of dancing. A fact he found hard to believe considering the sullen hostility he felt from the few patrons sitting at the tables. Blackened faces huddled behind their mugs, some raised in mid-drink, as they all stopped to regard the three of them. Marcius felt his cheeks flush in embarrassment and the edges of his armpits started to sweat profusely. What was he doing here!? This place wasn't for him. Just for a second he considered turning tail and bolting out the door. His familiar intervened.
 
   Marcius! Remember your promise! This is nothing, and we still have so much to do! I am here, I am with you. You are not alone. You are never alone. Your friends are with you too. A strong wave of confidence washed over Marcius, driving away the self doubt.
 
   Marcius took a deep breath, steadying himself with the comforting words of his familiar. Faerril was right. This was nothing compared to what he still had to do. Emboldened, he put on the most confident smile he could manage. 
 
   Thanks, Faerril.
 
   No problem, Marc.
 
   The dark eyes of the patrons continued to follow them as they walked toward the bar. Everything was eerily silent and the sound of their footsteps echoed as they approached. The bartender was a large bloated man with a shiny bald head and a bushy brown mustache that trembled as he muttered indecipherably to himself. He looked up from the glass he was cleaning. "What'ya want?" he lazily asked Jared as they approached, the mustache fluttering with each word.
 
   "Do you have any rooms available?" Jared asked brightly. Marcius found himself envious of his friend's cool demeanor.
 
   "Rooms, eh?" the man repeated Jared's question thoughtfully, taking a few extra wipes of the glass, "Yeah, we might have some rooms. You've some coins, I reckon'?"
 
   Jared smiled. "Of course."
 
   "Two silver a'night. No arguments or hagglin'," the man continued as if he hadn't heard Jared.
 
   "Done." Jared reached into the pouch, and Marcius noted his friend kept the contents hidden. Pulling out two shiny silver pieces, he handed them to the man. The bartender was quick to take the money and, after biting it, was even quicker to deposit it in the bag hung about his neck. Tucking the bag protectively under his brown tunic, he reached under the counter and pulled out a small key.
 
   "Yer room be the second one on the left, second floor. Might be a bit crowded with three people, but I guess you already knew that," he said, jerking a thick dirty thumb to the staircase off in the back of the room. "Name's Barry. Holler if you need anythin'."
 
   "Well, Barry, a bit of crowding is not an issue. Thank you, my good man," Jared said, taking the key from Barry's outstretched fingertips.
 
   Completely ignoring the rest of the bar, Jared turned around and smiled serenely at Marcius and Alicia. "Well now, that was simple. Let's go check out our room, shall we?"
 
   The general atmosphere of the place seemed to retreat respectively back a bit, now that it was obvious that the strange visitors were nothing more than prospective tenants, though a few pointed eyes lingered on Alicia.
 
   It was still mostly silent, a change from the few bars Marcius had attended back in Rhensford where the patrons were mostly rowdy sailors looking to unwind. Nonetheless, the hushed whispering of people amongst themselves was a marked improvement over the suffocating silence from moments before.
 
   Marcius's relief lasted all the way up the stairs, through the dirty hallway, and the two seconds it took for Jared to open the door to their room. As soon as the door had creaked ominously open, all such thoughts vanished. Instead of the sanctuary they were expecting, what they got was a literal mess.
 
   It was a rather small room with one corner housing a mattress supported on all sides by thick blocks of wood, and the sheets were stained a musty brown. The window above the mattress was cracked and a poor attempt was made in covering it with dirty cloth. A small shelf was set into the wall, misaligned and looking lonely with only a small, half-used, candle and its holder to keep it company. The floor seemed to have assimilated the filth of endless nights of excess, turning the formally brown floorboards into a grey-black waxy hue. If there was one thing that Marcius could find to praise the room, it was that at least there were no vermin running about.
 
   He assumed they probably came out during the night.
 
   "Well, at least now we know why this is the cheapest place in Harcourt," Alicia said tersely, stepping about the room warily as if the dirt was transmittable through her boots.
 
   Jared sighed. "Look, Alicia, we're just going to have to make the best of it." He turned to Marcius with a pleading look in his eyes. “What do you think, Marcius?"
 
   "I think. . . " and Marcius formed the words slowly, like a prayer, "I think. . . I think I need a drink."
 
   The ring of their unexpected laughter echoed about the empty room, bringing some much needed humor to the whole situation. Suddenly, it didn't seem so bad. "Well," Jared began, running his fingers through his long blonde hair, "I think we can afford a bit of excess. But let's try to tidy up the room a bit first, eh?"
 
   For once, everyone emphatically agreed.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 18
 
    [image: 00.png]"Got yer coin, Simon?" Barry's outstretched hand waited expectantly.
 
   "Of course, Barry. And just to show you that I am a man of my word, I'll pay for tomorrow as well," Simon responded, reaching into his pocket to pull out six silver pieces.
 
   "Sounds good." Despite his words, Barry looked at the money suspiciously, as if it could be fake. Simon almost snorted. He did have some honor! Not much, but it was most assuredly there, buried right under the strong sense of self-preservation.
 
   After a bit of inspection, which included a bite, Barry tossed the money in the pouch about his neck. Simon was turning to go up to his room when Barry's grubby fat hand shot out, grabbing Simon lightly by the forearm. Thinly disguised concern etched the lines on the man's face, and caused his thick mustache to quake."Listen, Simon, you'll be. . . ah. . . playing again tonight?"
 
   Simon just smiled, though his thoughts were positively venomous. It was obvious why the barkeep wanted him. No doubt his playing loosened the tight purse strings of Barry's patrons. "Of course, Barry. Of course." He patted the man's arm in the most comforting manner he knew.
 
   Barry shot him a greasy grin, complete with a missing tooth.
 
   Trudging up the stairs, Simon went to his room to fetch his guitar, and then after a second of thought, scooped up his flute as well. Running back down, he was quick to take up his customary spot on a chair set against the back wall of the tavern.
 
   He strummed a few test notes, tuning the various strings that had inevitably soured since last night. His gentle plucking caught the attention of the patrons as surely if it had been the tinkling of gold, and all were hushed as they all watched him; a fact he was well aware of, and even encouraged. He knew they enjoyed listening to him play, for it gave relief to their otherwise stale lives. Allowed them, if even just for a moment, to forget the sharp reality of the present. And he personally enjoyed obliging them on all fronts.
 
   Simon paused, looking up and around the tavern. Every eye was on him, and he basked in the sheer power he held in that moment. Each person in the room was his to control, his fingertips alone decided the mood and disposition of his listeners. The knowledge of the sway he held over everybody was intoxicating and made him feel heady, as if he was literally drunk from the power. 
 
   Well! Time to make it worth their while, eh?
 
   He ignored the greedy smile of Barry, who no doubt knew happy customers meant more drinking. Instead he looked over the general make-up of his crowd. They seemed to be mostly working men. Judging by their muscled arms and tough leathery complexions hardened by many hours out in the sun, he felt they were probably employed by various traders in the Bazaar,. That limited his playing to songs with easy lyrics that one could sing to. Preferably bawdy ones. Simon acknowledged his listeners with a nod; he had plenty of lewd songs that would make even the most uncouth person cringe.
 
   Tapping his foot to an internal beat, he broke into a classic bar song, "The Man with a Hundred Hands and a Thousand Wives." In no time at all, glasses were being swung about to the hearty singing, the mugs literally spilling over in the excitement of the moment. Simon mused that although the singing was unrefined and at best, crude, it was at least from the heart. There was a quality to singing done for joy. The most refined song couldn't hold a candle to one delivered with genuine enthusiasm.
 
   Simon allowed himself to be swept up in the sharp rhythmic beat of the song; though in reality it was no longer his to control. He was now following the tempo set by the crowd, and the words just flowed naturally along with them. 
 
   Alas, it was over way too quickly as the final notes broke out over the air and the voices died down. He, too, felt the acute disappointment one always does when something joyous ends. Oblivious to his tinge of disappointment, the bar erupted in laughter and more orders for beer were quickly called for, no doubt to Barry's delight.
 
   He flexed his fingers briefly, and took a bit of pride in that he had just roused an entire room full of world-weary men, though, admittedly, it could just be the beer. Simon allowed his thoughts to linger on that notion before shrugging. 
 
   Wallowing was for pigs; if one was in a bar, they should be merry! He quickly launched into yet another toe-tapping song, and then another, intent on keeping the lively pulse of the night moving along. The patrons responded admirably, diving into each song with hearty praise and child-like eagerness. Beer flowed freely and everybody was having the time of their lives.
 
   Or almost everybody. . . 
 
   Simon's eyes eventually settled on a group of people way off in the back that had not joined in. Offended, he got up and headed to middle of the circle of tables, playing and singing all the while, though inwardly his curiosity was piqued by this new development. 
 
   Why were they not joining in? Was it some fault of his own, or was his playing not up to par? As he reached the center, he was able to get a clearer look, and he finally saw the reason why. They were of a different ilk than his usual listeners, that much was for certain. It was a woman and two men. All three were trying to quietly blend in and ignore the passionate, well perhaps it was better to call them rowdy, patrons.
 
   The mysterious trio had an air about them. Something Simon likened to haughtiness, as if joining in with the singing was beneath them. In fact, they reminded him of nobles, and yet they had some unexplainable pull, something which drew him in and heightened his interest. Simon found himself alarmed at the prospect, for the allure seemed not his own, and yet he was helpless but to obey it.
 
   Now what were people like that doing in a place like this? Oh, and that woman! She was a fair step above the barmaids and such Simon had to shift through! Very attractive, with smooth pale skin. And the outfit she wore! While practical, it still managed to hug every curve of her body. He grinned lecherously to himself.
 
   How to introduce himself to people like that? Simon skimmed through the possible options. Well, the song he was playing certainly wasn't going to do it. If they were indeed the proud people they presented, he would have to appeal to their perceived higher aesthetic tastes. 
 
   He chewed his bottom lip as he grappled with an internal argument and, after a few moments, he had come to a decision. Simon looked around as he finished his current song, taking in the general drunkenness of everyone about the room. They were smashed. Perfect. It would make them more sympathetic to the song he had in mind.
 
   It was time to unleash his secret weapon. It was his masterwork. The bardic guild, if one could call the loose grouping of wandering minstrels an actual guild, used it as a term to describe an unending song in which a bard would work on during the course of his life. The catch was that, like most artists, bards were never fully satisfied with anything they did, and only one that fully mastered his art would ever deem such a work as complete. 
 
   Now it was time to see if that all paid off.
 
   Simon cleared his throat loudly, silencing the noise that had risen in the absence of his playing. "Everybody having a good time?" he asked as all eyes turned to him.
 
   A chorus of affirmation greeted him and several toasts were made in his name. He just smiled and nodded, accepting the praise graciously. "Well, I've got a brand new one for everybody. I wrote it myself, and I need your thoughts! You wanna hear it?"
 
   Again the cacophony of drunken cheers filled the room. Simon smiled. They had no idea what was coming next.
 
   He placed his fingers gingerly on his guitar, for the chording for the song was complicated, and it took a few seconds to visualize the strings. The tavern was deathly silent as the first notes rang out and over the air. It started out slow, tentative in nature, gently caressing the ears of the listeners. He could see the surprise in their faces as he played; they were expecting a more upbeat song. Simon took that as a good sign, surprise was always better than drunken anger. He began to softly sing, matching the emotion in his voice to the soft tempo.
 
   It started off about a boy, not quite an adult, setting out to carve his niche in the world. The beginning was a slow beat, and reflected the hopefulness in the heart of the innocent. Simon thought he had captured the sense of awe perfectly, the feeling of splendor all people feel when they finally locate that special place where they want to be. The dream was something everyone in the tavern could relate to; everyone, big or small, had some hidden ache in their heart.
 
   Slowly the song began to pick up. The boy had found his calling, that of a soldier. As the boy grew braver, so did the music. Battles were outlined and won, and victory accompanied every step. Except now the boy had grown into a man, and he quickly moved up the ranks, becoming, at last, the successful general that was no doubt his future. It reached its frantic crescendo as the man marched to the roaring applause of his fellow countrymen. They had won the war!
 
   Simon's fingers moved on their own accord now, for he had lost himself in the depths of his song. Was he playing the song or was the song playing him? Such questions were lost in the siren's call as his fingers flitted over the strings unerringly.
 
   One day the man falls in love, and now the music took on the bittersweet melody of burgeoning romance, the feeling of a rapidly beating heart taking pleasure in the sharp pang of new love. The delicate notes rang around the details of the courtship, fluttered over their unending vows to each other, before finally coming to rest ever so delicately on the shoulders of the final result of passion: a child.
 
   The plucking was slower now, tentative like it had been earlier, as Simon related the beginnings of the happy family; of the baby's first steps, of teaching the child the necessities of life, and even the arguments with someone who had no experience with the outside world. 
 
   Then, when it seems as if life was perfect, disaster struck! The music became ominous as both the mother, and then eventually the man's child, is stricken down by the swift hand of Fate. Not by a sword, and not in anger, but by the inevitably of age and sickness.
 
   And now the man is once again alone, his loneliness reflected by a haunting timbre that hung about the air like a heavy shawl, obscuring the view of everyone. Each gentle note expressed his sadness, for the found man is lost once again, as lost as he was when he first set out on his journey. Only this time, instead of hopefulness of youth, he is directed by jaded cynicism of one who had seen too much, one who had lost too much. And as the final notes thrummed in the air, the man dies. 
 
   Alone.
 
   Simon opened his eyes; in fact, he didn't even remember closing them. He was greeted to the spectacle that makes any musician's heart leap with unadulterated joy. Every expression that he saw was one of pleasant surprise. People mid-drink as the words had taken hold of them, paused as the song took them for a journey though they never left the bar. 
 
   The clapping began slowly and cautiously, the lone noise in the tavern, before it escalated quickly into a fevered pitch that shook the very walls. There was not a single dry eye in the room.
 
   Simon glowed, his own heart soared, inspired by the sheer truthfulness of their excitement. This is what life was about! It was the confirmation to all his choices in life that had led him here. Cries for more drink filled the air, for the song had set the mood to one of contemplation. 
 
   Now everyone was reflecting on what had gotten them to where they were; most just also chose the reflection at the bottom of a mug to accompany them. Looking over at the table of three, Simon saw that even they were affected. The woman's bottom lip was trembling and she looked on the verge of crying, while her two companions wore expressions of utter seriousness.
 
   In other words, the time was ripe in which to move in.
 
   Ignoring the claps of congratulations he received as he walked between the tables, he stopped at the table of three, waiting until he was acknowledged. The man with shoulder length, curly blonde hair was the first to look up from his inner thoughts and notice him. "That was. . . amazing," he said, the words escaping his mouth in a single rush as if he had to get it out before it was lost.
 
   "Thank you.” Simon bowed graciously. "It is nice to know, even in places such as this, one can still find those who appreciate music."
 
   "Yes," the woman seemed taken aback, as if praise was something she didn't do often, "the song was truly beautiful."
 
   "My name is Marcius," the other man, with sloppy muddy brown hair, held out his hand to Simon. 
 
   His companions were obviously not ones to be outdone. "Alicia," the woman said with a nod of greeting.
 
   "And I am Jared," the blonde man held out his hand after Simon had finished with Marcius.
 
   "Care for company?" Simon leaned over the table and dropped his voice as if divulging secret information. "I'd rather sit with some people who might carry intelligent conversation, you know, something beyond how many women they bed a'night or how their boss screwed them out of pay."
 
   The grins he received told him he was welcome, well before they had said it. "Sure, we wouldn't mind the company of a bard. Perhaps you could entertain us with your travels?" Jared said after Simon had sat down.
 
   Simon's astute eye noticed something that was of far greater importance than their immediate questions. "What is this? Your cups are empty! This simply will not do!" Before they could protest, Simon turned around in his chair toward the bar. "Hey Barry, a round of beers for this table!" turning back around, he was awarded with a shocked look on three faces. He merely winked. They didn't know how profitable the work had been this morning for him. "Don't worry, it's my treat."
 
   "Thanks for the show of kindness," the woman said before regarding him critically, "I'm afraid I didn't catch a name, master bard?" Alicia asked, sitting back in her chair.
 
   Simon chuckled. “My name's Simon and I'm not a bard."
 
   Jared didn't seem to believe him, shooting him a shrewd look. "Come now. . . uh. . . Simon, you're trying to tell me you play like that without any training?"
 
   "Yeah. . . come on. You were brilliant up there," Marcius chimed in meekly.
 
   "I never said I never had training. I just don't consider myself a bard, that is all."
 
   "Well, then, what do you consider yourself?" Alicia raised her eyebrow questionably, a coy smile gracing her lips.
 
   Simon rubbed his chin thoughtfully, "Well, if I had to pigeonhole myself as anything, it'd probably be a priest. I do a bit of everything." He had to resist the temptation to wink at her in regards to the last statement. He doubted such a woman responded to such crass flirting, though he made a mental note of that pick-up line for future use. You never know when such things might come in handy.
 
   The looks of surprise he received at the proclamation were genuine, if a bit suspicious. "You're kidding me," Jared said, leaning over the table towards Simon. "What priest would sing songs like that?" The blonde man pointed at a table that was still singing, rather badly by Simon's experienced ear, the words to the "Man with a Hundred Hands and a Thousand Wives". 
 
   Hey, was it his fault that it was such a catchy ditty? Simon’s professional side grimaced anyway. There was a point where enthusiasm was overridden by drunkenness.
 
   "I would agree," Alicia piped in, redirecting Simon's attention back to the conversation. He liked her lips, they were nice and pink, and they looked soft to the touch. 
 
   He should probably correct their views. Simon sighed, forcing his mind once again to the conversation, though he hated the amount of explanation whenever someone asked him what he did. Why couldn't he just agree with their initial assumptions? He'd done it often enough to other people to not feel guilty over lying. It'd be so much easier, but some annoying itch within him prevented that simple route. He felt that he should at least be honest with them.
 
   Simon chalked it up on being in service of a god. Inspiration or something like that. Yeah, that sounded plausible. Perhaps this was his purpose? Simon found the idea of his fate predefined as positively frightening.
 
   "Now wait a mom—" Simon's half-hearted protests were cut off by the immense presence of Barry, the barkeep holding a tray heavy with beer. The big man looked back and forth between Simon and his "friends," as if the two ingredients together were too much for him to fathom. 
 
   "Here is yer beer, Simon," Barry said as he gently plopped the mugs down, and then his face took on the face of utmost humility. "I hope yer not done with yer playin' yet?" Simon had to bite back a laugh. It was a turnaround from when Barry was asking him for his rent.
 
   "Of course not, Barry. I'm just taking a bit of a breather. I saw a couple of new faces and I decided to make their acquaintance," Simon finished with an elaborate gesture towards his drinking companions.
 
   The man's head bobbed with understanding. "Ah, not a problem, Simon. This round's on the house, just 'member to play again. My customers love yer twiddlin's." And I love their money. Simon had to resist the temptation to voice the unsaid addition to Barry's words.
 
   The whole situation would have been amusing if it wasn't so blatantly obvious, instead it was just kind of sad. No doubt the pockets of Barry would jingle from the efforts of Simon. He could afford to give them several rounds of beer. That scoundrel. "Not a problem, Barry," Simon said with a brief inclination of his head, betraying none of the small flecks of anger that he felt inside.
 
   Now reassured, the big barkeep left with a noticeable extra bounce to his step. Smiling to hide his annoyance, Simon turned back around to his companions. They seemed to have lapsed back into their self contemplative moods, something which annoyed Simon greatly. "Drink up, my friends. The night is too young for such long faces!" he raised his mug. Jolted from their private musings, they were quick to echo his statement, tapping their own mugs gently against his before taking a deep gulp of beer respectively.
 
   "So, Simon," Alicia was the first to put down her mug. "What god or goddess do you hold allegiance to? I assume, from your. . . ah. . . 'twiddlin's' it certainly isn't Avalene?" The tone of her voice suggested that she still didn't believe him.
 
   Setting his mug down, he regarded the distractingly beautiful woman. The alcohol, coupled with the warm tavern, had made her cheeks flush a most exquisitely rosy color. "Well, my lady, I don't recall this being 'question the minstrel night'?"
 
   "I apologize, I didn't mean—" Simon held up his hands to forestall the protests that were already starting to spill from her mouth.
 
   "No offense taken, good lady. I'm happy to answer your question. After all, what priest wouldn't like to speak of their god or goddess to those who wish to listen?" He shot her a smile to disarm any resentment to his earlier comment.
 
   Everybody conceded that point with a nod. He couldn’t put it off any longer. "I follow the teachings of The Broken One," he said, standing up and pushing his chair back to give colorful bow, which he did to hide the slight flush of embarrassment from his statement.
 
   His habit for the dramatic caused the back of the chair to slap against someone sitting at the table behind him, introducing Simon to a few choice words from the person sitting in it. Well, until the person realized who had bumped into his seat, then the obviously drunk man just raised his mug in toast to Simon, before quaffing the drink, spilling most of it down his front. The man looked down at the spilt beer with groggy disdain, as if it had somehow deliberately slighted him by missing his mouth, before he called for another drink, already completely forgetting Simon's transgression.
 
   Smiling ruefully, Simon was quick to sit back down and return the man's apathy. He looked sheepishly at his companions, who grinned back.
 
   "The Broken One. . . " Jared and Alicia's voices trailed off as they tried to place the name.
 
   Simon waited patiently. His god wasn't someone commonly worshipped, so it came as no big surprise that they didn't immediately recognize it. Hell, most of the temples refused to even recognize the existence of his God. But Simon knew better. The Broken One was as real as the mug in his hand. He knew this because the God had saved his life, and had shown himself to Simon in all his terrible glory and might.
 
   To see a god was an incredibly humbling experience, one that instilled both fear and love, among a whole gamut of emotions that ran unerringly through his veins like fire. Simon, who up until then had been someone who had never held much stock in religion, instead preferring the more tangible belief in oneself, had groveled like a little child before the all encompassing might of The Broken One.
 
   Damn it! He had prostrated, wept, writhing his hands together like a nervous wench at the bared power before him. The very memory caused a tick of anger in the recesses of Simon's chest.
 
   "Oh, come on," the brown haired lad, Marcius was his name if Simon remembered correctly, interjected with a sigh. "You two have never heard of The Broken One? Didn't you guys study your Pantheon?" The numb look they shot back at their friend did much to answer that question for both Marcius and Simon. Simon's respect for the boy grew at the words. He liked intelligent people. They were far more interesting than the general rabble he was forced to wallow with.
 
   Simon couldn't help but to comment. "Oh? And you know about him, Marcius? Tell me exactly what you think you know, and I will tell you if you are correct. Far too often the few that do know of him are full of preconceptions that are utterly false."
 
   Taking it as a personal challenge, Marcius assumed the practiced air of a scholar, unconsciously straightening himself as he eyes glazed over with memory of texts read long ago. "Triundral, also known as The Broken One, was the supposed father of the Pantheon. He was wild, capricious, and unpredictable, all symptoms fitting for a God of Chaos. Legends speak of him leveling whole cities in his rage, only to repent his actions and bless the people that so angered him with gifts for generations. Good and evil had no bearing on him. In fact, early scholars speculated that he did things merely for amusement. Eventually, his children, our current gods, rebelled against his rule, unable to take the chaos that followed all he touched. They craved order, and after a mighty battle that shook the heavens, they attained it. Triundral was injured; forever bereft of the use of his arm and eye, and thus became known as The Broken One. He has disappeared since then. Whether or not he is dead, or even if gods can die, is something known only to the gods themselves. Most religions in Faelon choose to strike the existence of him from their records, for such a god could not be followed, for he had no real laws or rules to follow. Most find the mere existence of such an irresponsible god abhorrent." Marcius licked his lips, seeming satisfied with himself as he finished.
 
   Simon was dumbfounded. He blinked once. Twice. Three times. Never before had it been put so. . . so. . . eloquently? Some measure of his astonishment must have passed to Marcius, for his smile just got wider as his apparent success. Letting out a low whistle, Simon searched for a response. "Well, I am impressed!" he said truthfully after a couple of seconds, "Not many know what you have said, and even less could put it so. . . succinctly."
 
   Marcius's smile reached his ears. "Thanks, Simon. Though I can't really take all the credit. I'm just merely reciting things I have read. Things I have read far too many times!" He gave a dry chuckle at some inner dark humor.
 
   "Scholar, I take it?"
 
   "Ah—" Marcius started to respond, before Alicia interjected.
 
   "Yes," she said, "Marcius and myself are journeying scholars, and Jared is our bodyguard."
 
   Simon didn't miss the discreet looks exchanged between the three. The sense of something wrong grew stronger; they were hiding something, he could feel it. 
 
   Even if they were scholars, which he believed to be a lie, what would they be doing in the most dilapidated tavern in Harcourt? The more he tumbled such thoughts in his head, the less it made sense. Well, like he always said, when smoke obscured the truth, one merely had to prod the flame.
 
   "Excuse me for my bluntness, my fair lady, but I don't recall your name as being Marcius," he shot her a disarming smile to soften the reprimand before turning back to Marcius. "Now, Marcius, what is it that you do? Are you a scholar?" Simon put on his most innocent face.
 
   It was a useless gesture, and Simon knew he had erred when he saw all three jaw lines tighten and the general temperature of the table seemed to drop drastically. The formerly relaxed faces were now guarded and wary.
 
   "We're going to retire for the night," Alicia said tersely, standing up, "Thanks for the conversation, master bard." Simon didn't even bother to correct her, his mind was too busy racing to find a way to hastily patch up whatever line he had crossed.
 
   "Oh, please stay for a couple more drinks? It is awfully lonely here, with just a bunch of working men to talk with," and figuring he should throw them the benefit of the doubt, "It's not often that I get to talk with scholars."
 
   Jarrod shot him an apologetic smile as he stood up and pushed in his chair, "Sorry, Simon. Alicia's right, we've got to hit the hay. Thanks for the song. May your God watch over you."
 
   It was only Marcius who stayed at the table with Simon. Both Alicia and Jared shot him puzzled looks. "Marc?" Alicia asked.
 
   Marcius nodded. "I feel like staying here a bit longer. It'd be nice to relax with some music."
 
   "Come on, Marc." Jared prodded, "We have an early day tomorrow. It'd be wise to catch a few winks."
 
   Simon recognized the internal struggle going on within Marcius, and he was wise enough to also see an opportunity when one presented itself. "Come on now, if he wants to stay, let him stay. He's big enough to look after himself, plus I'll be here to watch his back if I am wrong."
 
   "I don't recall invi—" Alicia began sharply, before being cut off by Jared.
 
   “It’s alright, Alicia. He's right, Marcius is his own man. G'night to you both," Jared spun on his heel, dragging a protesting Alicia by her arm as he led her up the stairs.
 
   "Hmmmm. . . " Simon threw Marcius a suggestive eyebrow and a lewd wink, "Wonder what he was in a hurry for?"
 
   The dusty-haired boy chuckled nervously, dismissing Simon’s thinly veiled innuendo. "It's not what it looks like. It's just that they worry and have a habit of trying to coddle me."
 
   Simon shot him a disarming grin, “Ah, well. Let us drink then?” he said, pushing a mug toward the man before picking up one for himself. “You’ll stay to chat and hear me play, right?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   And get drunk as you wait. Simon grinned into his cup. It was fortunate for him that it also happened that drunks have loose tongues. There was no mystery that a little beer couldn’t solve.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 19
 
    [image: 00.png]Jared closed the door behind him before turning around. “I know what you did to get us our freedom.”
 
   Alicia kept her back to him. She looked remarkably small with her shoulders close together. “Do you?”
 
   “Yes. I don’t know if I should thank you or be disappointed. Perhaps both.”
 
   “Disappointed, huh?” she whispered, and it was something in the way she said it, a nearly indiscernible flutter in her voice that alerted Jared that perhaps he had said something wrong. The Mage turned, remarkably calm, and Jared allowed himself a brief moment of relief, that she’d let his comment slide.  “Jared Garalan, privileged son of Gary Garalan, please tell me on what grounds that you have the right to think that your opinion of me matters?”
 
   Alright, that hurt a bit, he admitted to himself. Not that he’d show her that. “We are companions on the road. It only makes sense to care about each other.”
 
   She stood her ground. “Have I not shown that I care? If you knew of another way out of the problem we were in, one that allowed me to keep my pants on, I’d be more than welcome to hear it.”
 
   Jared had no words to counter her logic and a heavy silence fell between the two. It was a tense standoff. Her, defiant and proud, and him, unsure and yet unwilling to back down.
 
   He broke first. “I’m sorry,” he said candidly, “I just wish we could have found some other way.”
 
   “Are you sorry for me, or sorry for Marcius?” she asked quietly.
 
   “I do not understand.”
 
   “You can’t protect him for the rest of his life, you know,” Alicia said, shrugging, “I don’t like what I did, but it got the job done. We are here, and we are alive. He can continue living his fairy tale world. I won’t say anything if you don’t either. This can just be between us.”
 
   Jared opened his mouth, intent on denying her words, but found that he couldn’t. She was right, in a way. There was just something so blithely honest about his friend, and he found that he wanted to protect Marcius, even if it was a losing battle. 
 
   Something akin to sadness passed over the Mage’s features then, as if she had seen how accurate her words were and regretted them. “Perhaps his innocence can last until we reach the Academy,” she said. “Though it most assuredly won’t last once he enrolls. He’ll either adapt or get crushed. The Academy will quickly force him to grow up.”
 
   The bluntness of her words, the utter certainty of truth, alarmed Jared. “Can any place truly be that bad?”
 
   Alicia’s smile was mirthless and dark. “Hell, you’ll find, has many forms. Nothing is more ruthless than a house of ambition. Cruelty is a product of power.” She turned around, going back to unpacking her sleeping roll. Jared, straining, almost missed what she said next. “After all, it made someone like me.”
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   Simon needed to clear his mind. This was a lot to take in, and he needed the smell of fresh air and the constant rhythm of his feet to calm his nerves. The humorous part of him didn’t fail to point out that if he really needed fresh air, what was he doing walking along the streets of Lowtown?
 
   He ignored it.
 
   A wizard? Plots by the Academy? Captured by the infamous Solokovian bandit group and walking away from the encounter?
 
   It was an amazing tale, like something he would tell over a roaring campfire to an enthralled group of travelers in the dead of night. And the worst part was that Simon believed Marcius. The man was drunk, but didn’t seem the type to embellish things. 
 
   It didn’t hurt that he offered to show the bard some spell play to prove his tale, which Simon was quick to stop. Everybody wanted money here, and money followed wizards around, or so everyone believed. Marcius would have had his throat slit and pouch emptied before the sun had risen.
 
   Simon found himself strangely excited. Wizards! Magic! He’d spent his life looking for adventure, a trait which contrasted sharply with his strong sense of self-preservation. Still, everyone knew wherever magic was, great events followed. He believed that rumor more than the gold one and had that familiar itch, like a personal song that he felt rather than heard. Things had gotten stale here, and now there was opportunity. He’d be a fool to overlook it.
 
   But magic was also dangerous, and he had to think this through. He was also writing an autobiography, and wouldn’t it be more interesting if he had something exciting to put in it? But how would he convince them to let him tag along? It seemed obvious that they weren’t interested.
 
   Opportunities don’t fall in your lap like this every day. He always felt as if he was destined for something great. Something more than getting by day to day as he was doing now. He was a chosen of the Broken One! That had to count for something, right?
 
   He growled, lost in thought as the myriad of questions that seemed to only lead to more questions constantly eluded his grasp. It made his head spin! The entire time he had been walking, counting on his subconscious to lead him through streets by memory. Normally one wouldn’t dare walk the Lowtown without some situational awareness. It was tantamount to a death wish, or at least meant that one wasn’t overly concerned with his money.
 
   But Simon wasn’t excessively worried. He had a knack for working his way out of trouble, to the point that he sometimes wondered if it was divine intervention. At the thought, his mind flickered back to the Broken One, but the notion unsettled him and he drove forward, both literally and figuratively, away from it. But more importantly, everyone knew him and knew that it really wasn’t worth robbing him because he never had anything of value besides his music. 
 
   The sounds of street assailed him from all sides, blended together in a comforting blanket of familiarity. Vendors haggled with buyers, the clip-clop of horses plodding slowly, pulling heavy wagons, and the low murmur of dozens of individual conversations was exactly what Simon, who had lived and dealt with such his entire life, needed to tune out all the distractions as he pondered alarming information he had gathered the night before.
 
   It also made him relax his guard, so that when two pairs of grubby hands reached out and grabbed him into a nearby alley, he was caught completely unawares.
 
   Much like a mirror being held up to Harcourt itself, the Lowtown district was split into two distinct worlds, both deadly, but in sharp distinction to each other. The face of Lowtown was what any unknowing visitor, oblivious merchant or ignorant waif might recognize. It was a place of dirt, filth, and poverty for those who, either through luck or fate, had no other place to retreat to. But, like a mask, one merely had to look beyond the obvious.
 
   There was power in Lowtown. Organizations that had fingers in machinations that went far beyond even the expansiveness of Harcourt. And the sanctuary of this underworld resided in the recesses, the blackened alleyways. It was here that deals were made, among the very dregs of society.
 
   The fingers of power were like roots of a tree. Spreading out, splitting off into smaller and smaller veins, all of which fed the main body. Currently one of the very small fingers had slammed Simon against alley wall, knocking the breath from his lungs and causing an explosion of stars to dance before his eyes.
 
   “Well, well, lookit what we found, Tomgin, eh? Just a’wanderin’ about the streets, eh?”  A pair of grubby mitted hands, the fingers cut out either by design or wear and tear, held the wayward bard by his collar, punctuating each word with a rough shake. Simon’s nostrils flared as the acrid breath washed over him, and it was a struggle just to focus his eyes on his assailants.  Two blackened orbs, glistening from what little light that managed to filter in through the high tight walls of the alley, stared at him with ill-intent. A dirty brown cap stood at a rakish angle, almost covering one eye, and Simon could see several missing teeth in the yellow feral grin the man gave him.
 
   That would explain the breath.
 
   The point of something sharp, presumably a knife, was now jabbing Simon through his brown leather jacket, in the soft flesh of his stomach. Tomgin, sans hat and only slightly better garbed than his friend, pushed a greasy strand of black hair out of his face as he too leaned close, “You see,” he began with a snarl, “the boss wants his money that you owe him. Told ‘ol Gerald here to gut you like a fish if you didn’t have it.”
 
   The sharp object accentuated the demand by digging even deeper, to the point where Simon was afraid it might draw blood. And given the state of his attackers, no doubt if the cut didn’t kill him, the following infection would. He gulped. His mind raced. Time to stall. “Please guys, I’ll have your boss’s gold in a bit. Work has been rather lax you see, and well, you know how it is.” He couldn’t stop himself from giving a nervous chuckle.
 
   The two men didn’t share in his mirth. “Look, do you have the boss’s money or not, eh? I’d rather just cut ya here and leave ya to the guards to find in the mornin’.”
 
   Heavy weight, like cold hard iron, welled up in the depths of Simon. He was a lover, a singer, a teller of tales; he was a lot of things, but certainly not a fighter! He couldn’t die here like this! It wasn’t his fault that Lady Luck just wasn’t with him that day! 
 
   He secretly suspected the gambling pit cheated somehow, but he couldn’t prove it. He certainly didn’t deserve to die like an animal in the back of some alleyway! For a second his normally clever mind failed him, and it took every ounce of his willpower to rein it in.
 
   Calm down. Think!
 
   It came to him. An idea so simple and easy, he was almost impressed with how obvious it was. It was a dirty, but he didn’t have much of a choice. “I have information for your boss that would easily pay off my debt.”
 
   “That so?” Gerald licked his lips, the doubt obvious in his voice. “An’ what would that be, eh?”
 
   And Simon told them of the great and powerful wizards seeking shelter at the inn. Of how they were practically overflowing with gold and riches, just begging to be pilfered. Even now, with his life in danger, Simon couldn’t help but take pleasure in the art of storytelling and found himself embellishing. Their eyes grew wide with each sentence, until Simon was sure that they would fall right out and roll about like dice.
 
   It was too easy.
 
   “Do ya hear that, Gerald?”
 
   “Yeah, Tomgin, I did. . . wizards!” Gerald said, “But how do we know he ain’t lyin’?”
 
   Simon held both hands up as if to defend himself.  “Do you think I’d lie to you, knowing that it’d just anger your boss with such a ridiculous story? Check for yourself, you all know where I am staying. They’re staying at the same inn as I am.”
 
   “He has a point,” Gerald agreed, loosening his grip on Simon enough so that Simon’s heel touched the ground. “But so help me, if we report this to the boss and it turns out to be nothin’ but a lie, they’ll need half o’ the guard to find all the pieces of you. Don’ you be skippin’ out of town ‘fore we check ou’ yer story.”
 
   With that final warning and one last shove for good measure, the two men melted into the winding corridors of Lowtown, no doubt eager to deliver this precious information to their boss and receive a hefty reward.
 
   He waited a few respectful seconds, just in case they were still nearby, before allowing the grin to hit his face. It had worked like a charm, and he was already formulating how to turn these events into a profit for himself. He was fitting all the pieces to the puzzle together. Of course it was a bit of luck on his part that they didn’t insist upon taking him to their hideout until they checked out his information. Simon found that intelligence was a lacking trait the further from the trunk one got in Lowcourt.
 
   Whistling, he set off back to the inn, notably happier and with a sense of purpose.
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   Marc, wake up. There are people here to see you.
 
   The first thing that Marcius noticed when he opened his eyes was the intense throbbing pain of a hefty hangover. It pounded in his temples and made him squint at the rather annoyed face of Alicia. The second thing that came to his notice, as his mind slowly caught up to everything, was that he was wet and that Alicia was holding a bucket.
 
   It occurred to Marcius that perhaps he should connect the two facts. “What’s the matter with you, Alicia!” He shifted angrily to a sitting position on his bed, rubbing his head.
 
   “Matter with me? A bucket of water is the least of your concerns. And it’s your entire fault!”
 
   This caught Marcius’s attention. “What do you mean?”
 
   “Calm down, Alicia,” the level voice of Jared intoned. Marcius finally took notice of his friend and the bard from last night.
 
   “What’s going on?” he asked again, and the silent glances that the mage and swordsman exchanged did little to make him feel any better.
 
   “Marcius, in case you didn’t notice the raging hangover, you were drunk last night. Now, let’s say, while you were drunk, that you might have blurted what we are and why we are here to an entire damn bar full of ruffians that’d like nothing more than to loot our sorry carcasses. How do you think your two companions would feel about this?” Alicia asked, sarcasm lacing every word.
 
   “Well, I would assume they would be very disgruntled,” Simon interrupted, coming to Marcius’s rescue. “If you want to cut into your friend for being stupid, do so later. We’re kind of on a schedule here. The Blackguard will be here to recruit you all very soon.”
 
   “What. Is. Going. On.” Marcius growled. The headache and this whole situation were nerve wracking.
 
   “Okay, allow me sum it up for you,” Simon turned, offering a hand to Marcius, pulling him off the bed and to his feet. “You got drunk. Started blabbing about the special things you and your friends can do. Someone overheard, and went and turned in the information to the Blackguards. Wizards are rare nowadays. A wizard in a criminal organization would ensure complete dominance for that group. So now they gather to give you all an offer you can’t refuse. Understand?”
 
   Marcius rubbed his eyes. “Yeah, I think so. Who are the Blackguards?”
 
   “They’re one of many criminal gangs that make a living off the underbelly of Harcourt. There’s a constant power struggle going on, though rumors say that someone has a hand in it all, for whatever purpose. Now, I think I’ve talked enough. We have to go if we are to save your lives.”
 
   “We?” Alicia chimed in, her eyes narrowing.
 
   “Yes, we. You think I warned you for my health? You all look like an honest lot and you can’t deny you owe me for saving you. This is an opportunity for me, and I’m not about to pass it up.”
 
   “What do you want from us? Money? Some sort of magical favor?” the Mage pursued ruthlessly.
 
   Simon sighed, as if disappointed. “Nothing mundane like that. I want to travel with you three and write about it. It’s the opportunity of a lifetime, and I-By Dryken’s rule!” Simon cursed, his eyes focused on something outside of the window.
 
   “What is it?” Jared asked. “I don’t see anything.”
 
   “That’s just the problem. There is nobody outside. This is Lowtown. When people disappear, something big is about to happen.” Simon turned to the trio, his eyes fierce. “Are you with me? I can guarantee that you’ll make it out alive, but only if you agree to take me with you.”
 
   Alicia looked like she was about to say something, but Jared beat her to it. “Yes, bard. If we make it out, you’re more than welcome to accompany us.”
 
   Simon smiled, then reached behind the door and dropped a large brown sack at their feet. “Put those on and get ready to fight. Wait for my signal and hightail it out of here. I’ll catch up to you all outside.”
 
   Jared picked up the bag, glancing inside. “How will we know what the signal is?”
 
   The bard’s face was stern, but his eyes danced with humor. “Oh, you’ll know. Just be ready. Try to stay alive until then. It’s hard to honor bargains when you’re dead. Remember, when I say let’s go, we go all out. I don’t care what you are doing, just run.”
 
   The swordsman held out his hand and the two clasped wrists, sealing their agreement. “If we were that easy to kill, we wouldn’t be here.”
 
   Simon nodded and walked out the room, closing the door behind him.
 
   “What’s in the bag?” Alicia asked, curiosity finally getting the one up on her indignation.
 
   The blonde man rubbed the back of his head nervously as he handed the Mage the bag. “You’re not going to like it.”
 
   Alicia’s eyes widened as she peered in. 
 
   Jared was right.
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   The solid leather heels of Simon’s boots echoed through the dusty hallway, the calm stride doing little to reflect the turmoil that boiled beneath the bard’s calm façade. This was it. The entire success of his crazy plan hinged on the outcome of the next few minutes. 
 
   He told them that they intended to recruit them. This wasn’t exactly true. Capture, scavenge what they could, torture for whatever else they could get, then kill and dispose of the bodies was probably closer to the truth. Wizards and magic in general was considered too dangerous to keep around.
 
   Every second passed in nerve-wracking agony, and yet, Simon found to his amazement, he had never felt as alive as he did now. It was exhilarating. An intoxicating drug more pure than any of the crazy weed one could buy off the dealers on the streets.
 
   He continued down the hallway, reaching the end and coming to a stop before a rickety excuse for a door. Pulling out his ever trusty set of lock picks (bards did more than just sing, one never knew what you needed when you lived a life on the road,) he went to work on the lock for a brief second before the irony of what he was doing caught up to him.
 
   There was little point in being subtle now. Pulling out the delicate instrument from the lock, he placed it carefully inside his pocket. Leaning back, he gave a strong kick to the door, the wood caving in for the briefest of moments before shattering in a dozen pieces. He picked his way gingerly through the self-made portal, continuing up the steep flight of stairs that continued on the other side.
 
   Sunlight battled through a dirty window, the beam coming out as splotches of light through the grime and crust. The attic was dank and obviously had not seen much use, if Simon could judge by the thick layer of dust that coated everything in sight. He felt like an intruder to some hidden corner of the universe, his presence defiling the eerie silence of this untouched world.
 
   That was fine. It wouldn’t remain that way for long.
 
   Humming a little tune, he grabbed the skeleton that passed for a chair in the one corner and smashed it against the floor. It broke easily. Picking up various pieces of it, he found two of similar size and length that suited his purpose and set them up, side by side, on the single table that stood in the center of the room.
 
   It was now that he reached in his pack, pulling out a chalky white block and placing it on the pieces of wood, forming an impromptu bridge. The block, known as fire ash,  was made from various chemicals, mixed by an alchemist and allowed to congeal and settle before being cut into blocks, such as the one he now held. It was typically used to fuel low simmering fires that one required to make exotic delicacies or as a catalyst for various other alchemical processes.
 
   But Simon, due to his nature of being one who always kept an ear open for new information and ways to use said information, had happened upon one very peculiar property of the otherwise unexciting material. It was the only known product, besides the rare metal drykite, to have an innate resistance to the extremely corrosive liquid commonly referred to as demon’s fire. Unlike drykite, demon’s fire would eat through the fire ash, but not nearly at the instant speed it did most things.
 
   Perfect for what Simon had in mind.
 
   He reached carefully into the pouch on his side, extracting two vials. One was made from the rare metal drykite and held the very liquid that was on the forefront of Simon’s mind: demon’s fire. He set that container very carefully on the edge of the table before regarding the last, and perhaps most dangerous, vial.
 
   It was a clear container, and the liquid inside was a rather indistinct color which belied the fact that inside the small innocent package was a raging inferno. This was called Dryken’s Breath and Simon rolled his eyes at the naming conventions employed by alchemists desperate to add an aura of mystery to their methodical craft.
 
   But it didn’t stop the steady respect he gave this volatile liquid as he placed it carefully under the bridge of fire ash. He knew that the moment air hit it; everything in this room would go up in flame, a fiery hell on Faelon that would incinerate everything it touched.
 
   In fact, he was counting on it.
 
   Simon had been saving these two treasures for a rainy day, since the both of them were worth a fortune in the right circles. But something in the depths of his chest told him this was that moment, and he followed his gut. Some things were worth more than gold.
 
   He twisted off the cap of the demon’s fire vial with maddening carefulness, ignoring the sweat forming on his brow. One drop of the vial’s liquid on his skin and it’d be a painful, though quick, death. Holding his breath, he dropped the entire contents of the vial onto the fire ash, watching as his efforts were rewarded with a wicked hiss. The dangerous substance smoked and bubbled, filling the air with an acrid scent that left Simon gagging.
 
   Reining in his reaction, Simon made sure that the liquid would eat through the block and hit the Dryken’s Breath. He gave himself about five minutes before all hell would break loose. More than enough time to get out of here, he hoped.
 
   Taking a deep breath, the bard turned, running as if his life depended on getting away from there, because most likely it did. As he hit the bottom of the stairs, he heard the sounds of battle.
 
   Undaunted, he continued running, the hissing behind him and the clanging metal in front of him only lending speed to his feet.
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   “It’s been a long time, Denician,” the melodic feminine voice intoned, the words lingering, even as the willowy, ghostly, hands caressed the side of his face.
 
   The Headmaster sighed, his breath coming out raggedly at the surge of emotions the figure in front of him induced. “Hello, Queen Selenthia. It is nice to see you are well.”
 
   The hands recoiled. “Come, my love, there is no need for such titles, even if time and circumstance has driven us apart,” the ghost teased, with only a slight hint of reproach behind the words.
 
   Though he would never admit, even after all these years, he still yearned for this woman, this elf, in front of him. She was communicating using a long distance scrying spell, so he was thankful that at least he didn’t have to look at the features that he knew so well.
 
   In his mind’s eye he saw the long raven black hair that flowed like silk through his finger tips, pale perfect skin that resembled the gentle glow of the moonlight, and those knowing amethyst orbs that saw into the very depths of his being. 
 
   He ached for her.
 
   He had just been an apprentice when she had entered his, until then, simple life. The Kingdom of Morlian was at peace with the elves of Selenthia at the time. So, at his master’s prodding, he had traveled to study the extensive magical texts that the elves kept. And they welcomed him in the aloof, yet curious way that only people who live for many centuries could.
 
   And it was where he fell in love with a young elven maiden with laughter in her eyes. It amazed him when it came to light that she returned his affection. It was a magical couple of years. He wanted nothing more than to wake up every day of his life with her in his arms.
 
   But it was not to be. He was human and she was elven. Such intimacies were forbidden by her people. She was willing to give it up for him, but he wasn’t ready to let her, to doom her to hundreds of years of banishment from her people just to be with him for however short his human lifespan lasted. So he left and broke both of their hearts in the process.
 
   Then this whole war started and in the way that only Fate or circumstance can mock somebody, it all came full circle back to him. After an argument with the King, in which he protested the whole idea of starting a war with a race of people that had, hitherto, been perfectly peaceful, he, as the neutral head of the Academy, decided to meddle and gain an ally from the enemy’s side to try and stop the war before it started.
 
   So he tried to contact the elvish maid that he still dreamed of every night, hoping she could find it in her heart to forgive him and work with him to stop needless bloodshed. So it came as a shock when he was introduced to the Queen and ruler of Selenthia herself. It came as a bigger surprise when the ruler turned out to be the love of his life, which had only recently ascended to the throne, picked by her people upon the death of their late king.
 
   Oh the irony of life.
 
   Denician rubbed his temples. “Selenthia,” he disliked the name, though it was the fate of all elven rulers to inherit the name of their homeland, “Please, now is not the time. Things are getting worse and we haven’t gotten anywhere.”
 
   The image nodded. “The Council wishes to eradicate your Kingdom for daring to attack unprovoked. We, of course, believe that we were right in the trade dispute. There are hints of wanting to return to the warlike people we once were.”
 
   “I can’t allow that to happen. For either side, win or lose. This isn’t what Faelon needs. I swear there is a puppet master behind these strings of war, but whoever they are, I haven’t gotten wind beyond my suspicions.”
 
   “What about the prophet?”
 
   Denician nodded. Shortly before the war started, a nameless prophet appeared, clad in simple white robes and black mask that hid his features, and everything he had said came true. Famine, births, disasters. He came to the King, telling him of a path he must take to lead Faelon to an era of prosperity. There had been great civil unrest in Morlian at the time, mostly from a great plague that had swept through, leaving a trail of misery behind it. Then a trade caravan containing a highly sought after metal got robbed and both sides claim the other was behind it.
 
   The news was convenient enough to take Morlian’s focus off its problems. Too convenient, by the Headmaster’s reckoning. Denician immediately suspected the robed man, but no matter the security and surveillance he placed on the masked prophet, he couldn’t prove anything.
 
   He felt as if he was just a nameless pawn dancing along to the tune of an unseen piper. The feeling of hopelessness infuriated him. He knew there had to be more to this, but despite his best efforts, all he got were shadows flitting about the dark.
 
   “He’s still clean. I’ve got my best men watching every move he makes, and yet, nothing. He gets up every morning, meditates, consults the king, eats, and then meditates some more. That’s it, every day, without fail.”
 
   The willowy figure huffed with frustration. A very unqueen-like action that reminded Denician of the woman she was before. It was hard to stop the smile tugging at his lips. “We are missing something, love. Both of us realize there is more to this war than meets the eye. But neither of us can prove it. Are you sure your men are trustworthy?”
 
   The Headmaster bristled. “Of course. I’d not trust anyone but my best men for such a task. And what about you, is anyone not being honest among your elves?”
 
   “We are different than the newer races, with a longer view of the world. I do not see anyone of us betraying our kind.” There was a brief moment of hesitation. “But I do not discount it, just because I trust my people. I have been looking into it, though I have to be subtle. We do not distrust easily, amongst ourselves. It would be a great affront to openly bring the suspicion to the forefront of our politics.”
 
   Denician snorted. “With all due respect, from what I remember of the goings on within your courts, the inner workings of our own ‘newer’ races seems tame in comparison.”
 
   “That is a bit different. To us it is like a game. We live centuries and must find ways to amuse ourselves. The intrigue and wordplay interests us. It is mostly posturing and harmless in intent.”
 
   “So how do we lesser lived races know that one of your people isn’t viewing this like a game? Poking and prodding and instigating for his, or her, own sick, twisted, amusement? Are you saying your people are incapable of evil? Or maybe that they might not view things differently, somehow believing what they are doing is for the greater good??”
 
   “I don’t like your implications, love. We have not instigated a conflict for centu—”
 
   “But just because you haven’t doesn’t mean you can’t, am I correct?”
 
   “I’m not sure why you are attacking my race. . . but yes, you are correct. Anybody is capable of malicious intent, even the longer lived ones that should know better.”
 
   The Headmaster sighed. It was always like this. He was always looking for ways to fight with her. He hated the social customs of the elves. The pomp, the strict caste rules, the nitpicking. Furthermore, navigating the murky and lengthy list of what was proper was painstaking at best. One had to live for centuries just to get anything done!
 
   He blamed a large part of the frustration on not being able to have what he desired. If he was so great, why couldn’t he just take what he wanted? Social norms be damned! At the thought, he mentally shook his head. Go down that road and he’d be the one pushing for war.
 
   “I’m sorry. . . Ashe,” he breathed an apology, her birth name rolling off his tongue, bittersweet.
 
   The image twirled lightly, the happiness evident in her movements. Denician found an unwitting smile grace his lips. It was always so easy to make her happy. Underneath the pretense of a ruler, still beat the heart of the carefree woman that stole his heart. “I understand, love.” The image finally came to rest. “We have all been taxed rather hard. When may I see you next?”
 
   It was an abrupt change of topic, and had Denician not been used to dealing with the capriciousness elves, he’d have thought her uncaring for her people in this time of war. He wished they would take the threat his nation posed seriously. Morlian was a slow to awaken beast, but changes were happening within that he was powerless to stop, despite his best efforts. The beast was stretching out its claws, and Denician saw trouble in the future of anything that got in its way.
 
   But the elves, with their long view of the world at large, refused to believe that anything could really threaten them. This was just another bump in the road of time. They didn’t see the war machine slowly gearing up, as Denician did. They believed they had a chance.  Denician hoped they were right. All the elves had seen were skirmishes and smaller battles with Morlia. What would they do when the beast was fully awakened, fangs spread, bearing down on their homeland?
 
   He wasn’t exactly an elven advocate, but he didn’t want them eradicated or absorbed into Morlia.
 
   He considered her question. Despite what he told himself to the contrary, she would always hold a place in his heart. Like a drug, he found himself always going back to her under some pretense or another. They could never be overtly together, but it didn’t stop them from seeking solace from everything in each other’s arms when they could.
 
   It was dangerous. . . if they ever got caught. . . Still. . . 
 
   “I don’t know, Ashe. It’s hard, with the war and all. But I’ll come under some pretense of Academy work when I can.” He paused, and it took him a few moments to get the words out. “I miss you.”
 
   “And I miss you. I’ll look into matters more closely, at your suggestion. The dishonor it would bring to my people to have a traitor among us wouldn’t even be close to how history would judge us if we allowed this to happen unchallenged.  Now I must go. This spell taxes my energy. Until we meet again, my heart.”
 
   The ghostly figure kissed her fingertips, touching them to Denician’s lips gently before vanishing, now nothing more than a swirling mass of nether to his eyes. And so it was, the Headmaster all alone again in his office. The ache in his chest grew at her absence and he let himself slump down in his chair with a groan, the leather lining protesting his sudden intrusion. Reaching into a secret compartment in his desk, he pulled out a flask of the strongest brandy he had
 
   Later on he planned to rotate the men he had watching the prophet. He’d never admit to being wrong to Ashe, but it didn’t hurt to give her suggestion a shot, no matter how much he didn’t want for it to be true. He also had to go contact and bribe some of his spy network, searching for that something that he was missing. He had a lot of work to do, and that didn’t even include his Academy duties.
 
   But that was for later. Right now he needed a drink.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 20
 
    [image: 00.png]The assassins entered the room silently, having picked the lock with a speed that indicated dedication to a craft that depended on perfection.
 
   Instead of the two pompous wizards and a bodyguard they were told resided there, they opened the door to an old crone, her husband, and a young waif. The two parties paused, unsure.
 
   The moment of confusion was all that was needed A sword appeared in the old man’s hand, and the blade flashed. One of the five fell dead, his throat sliced into the crude facsimile of a smile. The deadly weapon struck again, but this time instinct took over and the assassin got his sword up in time, deflecting the blow.
 
   A crackling light of energy sprung from the woman’s finger tips, following the slicing motion she made with her fingers. Off went a man’s hand and as the man opened his mouth to scream, the old man took the opening, silencing him with a back stroke of his sword.
 
   Things started off badly, but they were quick to fill in the holes. One broke off to occupy the spell caster, forcing her to concentrate more on dodging than spellplay. Her quick cast ball of fire almost charred his face as he ducked. It impacted against the wall, igniting like a match to tinder. Smoke began to fill up the room.
 
   Didn’t the information say two mages? The last one was confirmed as the boy gestured with his hand, a solid pocket of air ramming into the one that approached him. The man let out a grunt and rocked back on his heels, but doggedly moved forward against the pain, his sword cutting trails above the boys head as the boy ducked and rolled.
 
   The old man was now on the defensive, sorely pressed by two expert swordsmen who had worked together before. When one left an opening, the other was quick to fill it. Expertly they worked the man’s defenses; high, low, from the side, the sound of three swords ringing together in terrible harmony. 
 
   Disguising his move with a risky attack that went up and over the man’s sword to duck down and stab at his chest, the assassin reached into his tunic and whipped a knife at the old man. The wicked dagger stuck in the man’s thigh and the man’s defenses stuttered, allowing the two assassins to score minor blows.
 
   Simon burst into the room, the bard’s sword swinging madly at the closest assassin. It was clumsy and untrained, but the simple addition of another was enough to cause a respite for the beleaguered defenders.
 
   The assassins took the betrayal in stride, splitting off to attack separately. Finish the wounded man quickly. It was an unspoken agreement between the pair.
 
   The old crone’s opponent was frustrated. Every time he thought he would hit her, his sword seemed to pass through nothing. How was she so old and yet so agile? He growled as his sword seemed to go through thin air yet again, though he was sure she was in reach.
 
   No, he was letting his frustration get hold of him. Think. Assassins were heads and shoulders above mere grunts because they thought about their targets. They fought as much with their mind as their body and weapons. This time he did a measured lunge for her head, watching as his sword again passed through harmlessly.
 
   And he saw.  The outfit was a disguise. Her clothing and face were dirtied and hard to discern, but the skin at the base of her neck smooth and tight. Nothing like what an old woman would have. So they knew the attack was coming. His mind flickered to obvious betrayal of the bard. And somehow this mage, this witch, was making some spell to cause all his attacks to miss.
 
   What would happen if he deliberately aimed wide? With a feral grin he swung his sword wildly and was rewarded with the split-second feeling of resistance as the edge nicked her arm. Well, it was a start. With his comrades pressing in and gradually tightening the noose on the others, things were very grim for his targets.
 
   He did so enjoy his job.
 
   “Alright guys, let’s get out of here,” The bard yelled over the din of battle. At his call the woman surged forward and grabbed the surprised assassin’s sword, ignoring the deep cut it created on the inside of her hand. Yanking him forward and stepping inside his reach, she struck him dead in the chest with the flat of her hand. A noiseless shockwave echoed from the point of impact, knocking only the assassins to the ground, leaving her friends upright and completely unaffected.
 
   Colors danced before the assassin’s eyes, his ears rang, and the entire world turned upside down. He was fleetingly aware of hitting the ground and the sound of feet echoing away from him. Damn it! They were getting away. He had never failed the organization. He was considered one of the best! 
 
   The assassin gritted his teeth against the pain as he forced himself to stand up, the rest of his team doing the same. He grunted with effort, coughing as he willed his legs to move forward. Every step was agonizing, pinpricks of fire erupting along his body, and it was only through sheer determination that he crossed to the door.
 
   He had just reached the door when he saw his teammate flying at him. His eyes widened in fear as realization dawned on him. His teammate wasn’t jumping; he was being thrown, picked up by a massive explosion that washed over them before they even had time to scream.
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   “Take it slow. Remember, don’t draw suspicion,” Simon hissed under his breath as they took yet another turn down some dark alleyway.
 
   “Where are we going?” Marcius asked.
 
   “Don’t worry about it. I told you three I’d get you out of the city, and I shall.”
 
   “There is one tiny problem,” Alicia said, clutching the dirty brown dress closer to her arm as the gash she received continued to bleed. The wind was picking up, a precursor to a large incoming storm. “Jared’s hurt. We have to stop and treat the wounds.”
 
   Marcius glanced at Jared with concern. A bright red stain was creeping its way down his friend’s leg, matching the one that blossomed on Alicia’s arm and hand.
 
   There was a brief moment where Marcius could see the bard debating with himself, but in the end, Simon nodded reluctantly. “Alright, dress it as fast as possible. We don’t have the time for anything beyond making sure you two don’t bleed to death. Those cuts will be the least of your worries if the Blackguards capture us, and I’d rather not get caught outside in this weather if I can help it.”
 
   The relief on Jared’s face was obvious as he slumped against the wall, sliding down to a sitting position in front of Alicia. The mage tore off a strip of her sleeve, wrapping it around the wound with little gentleness. “Oh, stop squirming. Not like your leg got cut off,” she admonished with mock sternness.
 
   Marcius noticed that the bandage was quick to darken with blood. Guilt seeped into the edges of his thoughts. If he hadn’t had blurted out who they were in the tavern while he was drunk, Jared wouldn’t have gotten hurt. If had been a bit better with magic, perhaps he would have been able to help his friend out more.
 
   “Marcius, it is not your fault,” Jared whispered, startling Marcius out of his thoughts.
 
   “How’d you know what I was thinking about?” Marcius asked, finding the toes of his boots very interesting.
 
   “Come on, I’ve known you for how many years? You’re not very good at hiding your thoughts. Plus, you’ve always been the type to blame yourself for everything. Remember that time when you were a kid and your father got sick from saving you after you fell into the ocean? You sulked for weeks over it.”
 
   Marcius chuckled for a moment at the memory, but his face fell again at the thought of his father. Another person that he had failed. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. But I can’t help but feel that this is entirely my fault.”
 
   “Probably because it is your fault. Blabbering that we were wizards and all,” Alicia said.
 
   “Stop it,” Jared was quick to interject before a stunned Marcius could respond. “We get nowhere by pointing fingers at each other. Let’s just concentrate on what to do next and be grateful we are all alive still.”
 
   Yes, Marc. I agree with Jared. It is best for us to look at the positives. Everyone is alive and we are continuing our journey toward the Academy. Faerill intoned from the rooftops, it could have been far worse.
 
   With a grimace, Jared pushed himself up, using the wall for support. With one final glare of warning at Alicia, he turned to Simon. “Well, my priestly bard savior, care to lead the way?”
 
   “I thought you’d never ask,” Simon said, quickly assuming a pace that had the others scrambling to keep up. The flight through the twisting maze of endless alleyways had begun again. “Be happy that we managed to escape with only a few scratches.”
 
   “So, where are we going?”  Jared wheezed, echoing Marcius’s earlier question.
 
   Simon looked up at the sky for a moment. “We are going to a friend’s place. He’s a trader I know that owes me a big favor. I already set up a ride out of Harcourt with him. Right under the noses of the witless guards that are likely to be paid off by the Blackguards to look for us. From there, we can travel to Yaeren, a little coastal town that is a stop for a lot of ships that go to Arian. We can probably hitch a ride all the north from there. The town is too small to be worth the effort for the Blackguards to have a lot of contacts in. So, with a bit of luck, we’ll get away without any repercussions.”
 
   “Repercussions?” Alicia asked, disapproval evident in her voice.
 
   “Aye. Their reach is lengthy and with this little stunt, we basically slapped them in the face, insulted their mothers, and made off with their daughters in one single stroke. We made them look like idiots. They aren’t going to just take that lying down. No doubt they are scrambling to lockdown the city to prevent our escape while trying to spin what just happened into a benefit for them.”
 
   “Great,” The mage, well versed in the backstabbing politics of the Academy, muttered under her breath. “Let’s just hope that you are wrong.”
 
   “I’m not, but I can say one thing,” Simon said with a grim smile, “it was a spectacular way to say goodbye. They’ll be talking about this for years.”
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   Smoke seeped out from the rubble that was once the Black Rose tavern. The explosion left a nice sized crater that leveled the rickety establishment to the ground. For the first time in years, the Lowtown district was still. No street waifs looking for an easy handout searched through the remains, no curious bystanders loitered about. Lowtown was a place of survival, and opportunity was not something easily given up, but one didn’t live long without knowing when to look the other way.
 
   A gloved hand struggled out of the wreckage, reaching toward the sky for a few moments before falling to the side, strength spent. Silence reigned. Slowly the wind picked up, dark clouds rolling in. A storm was forming.
 
   Rain fell, gradually at first, washing away the dirt and forming muddy puddles in the street. As the rain thickened and the fires ceased, the occupant seemed to draw sustenance from the incessant beat of water, the fingers flexing, straining, as the rest of the arm forced itself from the debris. A human form emerged, freeing itself from the prison of wood and stone.
 
   The assassin ripped off his mask, tossing it aside as he coughed up the contents of his stomach, trying desperately to clear his lungs and suck in air at the same time. There were flecks of blood amidst the contents of his stomach. After the dry heaves stopped, the assassin rested his head on his forearms, exhausted. The rain continued to fall, heedless of the man’s plight, drenching him.
 
   With little warning, the man screamed, leaning back on his knees as his rage took over. He had failed! There were no other survivors; instinctually the man knew this. His comrades in arms were all dead. He was the only one left. The team he trained with since he was a child, the job he was given, the expectations of the powers he served, all of it was covered, tainted, with that wretched word. Failure!
 
   The scream echoed across the empty streets, carrying his laments to those who would hear. The moment seemed to stretch unrestrained before being abruptly cutoff, ended, leaving a vacant silence in its wake. A conclusion had been reached, and with it, a peace that had calmed the inner storm that raged within. The assassin, now sated, calmly stood, water streaming down his face.
 
   Reaching down, he picked up his mask and leisurely slipped it on his head, the familiar feeling of the fabric across his face. The brief moment of weakness was gone and he was once again in the role he had known all his life. Noiselessly, he turned around and disappeared into the night.
 
   A cold wind blew.
 
   Vengeance.
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   “Hurry up, lad,” the gruff voice called over the sound of the breaking waves. “That sail ain’t gonna trim itself.”
 
   Marcius bit back several responses, instead reaching up to pull on the sail line. Straining, he managed to reduce most of the slack and tie it off around the pole before collapsing against the railing. The barest hint of an ocean breeze blew across the deck of the ship, cooling the sweat that coated his body. It felt good and the apprentice greedily reveled in the brief respite.
 
   The last few days had been difficult for the four of them. Simon’s “friend” turned out to be a smuggler, a fact that Marcius didn’t find surprising. He spent the next two days stuffed in a cramped secret compartment on the bottom of a hay cart.
 
   The road from Harcourt to Yaeren, as if to mock him, had been bumpy and full of rocks.
 
   Arriving at the coastal town did little to alleviate things. Yaeren was an apathetic and depressing place, beaten and worn by both the ocean weather and poverty. The ensuing hours were spent in intense negotiations with any ship captain they could find, trying desperately to find one that would allow them passage up north. Finally one accepted, but the bandit lord hadn’t given them nearly enough gold to afford such a luxury, so they had to work for the difference. But it got them on a ship, and hopefully, in the clear.
 
   “Alright, boy,” the gruff voice of Captain Olaff said, breaking Marcius from his trance. “Go help the galley cook downstairs. He needs yer to open up the barrels again fer dinner.”
 
   Marcius sighed, but nodded anyway. “Alright, Captain.”
 
   Olaff chuckled, the situation now closed, and turned back toward his maps. Now no longer the focal point of the captain’s attention, Marcius plodded his way toward the deck door that lead to the galley. He ignored the stares of the crew; he was beyond caring at their opinions of him. It wasn’t like he had a chance at breaking into the brotherhood that naturally formed when men risked their lives together day in and day out. He doubted that his current performance did much to change the sea-hardened crew’s opinion of him.
 
   As he reached the door, he found his mind wandering. Marcius was no stranger to the labor of the sea, being a trader that had lived in a port town, but it was one thing to be in charge and another to be the one being told what to do. It was a sharp culture shock for the ex-trade prince.
 
   He wished that he had a spell that would help him with such manual labor, but his Master had died before such a thing could be researched or practiced. Marcius did allow a brief smile to ghost on his lips at the thought of the dwarf reacting to such a request.
 
   But the memory turned sour as he remembered his Master. Whoever had attacked his father and Master had taken everything from him, and he was determined to find them. . . and do what exactly? Kill them? Punish them? Bring them to justice?
 
   Do not worry, Marc. We will find these people and they shall pay for taking our loved ones away. 
 
   The apprentice sent the familiar a flare of gratitude, but inwardly felt himself a bit disturbed at the notion. He hated these mysterious people and what they did to his life, but was it enough to kill them?
 
   It was a question he had been wrestling with since they left. All he wanted was a simple life and to be left alone to his magic. Nothing made him happier than delving into the nether, using the Kra’nael to shape and form it to his will, and then seeing the tangible results of his efforts. It was thanks to magic that he met Faerill. The tiny familiar was the final piece to his puzzle. There was no comparison to someone that understood your every thought, felt your emotions, and was literally a piece of your soul.
 
   And yet, he felt as if he owed his Master and father, to get back at their attackers. He wasn’t very comfortable with the notion of revenge, but they were his family. He wasn’t sure exactly what he would do when he found these attackers, but he would find them. 
 
   He didn’t consider himself much, but he was, above all, fiercely loyal. He would go to the Academy and use them to become powerful enough to find the ones responsible. Until then, it was a question that would be unanswered, though he dreaded the moment.
 
   Marcius was so preoccupied with his thoughts that he didn’t see Alicia as he rounded the corner and found himself with an armful of woman. He recoiled as if she had been on fire. “Oh, Marcius. . . ” she said nervously, ignoring his reaction, “I didn’t see you there.”
 
   Is Alicia alright? She seems. . . different than before, Faerill asked, using their link to see through Marcius’s eyes. 
 
   That was kind of obvious, considering the normally volatile Mage didn’t rip his head off. He raised his eye critically at her. She did seem flushed, but paler than usual, and very distracted. Her clothing was disheveled and out of place, something very much unlike her.
 
   Now that he thought about it, he hadn’t seen her much of the time he had been on the ship. He knew that sailors, as superstitious as they were, didn’t allow women to work on a ship. It was bad luck. But she seemed to be avoiding everyone, which was definitely out of character.
 
   The more Marcius tossed it around, the more of a sneaking suspicion began to form in the back of his mind. “Alicia?” he said, the vestiges of a smile tugging the sides of his lips, “If I didn’t know better, I would say you were seasick.”
 
   For a few seconds, the Alicia he knew flashed in her glare. “I don’t know what you are talking about!” Marcius might have taken her a bit more seriously if she didn’t also chose that moment to rush past him, her hand over her mouth, looking paler than ever.
 
   So that was why she insisted going by land to Aralene from Rhensford! It took the threat of death to get her to go along with a sea route! The notion had Marcius laughing out loud for the first time in a very long time. It was a balm his psyche needed.
 
   Disgusting. Alicia is throwing green chunks all over the side of the ship. It is quite the sight. Do you want me to use our shared sight to see, Marc? 
 
   I’ll pass, Faerill.
 
   Shaking his head, he continued down the hallway, ignoring the creaks and groans of the ship. “Heya, Marc! How nice of you to join us!” Simon said as Marcius walked into the galley. The bard and Jared had been here most of the day, peeling potatoes and generally helping the cook out.
 
   Marcius flashed the bard a half-hearted smile. “Well, I figure you two could use some help. It was taking too long.”
 
   The cook, a large, graying man, pointed a grubby thumb to the back, and Marcius nodded, taking the hint. No further words were exchanged, but none were needed. There was that comforting silence between the three of them, the stillness of a moment where all the grievances were passed and the knowledge that they were in it together made it not so bad.
 
   The barrels were large, easily half as tall as a man and half dozen hands wide. The top was a thick piece of wood, perfectly shaped and measured to fit snug within the entrance, and then soaked in water. This ensured expansion and an airtight seal, but proved to be maddening to remove after being set.
 
   Marcius’s hands, torn and sore from the day’s work, wrapped themselves around the rope that served as a handle. There was brief moment that the apprentice took to compose his body, and then he yanked with everything he had, muscles bulging. He ignored the sharp line of fire that lanced up his fingers and hands, and was rewarded with the gradual nudge of the top loosening. He couldn’t feel his hands anymore, but continued to pull. A part of him wondered if his beaten hands were bleeding yet.
 
   With a large suction pop, the top came off in his hands, almost causing Marcius to lose his balance. Gingerly, he let go of the lid, his fingers white and throbbing, protesting every movement. But he didn’t have time to complain, instead reaching in to grab the pieces of salted pork, which he threw in a large kettle.
 
   The work after was monotonous, but not too physically demanding compared to the early part of the day. Eventually it was time for dinner and the three of them (Alicia hadn’t shown up,) along with the rest of the crew, sat to a quiet meal. It had the stillness that only working men, weary with a tiring day of labor, could manage. Marcius was glad for it, and he mentally counted down the days until they were supposed to have landfall.
 
   I am enjoying myself! You just need to sun yourself more! Faerill interjected the thought, no doubt trying to comfort, in his own weird way.
 
   Marcius didn’t bother trying to correct the familiar, instead turning in his dishes to Jared, since it was the swordsman’s turn to wash today, and wearily plodding his way to his bunk, which was shared with Simon. The bard wasn’t in, which was a blessing because Marcius wasn’t in the mood to deal with the talkative man tonight. With a sigh, he flopped himself on the hay filled mattress. It was the most blissfully pleasant moment of the day, and it didn’t take long for sleep to creep up on him.
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   Marcius’s eyes snapped open, the still of the night broken only by the gentle slapping of waves against the ship and the snores of his sleeping bunkmate. But something kept him awake, and as his mind cleared the fog of sleep, another shroud took its place; a song began to tap in his head.
 
   There was a pull in the air, something calling him forward, like a siren that silently beckoned with promises of pleasures untold. The noiseless melody grabbed and his feet were powerless to resist. He swung himself out of bed, ignoring the complaints of his sore muscles, following the noiseless beat. The ship was dark, but he followed unerringly, an unwilling passenger within the vehicle of his own body.
 
   The crisp chill of the midnight sea smacked him in the face as he opened the door leading to the deck, but his senses were now thoroughly dulled, barely registering the bite of the wind. Inky blackness greeted him, and it was only the oil lamps, burning and flicking violently against the elements, that allowed him to safely navigate the deck. Not that it would have mattered, safe or not, for he was now as a fish on the end of a hook.
 
   His mind raged at his body, protesting every step and then his heart quailed as he realized the direction his feet were taking him. The edge of the railing, to the foamy ocean below! Something was not right here! Marcius struggled, insisted, pulled with everything he had against his body. Finally his mind grasped at the thinnest of threads, the slightest glimmer of hope as the edge grew closer and larger.
 
   Faerril! His thoughts lanced out and he heard the sleepy questioning reply, I need help! Please!
 
   A drop of stone, the thoughts of the wyvrr coalesced, becoming sharp like a dagger edge.
 
   He was against the railing now and there was perhaps only a scattering of seconds before he took a plunge to the cold depths.
 
   Hurry!
 
   A small whirling ball of fury slammed into his side, and a sharp pain sank into his leg. It shattered the spell and he felt the fragments of his paralysis scatter, falling like a puppet that had its strings cut. The weight attached to his leg was slammed violently into the side of the deck as Marcius stumbled, and the loss of his passenger only caused him to spiral more out of control as gravity took over.
 
   Marcius grasped at the railing, but the wood was crusted with dried ocean salt and gave way as he slipped hard, painfully on his side. Time slowed down for the apprentice as his momentum carried him up and over. Brief images of stars and darkness spun furiously before he smacked first face into the cold water, the icy chill stealing his breath away, filling his mouth. He reflexively clawed for the surface. Something ran into him from the churning murky depths, banging impossibly hard against his head and causing an explosion of lights before his eyes. Marcius was briefly aware of having broken the surface before going unconscious.
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   Darian ran his hands lovingly over the simple wooden box. But the innocent exterior was a ruse to those that didn’t know of the treasure housed within. Inside, worth more than double its weight in gold, was the substance known as sweet weed. Capable of only being grown in the soil and climate of the far southern islands, the innocuous looking substance induced an extreme feeling of euphoria that quickly made its users hopelessly addicted, leading eventually into dementia, insanity, and a slow painful death.
 
   This obviously made it illegal in most countries. But one thing Darian always appreciated was the price hike that was always linked with making anything that was already hard to find even harder to get, especially when those customers were hooked like fish. It was what made smuggling worth it. All the risks, all the possible dangers, endless nights toiling over routes, days spent wringing one’s hands over being discovered, all of it, for the promise of gold.
 
   And he would reap the rewards for this particular treasure. One only had to look into the crazed desperate eyes of one addicted to know that. Sure, he had taken a risk defying the Blackguard and helping out Simon, but it had given him the opportunity to reestablish contact with an old associate from Yaeren who just so happened to have had a fresh shipment of sweet weed. Overall, he had come out on top, managing to pay off a debt and turn a profit. Nothing risked, nothing gained as his father used to say.
 
   The smuggler continued to gaze at the box with undisguised greed, reaching over to gently sip on a glass of red wine. He grimaced a bit; the liquid had lost its slight chill. Ice was hard to get in the town, and he prided himself in being one of the few that was affluent enough to afford it in the trade district. With a sigh, he opened his mouth to call in his servant, when something in the corner of his eye caught his attention.
 
   The window was wide open, the curtain fluttering gently with the breeze. To most people, it wouldn’t have been much, but Darian’s eyes widened, he never did such things. There was no way that he would make such an obvious oversight and he was meticulous in everything he did. You had to be observant to stay alive long in this business. That could only mean. . . 
 
   He bolted to his feet only for a strong pair of hands to grab his shoulders from behind, slamming him back down to the chair with surprising force. His scream for help was cut short by the razor sharp point of a dagger underneath his chin, promising a grisly end if even so much as a whisper left his lips.
 
   When had the intruder snuck in? Darian had heard nothing. The attacker didn’t give him time to dwell on the question, “You know why I am here, Mr. Coisin. Where is he?” The voice, disturbingly close, was calm and collected. It belonged to a dangerous man, one that didn’t have to speak loudly to be heard and was used to getting exactly what he wanted.
 
   “Call it the failings of an old man, but I don’t know what you are talking about.”  There was a slight quiver in his voice, and Darian hated himself for it.
 
   “Come now, Mr. Coisin. You are barely over two score and we both know you are lying.” The tension on the knife against his throat lessened a bit. “I’ll tell you what, since we are both civilized men, I will take this nasty thing away, and we will talk. But if you so much as breathe in a way I don’t like, this dagger will be in your chest and I will be out the window before your servant can rouse himself awake to see what you called for. Understand?”
 
   “Not as if I have much of a choice.”
 
   Darian could feel the smug smile as the man removed the blade. The merchant smuggler rubbed his neck subconsciously. There was the sound of wood dragging on wood as the man grabbed one of the chairs in the study and brought it around in front of Darian.
 
   As the man sat down, Darian got his first good look at the attacker. He wore simple leathers, well oiled and made as to leave no sound of his passage. They were colored weirdly, to the inexperienced eye. Most people foolishly expected an assassin to be robed in black, but such a color scheme did little to hide someone except in the darkest of areas, in which they weren’t needed anyway. No, this outfit was varying patterns of dark gray and green, as to break up the outline. It was a deadly setup of practicality.
 
   His face was shrouded in a similarly patterned cloth mask, though it did not hide the alert green eyes behind it. It was the symbol on the blackened gauntlet over his right hand that caught Darian’s attention. An eye with a line jagged diagonally through, giving the impression of a scar, emblazoned on the front of an otherwise standard looking metal gauntlet.
 
   Everyone who was anyone knew that. It was the symbol of the assassin’s guild, but what really sent shivers through Darian was the fact that it was on his right hand. The man noticed the attention to the gauntlet and gave a low chuckle. “See something you like, Mr. Coisin?”
 
   “It’s on your right hand.”
 
   “Indeed. Do you know what that means?”
 
   Darian did, and the realization made his hopes plummet. This man was a rogue assassin and, as such, was no longer bound by the codes of conduct they generally followed. He was wanted, by both the guild and the law, and had nothing to lose. Darian’s odds of making it out of this alive were getting slimmer.
 
   “Darian Coisin,” the assassin began, leaning forward in his chair, “If there was ever a rags to riches story it would be you. A homeless waif, which through ingenuity, hard work, and a never quit attitude, managed to pull himself into the very best of social standards. A trade prince with impeccable reputation and character, you are the standard in which all Harcourt citizens aim to be.”
 
   “Well,” and Darian was glad he found his voice, “It seems as if you have the advantage, since I know next to nothing about you.”
 
   “But,” the assassin continued, “if only they knew the man behind the show. An obsessed individual selling his services to the very underbelly that infests Harcourt. He will acquire anything they desire. . . for a price, of course. And it is price that drives him, the lust for gold to add to his ever amassing wealth. At what point is enough actually enough? Gold has become his God, and he is all the more ugly for it.”
 
   The blood boiled in Darian’s ears and he felt the flush wash across his face, but the assassin held the advantage here and they both knew it. He kept quiet.
 
   “So, you know what I am, who you are, and we both realize why I am here. The bard, Simon, where did you help him run off to?”
 
   “I don’t know what you are-“
 
   “Don’t feed me that hog-swallow, Mr.Coisin. You are the only one capable of arranging safe passage out of this city, even beneath the Blackguard’s eyes. And do you not think they realize that? How long until they come knocking? I can help you, Mr.Coisin, but only if you help me first.”
 
   Darian sighed. The assassin spoke the truth. He was starting to regret ever agreeing to the bard’s ideas. “Go to Yaeren, you’ll find the path you seek there.” The merchant was suddenly so very weary of it all. “They took a ship going Avalene knows where.”
 
   The smile was evident beneath the mask and the eyes took a dangerous twinkle as the man stood and bowed. “Thank you.”
 
   The man started toward the window, but Darian stopped him. “Wait, you said you could help me?”
 
   The man stood for a moment, his back to Darian, before responding. “Ah yes, I did, didn’t I?” In a blur of motion the assassin whipped around and Darian felt a thud. He looked blankly down at what he recognized as a hilt protruding stubbornly from his chest.
 
   It didn’t really hurt as he always assumed it would, though a chill began to creep its way up his extremities. As he turned to look at the man, everything seemed to be moving slower. It seemed that an eternity had passed before the two of them locked stares. “Wh-wh. . . ” It frustrated him that his mouth wasn’t obeying. At some point he must have stood as well, but he didn’t remember doing so.
 
   “Why? Is that the question your mouth fails to ask? A simple answer: there is no safer place than death for you, Mr. Coisin. I am doing this city a service by lancing a festering wound.” Either the assassin moved impossibly quick, or Darian just fell impossibly slow, but the man caught Darian as his knees crumbled beneath him and eased the merchant to the chair.
 
   They stared at each other, eyes inches apart, and the last thing Darian could remember as life seeped from his body was that he overlooked how cold the assassin’s eyes were, how the only promise they held was death for those who got in his way. What a fool he had been to even begin to hope that it would end any other way.
 
    
 
   The assassin watched the man’s eyes grow dimmer, taking the same satisfaction that he always did with a job well done. The throw had been clean, precise. Not that he ever did anything but clean and precise. He had gotten what he had come for, and managed to sever the link that the Blackguards would need to track him.  Most importantly, he had a trail.
 
   Now all that was left was to find those wizards and make them pay. He fingered the still tender burn along the left side of his face, hidden by the mask. No doubt it would leave a vivid scar, a physical reminder of what these people had taken from him. He had turned his back on his organization, meaning the rest of his life was merely a formality. 
 
   His hand tightened around the hilt and pulled, the sickening, yet familiar, plop of a blade being yanked from a corpse filling the quiet room. He wiped it clean on the man’s shirt and sheathed it on the belt along his waist. After a moment of thought, he grabbed the box of sweet weed and threw it on the man’s lap. It was delicious in its irony and it appealed to him.
 
   Who said you couldn’t take it with you?
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 21
 
    [image: 00.png]His mouth was dry. A fact that was unnerving, considering the rest of him had adapted the uncomfortable feeling that can only be acquired when soaked while wearing clothing not designed to be wet. Things bunched where they shouldn’t, the stiffened fabric threatened to chaff, and generally it was all just rather unpleasant.
 
   The waves were lapping gently at his body, prodding Marcius to open his eyes, insisting that he take into account his situation. He just didn’t want to move because that would force him back to reality, and he clung to his line of reasoning with tenacity that surprised him. He did his best to ignore it, but his traitorous mind was now fully awake and refused to remain idle.
 
   His thoughts wandered. The important question was where was he exactly? Well, he was certainly not on the boat that was for sure. He remembered falling off, but the rest of it was a haze, a dream of impossibility that danced out of recollection. With a groan and considerable effort, he pried his eyes open. The light was a stark bright intrusion, but eventually, after several agonizing moments, things came into focus.
 
   Lots of sand and the sting of crusted salt greeted him. He tried to move his head but immediately regretted the decision as a thousand and one minor hurts announced their presence. His head throbbed dully and nausea forced him to abandon that train of thought, at least temporarily. He wasn’t sure how long he spent trying to keep his mind focused and the bile from his throat, but eventually the sickness passed and he managed to push himself to an upright position. A quick inspection of the back of his head left his hand with traces of blood, but it felt mostly crusted over. He must have hit something when he fell.
 
   A narrow strip of beach had become his landing area, bordered closely by a thick forest. The sun was beginning to set, and in doing so, it bathed the entire area with a soft orange glow that was simply breathtaking. Every movement in the ocean was accentuated with the broken colors of the spectrum. The gentle breeze carried with it a scent that Marcius just couldn’t identify, but it was enjoyable nonetheless. He passed a bit of time just appreciating the sight, before the chill forced him to once again pay attention to his situation.
 
   The area was beautiful, that much he could attest to. But as he looked around, a feeling of hopelessness set in. He was all alone with no clue as to where to start getting everything sorted. At the thought, he started to realize just how true that was. The feeling of two beings sharing one body had disappeared from him, and the discovery set him to panic. Where was his familiar?
 
   Faerill! He projected his thoughts with as much strength as his mind could muster, but despite trying over and over again, nothing answered him from the cold black void. There was no reassuring touch of another consciousness. No wisecrack about panicking. Nothing but the telltale beating of his own heart and the emptiness of losing something you never expected to do without.
 
   It was all too much for him. This was the culmination of his choices .He wished he had never taken the journey. Everything was gone. His father was no longer the man he once was, Antaigne was dead, his ability to do magic, the one passion and goal that kept him going despite it all, had been stolen from him. Faerill was also gone, and to top it off, he was in the middle of nowhere, without even the faintest clue of what to do or where to go.
 
   The first tear had fallen before he realized he was crying. They weren’t the soft tears of losing a loved one. It wasn’t the false tears of imagined loss. It was an expression of pure frustration. He sobbed against the injustice of it all. Marcius poured all the events of the past weeks out and cried and cried. Eventually they worked themselves down to just dry heaves, every one tightening his stomach up painfully. He curled up tighter.
 
   Darkness had fallen but Marcius didn’t care. He didn’t want to live. Let the coldness of the night steal the last thing he had left to give. It didn’t matter. So he just sat there in a stupor, taking a detached sense of pleasure as the icy chill began to slowly creep its way up his extremities.
 
   As if to prove him wrong, a light winked on in the distance, further down the beach. It bobbed this way and that, like a lost firefly, and Marcius’s addled mind entertained several notions of what could it be. Perhaps it was some magical creature, a faerie or wisp. He had heard of such creatures showing themselves to people about to die. Or maybe it was some ancient fel creature that stalked the woods, reaping the living and it had come for him?
 
   The fancies disappeared as he recognized the gentle sway of the light and Marcius laughed bitterly to himself at the irony of everything. It was a lantern, projecting light out of a windowed hooded end, but he could also see the vague humanoid shapes that held it forth. What were the chances of such a thing in the middle of nowhere? He thought about crying out for help, but he just didn’t have the heart to do so. Everything was gone, and he didn’t know if these people, if they were people, were even the type to help him.
 
   He didn’t even want help.
 
   Still, fate mocked him and the light drifted ever closer. Marcius could hear voices, disjointed by distance and the sound of lapping waves.
 
   “—never going to find a spot!” the voice was rough, but weary.
 
   “—orry about it. I just don’t want to be near the woods,” another voice, placating and with bit more warmth, responded.
 
   Marcius battled internally about whether to reveal himself. They were closer now, enough that he could make out that three of them traveled together, and he wondered what business they could have in the middle of nowhere. His hands were frozen, and his eyelids were getting so heavy. It would be so easy just to close them and let darkness take over. . . 
 
   But something internally rallied against just quitting, giving up everything. But he had already lost what mattered, his heart battled. Yes, but how did he really know unless he lived on and found out? He didn’t know for sure that he lost his familiar, his rational mind countered, and he would never know if he perished tonight. The light had given him a bit of hope, and sometimes a tiny amount is better than none at all.
 
   His lips parted, cracking painfully from the cold, and he heard a moan come from them, a moan that was supposed to be a cry for help. There was nothing he could do. The light stopped. They had heard him! Hushed whispering drifted down to his position and his relief was replaced by the fear that perhaps he had spooked them.
 
   Again he tried to call to them; his limbs were so numb by now and again a low sound erupted from his frozen lips. The whispering grew more fevered. Like an eye, the light now cast out into the darkness in a sweeping motion, searching for the source of the sound.
 
   Marcius let loose a sigh of relief when the light came to rest on his beleaguered form.
 
   “By the Gods, is that a person?” the gentle voice called out in amazement, “We have to help him!”
 
   “Careful, might be one of their traps. They’re clever like that,” again the gruff one interjected.
 
   “Nonsense, Torbad. We would be lower than rats if we left this person out in this cold. Come, we’ll just set up camp near here.”
 
   “Bah, you’re too soft. I don’t like it. We’re still too close to the forest.”
 
   “Torbad, do as he says. Start breaking down, I’ll help David with this fellow,” Marcius finally heard the third voice, a quiet one used to having his orders followed. There was a grunt and a grumble, but the movement could be heard leading away. The light moved closer, causing Marcius to shut his eyes.
 
   There was a brief shuffling and suddenly two pairs of strong arms were grabbing under his pits and legs, lifting him easily as the gentle glow of a fire could be seen flickering into life a dozen yards away. Marcius couldn’t get a good look at his rescuers, catching brief glimpses of metal, leather, and skin here and there between the dancing of the lantern light.
 
   “So, got a name?” the one who he identified as David asked, grunting a bit.
 
   “M-m-Mar-Marcius.” He couldn’t stop shivering.
 
   “Marcius, huh? Well, it’s nice to. . . by Avalene’s mercy, Lenard, he has the shakes!”
 
   “I felt that. Let us hurry up and get him undressed and into something warmer or it’ll be the death of him.”
 
   They gently set Marcius down in range of the fire and finally something clicked. The crisp efficient way they moved and the speed at which the camp was set up should have given away that these men were from the military. Only now, bathed in the orange glow of the fire, could Marcius see the weapons they wore, along with armor, which showed signs of recent use. Emblazoned on upper right area of their chest plates was the Morlian three-headed lion.
 
   What were soldiers of the Morlian army doing on a desolate shore? The question was one Marcius had to leave unanswered as the spasms rocking his body only got worse. David, blowing a blonde strand of hair away from his face, started pulling off Marcius’s wet clothing, ignoring the sickening squelches they made. He worked with single-minded ruthlessness, and before long, Marcius was unclothed in all his glory.
 
   Marcius figured he should be embarrassed, but he wasn’t in any condition to do anything. The third man, Lenard, threw over a fur blanket that David caught without even looking back. “Alright, we have to warm you up,” he said, wrapping the blanket around Marcius. “You were at Dryken’s door there, lad. Hey, Lenard, make something warm for him will yo-“
 
   David was cut off by a tin mug being thrust in his face. “Way ahead of you.” Gentle bits of steam wafted off it alluringly. The man took the proffered drink and held it up to Marcius, now snugly wrapped up, gently easing the apprentice’s fingers around the cup. He would have dropped it without assistance. The first sip was tentative, but the liquid was warm and tangy, blazing a trail of heat down his throat that erupted into a sunburst in his stomach that drove the shivers back to the recesses they came from.
 
   “Thanks,” Marcius said after a few minutes passed. His voice sounded alien in his head, “What is it?”
 
   “Ialre tea. Straight from my mother’s garden,” Lenard responded.
 
   Marcius never heard of such a brew, but nodded his head in thanks anyway. He took another sip, delighting in the taste and the way is seemed to spread through his body. “I owe you all. Thank you.”
 
   “You’re lucky we got here when we did,” David said, his brown eyes serious as he plopped down, unbuckling his armor with a slight sigh of relief, “Any longer and the shivers would have gotten hold of you and the damage might have been permanent.”
 
   Minutes passed in silence, just the gentle crackle of the fire to fill the air, along with the sound of rolling waves. Marcius was pleased that warmth had crept back into his extremities and that the shaking was now manageable.
 
   “Care to tell us what’re you doing out here?” Torbad broke the silence as he threw in another stick into the fire. The man’s distrust was evident in the coal black eyes that hid behind a curtain of stringy filthy brown hair.
 
   Marcius considered the question, and the hypocrisy was blaringly evident. What were they doing out here? His thoughts flickered back to Faerill and his friends, and he made a decision. He would continue on his path, maybe it was all for naught, because if he had lost his familiar. . . Well, the thought was too unbearable to even fathom. Faerill was more than just a familiar, more than just a conduit for his nether manipulation. The tiny wyvrr was a constant friend that shared a bond that could never be replicated.
 
   Marcius tried to remember the events that led him here, but couldn’t. His mind was like a flock of birds, diving and weaving, diverging off course. The best he could remember was falling off the ship, though the events that led him there, in that predicament, were frustratingly vague.
 
   Again, he searched his mind, looking for the familiar ball of consciousness that had resided in his head. He forced himself calm down, trying to fight off the vestiges of panic that had caused him to give up in the first place. After several heart dropping moments, he located the faintest wisps of what reminded him of his familiar. It was too weak to contact though their emphatic link. Was it enough to guarantee that the familiar was alive? He wasn’t sure, and if the familiar was alive, it wouldn’t remain that way long, since Faerill needed blood from Marcius to survive. He had three months to find his familiar; he remembered that much from his training.
 
   Still, the discovery gave Marcius hope. “Boy, did you hear me?” Torbad barked, breaking Marcius from his thoughts.
 
   “Oh, I fell off my ship during a storm.” The excuse was weak, but Marcius just had the feeling that normal everyday people wouldn’t appreciate his trade, and he was still a bit shocked at his discovery. Still they seemed to buy it. “What about you three?”
 
   “We’re soldiers, lad, can’t you see?” said David, throwing Marcius a smile that had the apprentice smiling back, albeit weakly.
 
   “We “were” soldiers, you mean,” Torbad spit, still eying Marcius with suspicion.
 
   “Torbad. . . ” Lenard said, his quiet voice managing to carry an implicit threat.
 
   Marcius studied the three of them, finally really looking at the trio. Their armor was worn, having seen obvious use, yet professional soldiers from Morlian never did such a thing, at least according to the stories he read. That would indicate that they didn’t have time to clean their gear. The apprentice finally took in their appearances, about how haggard they looked, how the darkest shadows sank into the pits of their eyes, and yet they were in constant state of alert.
 
   “You’re deserters,” he said, just as surprised to reach the conclusion as he was to say it out loud.
 
   The look of astonishment, which was quickly replaced by fear and distrust, even from David, was all the confirmation he needed. “Now, that’s a bit of a stretch-" David began, before going silent as Lenard raised his hand.
 
   “No sense in lying to the boy, David. He got it right. Smart lad. We,” and he gestured to the three of them, “are the only survivors of an ambush.”
 
   Marcius gasped. “What happened?”
 
   This time it was Torbad that answered, his voice grave. “Elves, that’s what happened, boy.”
 
   Yes, Marcius thought, rumors of the beginning war between Morlia and the Selenthia elves had indeed trickled down to the Rhenford. Still he had a difficult time imagining the normally aloof elves fighting, though he could admit his own experience with elves was rather limited to just Ken and brief blurbs in Antaigne’s books.
 
   The disbelief must have been evident in his actions. “You ever dealt with elves before?” David asked.
 
   “I’m from Lorinia. I’ve seen them around.”
 
   There was a sharp bit of derisive laughter from the three soldiers, “Well, boy, let me tell you that’s a bit different than what we’re talking ‘bout. What little bit you’ve seen is nothing compared the Selenthia elves. Nor have you ever seen them fight,” Lenard paused, collecting his thoughts as he stared into the fire.
 
   “It’s something else. They aren’t mortal, at least in the sense of you and me. I’ve seen my share of bloodshed and battle, lad. Trust me when I say that nothing a human can do can compare to what elves are capable of. Beautiful they are, but don’t let that fool you. Killers they be.” The man’s eyes glazed over, as if he was looking at something distant.
 
   “We spend our time marveling their beauty and fail to notice how dangerous they really are. The elves tore apart our scouting party. It wasn’t even a battle. It was slaughter. They butchered us and it was only through the grace of the Goddess herself that the three of us managed to escape. Call me a coward if you want, but I never want to see an elf again, for as long as I live.”
 
   The other two grunted their agreement. Marcius didn’t know what to say, the darkness in the soldier’s eyes attested that they at least believed their words. It occurred to him just how little he really knew about the world. He allowed his thoughts to settle on the fight at the inn. Jared, as far as Marcius knew, never killed a human before. Yet the swordsman did so quickly and efficiently, defending the three of them against those assassins. Alicia was, well, Alicia. He still didn’t know her that well and had no clue as to her past, but she was always in the right place, doing the right thing, at the right time.
 
   What did Marcius do? He only barely managed to not get skewered, while flailing around like a headless drake. He hated being useless, and yet he was afraid of it all. Even his willingness to die, to freeze to death only a half hour earlier, was just him running away from the problems life threw at him. When push came to shove, he just wasn’t up to it. He was disgusted with himself. He continuously left everyone down. Marcius just wanted to be left alone to do magic, and yet it seemed as if everything was conspiring to get in his way.
 
   “Here, boy, eat up. It’s not much, but it’ll tide you over before morning comes and we can scrounge up something more. We’ll look at your head after you’re done eating. You had a close call.” David held a hard looking biscuit in front of Marcius’s face.
 
   “I have a name, you know,” Marcius murmured, his heart heavy, but accepted the food anyway. His stomach grumbled its approval.
 
   “I’m sorry, Marcius was it? Where are my manners, we haven’t properly introduced ourselves. I’m David, that quiet man over there is Lenard, and that oggron disguised as a man over there is Torbad.”
 
   “I gathered as much,” Marcius said softly, a heavy silence extending over the four of them.
 
   There was a sound of something off in the forest, a branch perhaps, or the crinkling of leaves. The change in the soldiers was immediate. Their eyes became sharp and their hands went to their weapons as they stood. Marcius, his heart pounding, peered in the inky blackness beyond the campfire. He saw nothing but the shuddering shadows cast by the flames.
 
   Still the soldiers stood silent, their eyes scanning for something, anything, in the distance. The moment extended, and Marcius was just beginning to believe that it was nothing, when there was a dull sound, like someone getting punched in the chest.
 
   Torbad screamed.
 
   Marcius had just enough time to see the shaft of an arrow jutting out of Torbad’s arm when the fire went dark and a shadow came flitting into the camp. There were curses and the unsheathing of weapons. Marcius, half falling from his seated position, scrambled for the lamp, which lay forgotten at his feet. His fingers stung as he fumbled to open the hooded latch. Finally, there was a click and it swung open, casting a beam of light that illuminated the scene before him.
 
   Torbad was out of commission, either dead or dying, the ground beneath him soaked in blood.  The remaining three paused for the briefest of moments, surprised by the intrusion of light. Time itself seemed to slow down as Marcius’s vision came fully into focus, painting a picture that would forever be burned in his mind’s eye.
 
   Long, wispy, almost white hair cascaded around the face, framing it fully and accentuating the nearly alabaster flawless skin. She was sinuous and frail, but carried herself with a confidence that intrigued Marcius. Her lips, though tightly set, seemed inviting. As he moved closer, a pair of the most exotic, vibrant green eyes Marcius had ever seen captured his attention, drawing him in. It took a conscious effort to wrest his gaze from her face and then his focus shifted to her ears and he gasped.
 
   An elf!
 
   Then the moment shattered as the two soldiers exploded into action, taking vicious swipes that had Marcius wincing. Except that the elf was no longer there. Marcius’s heart pounded in his chest and he momentarily stopped breathing as the blows that should have connected missed by a hair each time. Her agility was inhuman. It wasn’t so much that she dodged, but she merely moved to where the swords were not.
 
   The two soldiers were veterans and covered each other well. Where one left an opening, the other was there to pick up the slack. The ringing of metal filled the air and hope filled Marcius.  They were pushing her back, making her give ground.
 
   But then the elven warrior parried a blow, and with unnatural speed, the thin sword flashed. David staggered back, clutching his side. The elf didn’t stop her momentum, twisting under Lenard’s attempt to come to his friend’s aid, and coming underneath a surprised David. Up came the palm, slamming into his nose, and as the soldier’s head flew back the sword tore out his throat.
 
   The elf rolled to the side reflexively as Lenard’s blade came down to where she had been less than a second before. She used her hand mid-roll to vault up to a crouching position. Lenard didn’t pause, doing a half-hearted swipe that was merely designed to get him close to her as he attempted to use his superior size to overwhelm her. 
 
   Instead of dancing back like he expected, she stepped inside his reach, grabbing his arm and pulling hard, throwing him off balance and causing him to lurch forward. The sword exploded from Lenard’s back. The look of surprise on the soldier’s face turned to one of grudging acceptance. With a savage yank and push, the sword came free and she let the soldier fall to the ground.
 
   She turned to Marcius and reality of his situation battered him. It was like a bucket of cold water on his face. Everything had happened so fast! There was a groan from Torbad, and the brief flare of hope in Marcius was crushed as, without breaking stride, she silenced the fallen soldier with a single thrust. Out came the sword from the corpse, and she continued toward him, the blade dripping with the blood of the men that had saved him. Marcius screamed in terror, trying to stand up, to run, but his legs wouldn’t move!
 
   He didn’t want to die! No, not like this!
 
   Desperation called to something in him and his vision glazed over with the familiar glow of the nether. But instead of the normal comforting wave, this was bright, vibrant, and full of energy, a veritable river of nether, crashing against the recesses of his mind. If the normal power he wielded was a trusty flame, then this was the sun itself.
 
   What was going on? He did not have his familiar nearby. He should not be able to do this. 
 
   No words formed the spell, no archaic signs to the guide the energies. It was primal in the rawest form, laid bare, roaring through his body and pounding through his veins.
 
   He felt calm and collected, though he sat within the eye of a raging storm. It was as if his mind had settled and knew what it had to do. Marcius just had to go along for the ride. The power demanded freedom, straining against its mortal constraints, and he could do little but obey. He pulled it in, tight, like a bowstring begging for release.
 
   Then he pointed at the elf and the flood came, bursting forth, washing away everything in its path.
 
   An explosion rocked the campsite, sending dust and debris shooting into the air, only for it to fall down like Faelon itself was crying. He stared at his hand, amazed at what he had done. But the power was leaving him as quickly as it came, slipping through his grasp like water as his vision returned to normal. What had he done? Well, it was magic, he knew that. It was a certainty that Faerill was still alive. But this was different than anything he ever known about magic. What had he done? He needed to get to the Academy.
 
   What about the soldiers that had died? Marcius swallowed thickly, sorrow filling his gut. They didn’t deserve this. They were nice people who helped him out. He could still see the expression on their faces when the life left them, and he just took the life of another being. He shuddered involuntarily, feeling sick. Bile rose in his throat and he threw up.
 
   He was wiping his mouth when a sound in the dust cloud grabbed his attention. No way! She couldn’t have survived! And yet, as the dust settled, there she was, crouched down, battered, but still alive. Somehow the elf warrior had dodged the spell. She was looking at him with those vivid emerald eyes, widened in surprise. It occurred to him that she was really beautiful. What a silly thought considering she was now going to kill him.
 
   Strength had left Marcius. It was a struggle to keep sitting upright and he was helpless as the elven warrior cautiously walked up to him. He dropped the lantern in fear, the small device rolling on its side, still stubbornly casting light to barely illuminate the area. She lifted her sword and Marcius closed his eyes, waiting for the blow. He heard the sound of metal to scabbard and cautiously opened a single eye, tensing himself in case he was wrong.
 
   No, it was as he heard. She was gazing down at him and seemed at a loss of what to do. “Human,” her voice had just the slightest exotic lilt of an accent, “are you capable of walking?”
 
   Marcius gave an honest effort to stand, but found he couldn’t. It was like every last bit of energy in his body had been sucked dry, either by the magic or by his near suicidal brush with death. He shook his head. The elf hooked her hand under his arm and hoisted Marcius easily, as if there was nothing to it. She led him slowly, blindly, to the forest edge, beyond the lanterns glow, then pinned him roughly face first against a tree.
 
   “Do not struggle, human, if you value your life,” she said, cutting off Marcius’s protests. There was a brief noise of one fumbling for something, and then Marcius felt his left hand being wrapped by thin, but strong, rope. She even weaved it between his fingers, limiting their movement to barely being bendable. She then repeated the process with his right hand. “If I hear a spell from your lips, I will kill you, understand?” Marcius nodded emphatically.
 
   And then she left him alone, with only the fading lantern to light the dark, vanishing so fast that she seemed merely the whisper of a dream. He thought about running, but where would he run, tied up in the middle of the night? Could he even run? He didn’t trust his legs. As it was, between his head injury, the dip in the ocean, and the spell he just unleashed, the tree was the only thing keeping him upright.
 
   Minutes ticked away with relentless obedience and Marcius started to fear that perhaps she really did leave him to die. Suddenly there was a subtle rustle of underbrush off to his left. From the forest came the elf, astride a pale white horse. The hide of the animal made it ethereal, aglow in the dim light that barely reached them from the fallen lantern. Marcius was amazed that such a large animal could move so quietly.
 
   The elf dismounted lightly, noiselessly. To his relief, she untied the rope and she tossed him something which he grabbed at reflexively. Clothing. “Put those on,” she said and it was only then that he remembered that he was naked.
 
   The material was thin and soft, yet it kept the chill of night away. He wondered if she could see him in the dark. Marcius didn’t know much about elves as it was, but eventually just shrugged. There wasn’t anything he could do about it. Marcius still blushed as he changed (it was kind of hard, without the freedom of his hands), but the elf didn’t seem to give any notice. She stared blankly into the dark with the quiet intensity he’d started to associate with her, though he didn’t doubt she was observing him intently.
 
   He no sooner had he pulled the shirt over his head when she grabbed him, half helping, half forcing him along to the animal. With a grunt, she helped him up, patiently waiting for his clumsy attempts to right himself on the beast before gracefully hoisting herself up to sit behind him.
 
   Marcius’s heart skipped a beat or two when he felt the arms go around him to grasp the reins. She was so close! He could feel every breath she took as the animal led them into the forest, the darkness enveloping them. How the animal navigated the pitch blackness he didn’t know, but as time passed, he found himself relaxing against her. She was warm against his back, and her smell was an intoxicating blend that reminded him strongly of the forest itself. He had never been so aware of a person.
 
   It was hard to imagine this beautiful being as the same fierce combatant that slew three men in front of him. Marcius felt his sense of self drift away, completely dominated with the unearthly nature of his captor. It seemed as if it was all a dream. She moved too unnaturally, the horse moved too surely through the darkness, and the whole situation was too unreal. One moment he was on a ship, the other he was watching a life and death struggle. Things like this just didn’t happen to a merchant boy!
 
   Where was she taking him? It was just starting to dawn on him that his captivity wasn’t exactly voluntary, but he was powerless to resist her commands, it seemed. Did she have a spell of enchantment on him? No, he didn’t believe she did, but what was he going to do if he wasn’t able to return to his familiar soon? Without his blood, Faerill would die.
 
   It was a sobering thought. Panic began to set in. Magic was all he had left! He had to get free. The relaxing warmth against him reminded Marcius that he had something else to worry about too. “Where are you taking me?” he said, his voice loud in the darkness. He was trying hard to remain calm, just like Jared always told him.
 
   “Quiet, human. This place is dangerous,” the elf whispered, her voice hard against his ear.
 
   Marcius shivered pleasantly, but did his best to ignore it. “Where are we going?” he whispered this time.
 
   There was an audible sigh, before the distracting lips again came to rest near his ear. “Human, you are my prisoner. Consider yourself fortunate because we do not make a habit of such things. We are being hunted, but thanks to the aleare they are unable to find us. It is a moonless night, so you cannot see the danger, but if any further words come from you, I will slay you and leave the body to distract the beasts that stalk us.”
 
   She had said it so calmly that it was unnerving. Marcius shivered again, this time not at all pleasantly. He didn’t have a clue to what an aleare was, but nodded anyway. The body behind him shifted back, apparently content with his understanding. The only thing that kept him calm was the thought of his best friend. What would Jared have done? Marcius could hear the blonde swordsman’s voice in his head, “Stay calm and wait. Do the best you can. That is all you can do right now. Going on and dying on us isn’t going to get you to the Academy or your familiar back. Stop worrying so much!”
 
   Marcius smiled sadly. He’d do just that. Still, his mind pictured the dead soldiers, and he had to remember that his captor was dangerous, despite being so alluring. A part of him hated his obvious weakness to her feminine charms, and he silently resolved to put up a better wall between them. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t enjoy the ride to where ever it was they were going! With a grin that Simon would have been proud of, he leaned further into her, finding the elf to be soft and yielding. The elf didn’t even seem to notice, so Marcius allowed himself to relax.
 
   Time passed slowly, the gentle gait of the horse and the steady beat of the elf’s heart lulling him into a sense of security. Idly he watched vague shadows pass them in the darkness, savoring the closeness between him and his attractive captor. He thought it odd to feel such a thing for someone who made him a prisoner, but the feeling of enchantment still hung about the air, washing away such insecurities.
 
   Marcius wasn’t sure how long they had been traveling, but gradually he began to notice that it wasn’t as dark as before, a greenish hue began to surround them and the atmosphere took on a less menacing presence. He recognized the sense of relief in the body against him, and guessed that they were probably nearing whatever destination she had in mind.
 
   The forest itself began to change, the typical oaks and other unnamed trees being replaced by giant, ancient behemoths that seemed to reach up to the sky itself, and Marcius believed that even a dozen able bodied men, stretched arm to arm, wouldn’t have been able to go all the way around the trunk. Their massive roots broke free of the ground, creating a gnarled maze that twisted and turned every which way, creating the illusion that they traveled in a tunnel within a forest. Yet the horse walked steadily through it all.
 
   “Are you not scared, human?” the elf’s soft voice roused Marcius from his stupor. “Scared of me and where we are going?” Apparently it was okay to talk now.
 
   “No.” And Marcius found himself surprised at his answer, because it was true. He had just witnessed this woman kill three men, threaten his life, and take him prisoner, and all he felt was curiosity about where she was taking him. He supposed that, with everything that had happened in the past couple days to him, he had come to a point of grudging acceptance. Things felt as if it was all out of his control and all he could do was go along for the ride.
 
   The elf didn’t respond, and the silence stretched gracelessly until, abruptly, the horse stopped in the middle of a small clearing, surrounded on all sides by the massive inner forest of Selenthia. “We are here,” she said briskly, dropping down from the horse and looking up expectantly. He still felt so drained that it was an embarrassment when the elf had to help him down. Marcius half fell, half dropped off the horse
 
   “So, where is here, exactly?”
 
   “Quiet, human,” she responded, grabbing his hands roughly from behind, twisting his arm painfully behind his back. Marcius bit back his surprise and the realization that he was a prisoner hit him full force.
 
   “Pregyliar’de en’reviliar!” a voice called out from the beyond the forest edge.
 
   “D’liare e’ Seleniale Destane Liarne!” she responded, louder than Marcius had ever heard her.
 
   “Comiliar’ne et te reiliars!”
 
   The elf motioned for Marcius to walk, and he did so, though his muscles protested every step. His breath was labored by the time they reached the edge of the forest. Marcius’s eyes widened as two elves in full battle gear walked out to greet them.
 
   “Tiarle, Seleniale,” the tallest of the pair held a hand up in greeting.
 
   “Tiarle, Dealiarn,” his captor responded.
 
   Then the taller elf, a grim looking fellow with sandy brown hair glanced over at Marcius. “Diam leiarna?”
 
   “Da.”
 
   The tall elf nodded, and then with a gesture of his head, indicated a private session with Marcius’s captor. Marcius was surprised that she left his side so easily, at least until the smaller elf, a younger looking lad with raven black hair and sharp blue eyes, took her spot, prodding Marcius forward with rough gestures of his spear.
 
   This particular elf wasn’t nearly as gentle as the previous, and Marcius found himself stumbling. Still, he couldn’t take his eyes off his original captor. She was arguing with the taller elf, and the amount of animation in her face and body, so atypical to her normal detachment that Marcius knew, wasn’t at all unpleasant to watch. Curiosity nibbled at the edges of his mind and he wished he knew more about her. 
 
   An absurd thought, considering the circumstances.
 
   He didn’t even realize he had stopped walking until his current captor jabbed him hard in the ribs with the butt of his spear, breaking him free from his trance and causing him to stumble to the ground. A wave of sickness shuddered through him and a sudden sense of vertigo made him collapse. Before Marcius knew it, the elf woman was by his side, helping him up and yelling in elvish at the boy, who had the grace to at least look apologetic.
 
   “Are you okay?” she said, her hands steadfast under his arm.
 
   “I think so,” Marcius mumbled, and another wave of nausea swept through him at that moment. “Why do you care?” he asked, trying to divert attention away from himself. Last thing he needed to do was puke on her.
 
   “We elves are not like you humans. There is no point on abusing our prisoners unless they deserve it.”
 
   “Ah, I se-" his sentence was cutoff as the world chose that moment to start spinning rapidly around him. Everything became muffled. He was briefly aware that the elf woman had started shouting before he collapsed, as he was suddenly feeling so very tired. The ground was cool to the touch and he relished it.
 
   It all went black.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 22
 
    [image: 00.png]Consciousness came slowly, like a figure through deep fog. Flashes of images buzzed in his head, brief instances of fevering consciousness. A warm hand pressing something cool against him, a soothing voice, a figure peering down at him intently as he coughed and fretted. It was all a jumble and thinking about it just made his head hurt more. 
 
   Where was he?
 
   His eyelids sizzled and even the act of trying to open his eyes caused pain like a thousand hot pokers lanced through his head. Bereft of ideas, he listened instead.
 
   At first he heard nothing but the throbbing of blood in his ears and his own breathing. But slowly, like a sieve, he began to filter out the noises. The sputter of a fireplace off to his left was dominant, but more delicate was the breathing of another being in the room with him.
 
   “You are awake,” a soft and decidedly feminine accented voice said with confidence. “That is good. Your fever broke only recently. You have a nasty head wound too.”
 
   Well, that would explain the pain and headache. Well, the head injury wasn’t anything new. Was the knock on the head worse than he thought? He reached up and felt the cloth; it was damp, though he wasn’t sure if it was from blood or sweat. “Who are you?” Marcius was surprised at how raspy and faint his voice sounded.
 
   “I am a healer,” she said simply in Common. Her voice was familiar, but trying to place it while in his condition was like catching waves with a net. “Now drink this. It will make you feel better.”
 
   There was a subtle movement of cloth and he could feel the presence of her over him. A gentle touch of pottery to his lips and a strong but sure hand guided his head forward, coaxing him to drink. Marcius tentatively opened his cracked lips, taking in just the tiniest amount of the liquid. It was warm and a bit spicy in a good way, hitting just the right spot in his empty stomach. He drank greedily until the last of it dribbled in and the healer took it away from him. He leaned back, sated though a bit disappointed.
 
   “Good, now you must rest. I will inform those who must know of your recovery.” 
 
   “Wait,” Marcius bade her, though he was already feeling groggy. “Where is she?”
 
   “Do you mean the warrior that brought you in?”
 
   “Yes. I wanted. . . I wanted to thank her.”
 
   There was a brief moment of silence. “And why would you want to do that, human? You are still a prisoner of Selenthia.”
 
   “She didn’t kill me.”
 
   “We do not make a habit of killing those that do not deserve it. That is why you are here. If we did, we would be no greater than humans.”
 
   “Now I’m the one confused. If I didn’t do anything, why am I a prisoner?”
 
   “You were found in company of those who had committed wrongs against us. Those soldiers were criminals. But you were not in the first battle and she couldn’t decide whether you were guilty of the same. So she brought you in to be questioned by our wizards. You are a prisoner, human. Do not let our kindness fool you. If you are found accountable, you will be executed.”
 
   “I see.” And Marcius’s head spun at the implications. He knew he was innocent, but what did it mean to be questioned by wizards? Most likely they used magic in their questioning, and only Avalene knew what type of magic the elves were capable of. He wasn’t foolhardy enough to not realize how much of an amateur he was.
 
   “Your arrival caused quite the uproar,” the voice continued, “You do not have an Academy amulet, and yet you are a wizard. An unguilded human wizard is rare around these parts. You have intrigued all the wrong people for the wrong reasons. That is also rare.”
 
   Marcius winced internally. “I was on my way to Aralene to join the Academy,” he said quickly, “But my ship wrecked and woke up on the beach. I ran into those soldiers and they helped me out. They didn’t deserve a death like that.”
 
   “Oh? And who are you to decide that? Do you have any idea what they were doing to us? They burn our forest, slaughter our families, and accuse us of crimes we are innocent of. They died so others, so that we, may live. That is war, human.”
 
   Marcius was silent, not really having anything else to say. It felt like a dozen dwarves were mining for gold in his head and his exhaustion got heavier with every passing second. He still didn’t agree. There is no point to slaughter somebody, anybody, like that.
 
   There was the pitter-patter of footsteps away from his bedside and the groan of a door being opened. Marcius noticed that the door sounded heavy indeed. A prisoner he truly was. There was a pause in movement and he got the distinct impression that the healer was thinking about something.
 
   “I’ll tell the mages about your circumstances. They will investigate anyway, but maybe they will not be as rough now.” There was a longer silence and Marcius thought she had left him, “Also, I will let War-Mistress Selene know of your gratitude.”
 
   There was a thud of the door closing and of a bolt being slammed into place. With nothing but silence to accompany him, it wasn’t long before he lost his battle against sleep for the second time. Still, the last thought in his mind was that he had the name now of that striking elf warrior.
 
   Selene. . . 
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   “Hello, human,” the quiet voice once again invaded the slowly awakening mind of Marcius. “Welcome back to the land of the living.”
 
   “How do you know when I’m waking up?” Marcius mumbled, groaning before stifling a yawn.
 
   “Humans sleep with much noise. When you stop, you are awake.”
 
   “I see.” Marcius tentatively opened his eyes, the light in the room invasive and causing him to squint. But it wasn’t painful in the malicious sort of way as to indicate something being wrong; it merely stung in a way as to suggest lack of use.
 
   Colors began to merge, taking shape around him. There was an intangible power that hung about the air, like static electricity. It set his nerves on edge. Where was he? He glanced around the room and couldn’t really hide his surprise.
 
   The head cocked a bit to the side, the near white blond hair falling over to partially hide the face. There was the smallest trace of amusement in the vibrant emerald eyes that gave hint that she recognized the shock registered on Marcius’s face. His healer, the person that had nursed him back from the throes of sickness, was none other than that same fierce elf that had captured him.
 
   Selene.
 
   “Marcius,” he blurted out. It was the first thing that came to mind.
 
   She didn’t respond to his outburst. So Marcius felt the need to elaborate, if merely to keep the silence away and hear the sound of his own voice.
 
   “My name. It is Marcius.”
 
   Silence greeted him and he couldn’t deny that he felt a bit disappointed. But then she gave an imperceptible nod of her head, so slight that Marcius wasn’t sure if maybe he just imagined it. “Are you feeling better?” she asked.
 
   “My mouth is dry,” Marcius responded truthfully. “I’m thirsty and I feel like a tribe of oggrons had their way with me. But everything seems to be in place.”
 
   She stood up and went over to the desk. It didn’t escape Marcius’s notice that she wore distinctly different attire than when he met her. It was still a practical green tunic with leather pants, but the make was softer, less confrontational. It indicated ease and familiarity with her surroundings. She still carried that deadly sword and her movements bespoke of lethal grace lurking beneath the surface. The elf reached down and picked up what Marcius recognized as a water skin, sitting down before handing it to Marcius.
 
   The water was cool and soothing. Marcius drank his fill before handing it back to the elf. She traded the skin for a simple bread roll. “Eat this and gather your strength.” She stood up and walked to the door, “Our wizards must be informed of your recovery. You have many questions to answer, rogue wizard. Do not think of using magic to escape. This room is enchanted by the most powerful wizards of our kind to nullify the gathering of nether. Unless you’re far more accomplished than you appear, anything you do will fail.”
 
   The sturdy wooden door groaned on its hinges as the elf opened it. She gave him one last pointed look before closing it behind her, and Marcius heard the bolt again slam into place. Right before she had closed the door, Marcius caught glimpses of guards outside of his room.
 
   Well, he was a prisoner. Now what? Marcius bit into the roll, deciding to follow his captor’s advice. He was pleasantly surprised, for the inside was filled with a mixture of unidentifiable fruits held together by a delicious paste. He was torn between eating it quickly, or savoring each and every bite. All too soon it was gone. Licking his fingertips, he felt remarkably better.
 
   Good enough to risk his weakness and swing himself out of bed. His muscles ached and there was a weak bout of dizziness, but nothing that he deemed too severe to deter him from exploring his ‘cage.’ He gingerly touched the bandage around his head, a dull stab of pain reminding him of that particular injury.
 
   As he climbed out bed, the first thing he noticed was his clothes. He was wearing an outfit that followed the same general gist of Selene’s, except it was a deep blue. There was just one problem. Who had changed him? At the thought, the mental picture of Selene with her knowing eyes came to the forefront of his mind. Blushing, he shook it away and continued his examination of the room.
 
   Like the ceiling, the room walls were smooth with no visible boards to indicate construction. It was as if he was trapped in a wooden cave hollowed out of a wooden mountain. Running his hand along the wall he found that it was just as smooth to the touch as it appeared and a quick rap of his knuckles revealed to him that it was of solid construction. Truly he had never seen anything like it before.
 
   He also noticed that the inside was well lit, though it had no discernible light source. How did they do it? Some magic spell? Mentally filing that mystery away, he continued with his exploration.
 
   Curiosity got the better of him as he neared the desk nearby the foot of his bed. Long scroll tubes littered the desk, and after a brief moment of hesitancy, Marcius decided to open them. Surprise filled him as he saw a comprehensive listing of Elvish traditions and customs, all written in Common. Had Selene left this here for him? It seemed at odds with her rather callous words earlier.
 
   He sat down, unfurling the scrolls completely, and began to read. It was enlightening for him, since Antaigne’s information on elves was lacking to say the least. Not that it surprised Marcius. It was well known that there was bad blood between the two races, and though Antaigne was an oddity for most dwarves, some habits were just too ingrained.
 
   Time passed quickly for the apprentice as he studied the scrolls. They were obviously old and a good deal of time was wasted to ensure that he didn’t risk any damage to them. The detail was astonishing and Marcius found himself struggling to retain and interpret the myriad of rules and exceptions to those rules. For the first time in a long time Marcius was enjoying himself.
 
   He didn’t hear the lock being turned and barely managed to roll the scrolls up, stuff them in their respective cases (wincing a bit as he did so), and put on a mask of innocence before two elves walked in.
 
   One was Selene and she pointedly looked from him to the scrolls and the faintest hint of a grin lit on her face. The knowing smile was quickly replaced by the impassive wall as she indicated the elf that came in with her, “This is Ganiele, a mage of the court that will be questioning you.”
 
   The elf in question was typical for his kind, long haired and with piercing eyes, but he eschewed the leather and practical clothing of his companion in favor of longer robes of a deep crimson with intricate designs done in rich black. The staff he carried was, on the other hand, plain, simple and wooden, with only the gleaming red stone at the tip to indicate it was anything of importance. It sparkled fiercely in the unnatural light of the room.
 
   “Greetings human. I am Ganiele,” he said, flourishing his hand into a small gesture that left him looking up at Marcius expectantly.
 
   Marcius held a smile. So that was the purpose of the scrolls. This was a test. When two different races met formally, one was required to greet the other in their native tongue. He returned the gesture, “Tiarle, Ganiele. Ai’le de Marcius.” The pronunciation was difficult and he knew he fumbled a bit, but the look of surprise on the elf’s face told him that he was close enough.
 
   “I see you have been busy, Marcius. It is good to have a human who learns our culture for once, though I fear what I am about to do will take away any sympathy you might have for our race.”
 
   The look the elf gave Marcius was so severe, such a harsh shift in body language, that Marcius was momentarily taken aback. “Sit, human,” Selene said, gesturing to the chair.
 
   Marcius obeyed reflexively, sitting down before he even had time to question what it was they were going to do.
 
   The elven mage grabbed Marcius by the head, pressing his thumbs sharply into his temples.  The mage started to mutter arcane phrases, the thumbs moving in time with each sentence and Marcius’s magic senses went crazy. He felt so vulnerable without his nether sight! There was real magic, real strong magic, at work here!
 
   “What are you doing?” he bit the last part of his question off as a particularly strong jolt of magic surged through his body. “How can you do this, in this room?”
 
   The mage gave a wry grin, but it was Selene that answered. “This room is designed especially for human wizards. It doesn’t affect our spell casting. Now be quiet, let Ganiele work. This will go quicker if you cooperate with us.”
 
   Still, with every arcane pass, Marcius’s sense of “wrongness” only got stronger, matching the rising crescendo that he felt in the very core of his body. He was a string strung too taut, teetering on the edge of a bottomless chasm.
 
   Then, with a final word, the thumbs stopped moving and the string snapped.
 
   Power came pouring forth from the elf, bashing and casting aside whatever feeble barriers Marcius had around his mind. It was a torrent of water rushing through the valley of his memory, picking up bits and pieces of whatever it chose. It roared with the fury of a summer storm.
 
   The pain was excruciating, rattling every facet of structure that made him who he was. It felt like something was pulling the very fabric of his body apart, stitch by stitch. Marcius felt the power change, a different side of the same dangerous coin; it became subtle, but also sharp, like a knife.
 
   Now, instead of crashing through his memories, it stalked them like a hunter, grabbing each one, pulling them forcibly out, and examining them in detail. The pain became worse, if that was possible. It reached a fevered pitch, a whine that chilled the very marrow in his bones.
 
   Flashes of his memories, some long forgotten, flickered in front of his eyes, punctuating each stab with a figurative one. Glimpses of Jared talking, Antaigne’s burning cottage, his father’s vacant stare. . . All his insecurities, fears, failures, and everything else that made him. . . well him, that he valued, laid bare for this. . . intruder.
 
   His inner self raged at the injustice. He wanted it gone, out of his head! Away! It did not belong! He focused on that thought, anger lending him strength against the pain. The memories that flickered before his consciousness became clouded in red as his fury gave him leverage that he never knew he had. The power recoiled, as if shocked, and Marcius surged forward, instinct taking over.
 
   A shock wave in mind as well as body ricocheted through the room, and Marcius found himself on his knees as his head wound throbbed painfully, his vision misting over in a red haze. Several long moments passed before his sight cleared and he had the mind to glare at the elven mage. His anger was replaced with bewildered astonishment.
 
   The room was untouched, though the light rippled like a pond disturbed. Marcius could only guess as to the havoc that played within the nether itself. The mage was on the ground, flat on his back, holding his staff in front of him, as if afraid of it. A blackened pit was all that remained of the once bright jewel, smoke trailing it in wisps. Selene seemed equally tense, frozen in place as she glanced warily back and forth between the mage and Marcius like a cat that had to choose between two mice.
 
   “Tialere d’e Avalene. . . ” the elven mage breathed, pushing himself up to his feet with a groan, though his eyes never left the staff. The mage’s face was pale and a sheen of sweat glistened as he stared thoughtfully at the staff. 
 
   Slowly, as if it pained him, Gianle pulled his gaze away and their eyes met. A long string of emotions showed themselves on the elf’s face. Surprise, anger, disbelief, and the most dominate one was blatant fear. Marcius wasn’t sure how he felt about that, but lingering anger prompted him to match the elf’s stare and it was the mage that looked away first.
 
   “Human,” the mage whispered in a voice so low that Marcius had to strain to hear it, “What exactly are you?”
 
   “What did you see?” Selene asked in Common for Marcius’s benefit.
 
   The mage shook his head, pointedly not looking at Marcius. “He is no threat to Selenthia. Though I saw things that raise suspicions of other problems, they are not any of our business.”
 
   “And what of this magic? I thought this room was warded from such things?”
 
   The elf gave a dry chuckle, running a hand through his hair, “You know there is only one answer. You were right.”
 
   “You mean. . . ?” Selene whispered, switching over to elvish halfway, “Dialre de yeiern. . . Akblaleth?”
 
   The elven mage nodded, and finally Marcius had enough. “What are you two talking about? I’m innocent, right? So why do I still feel like a prisoner?”
 
   “Such rashness, from these humans. . . ” and the mage trailed off when Selene raised her hand.
 
   “Human, though Ganiele hasn’t found anything, it still must be brought before our council. They will be the ones to pardon you. Plus, the magic you have done in this room must also be brought up. This. . . this should not have happened.”
 
   “But it wasn’t my fault! I don’t even know what I did. He went through my head and I just reacted!”
 
   “Perhaps you don’t understand the situation you are in, human. You are a prisoner of war. Though you are not guilty of action against Selenthia, you are guilty at being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Your freedom will come at our pace, not yours.”
 
   “That’s not fair!” Like a whip, Selene’s hand shot out to grab Marcius by his collar and with surprising strength, she dragged him to where they were face to face.
 
   “Many things in Faelon are not fair. The destruction of this forest isn’t fair. The comrades that die in every battle isn’t fair. The corpses of our children that you humans leave behind isn’t fair. You will learn your priorities. You are at our mercy, and it is time that you realize that.”
 
   Marcius’s heart pounded in his chest as his very blood seemed to chill at the elf’s words. The emerald eyes continued to bore a hole into his own, daring him to contradict her words. When he didn’t, she let him go with a jerk. Chastised, Marcius fell back onto the floor rubbing his neck ruefully; the wound on his head throbbed painfully.
 
   “You could at least call me by my name. Considering all I’ve been through, I’d like to think I’ve earned that much,” Marcius muttered a bit louder than he’d intended.
 
   Selene’s eyes narrowed and Marcius braced himself, but her face softened and she gave a light nod of consent. “Aye, my apologies. . . Marcius. That much we can do. You will find your stay here not unpleasant if you are not impatient, though you are still restricted to this room. You are a curiosity, something we did not account for, and the council shall take some time coming to a decision about you. At the very least, we will have to inform the Academy of your existence.”
 
   Marcius nodded grimly. It could be much worse. The Academy would have found out about him when he had showed up to their doorstep anyway. Hopefully he could get in touch with Alicia before then. Until that time, he was stuck, as Selene had said, at the mercy of the elves.
 
   “Wait!” he said to the retreating backs of the two as they opened the door, “What. . . what did I do just now?”
 
   Selene turned, and there was no anger. It was a guarded blank expression that scared Marcius far more than anything else that had happened. “If it is what I think it is. . . may Avalene save us all. . . You. . . should not exist.”
 
   The door shut, and the bolt slammed into place. Marcius stared blankly, his mind reeling at the elf’s words. He should not exist? What kind of response was that? What type of magic had he done? He always seemed to have a difficult time when Antaigne had trained him. Simple things that should have been mastered easily always seemed to slip through his fingers. . . when had he been capable of the feats he managed in the last couple days. . . without Faerril?
 
   He plopped down on the hard wooden floor, running his hands through his hair until they got caught in the bandages. Gently he hugged his knees, rocking back and forth. Marcius felt so alone right now, so far away from home. It suddenly hit him. Was it worth it? Was magic, was his dream, worth all of this? Should not exist. . . he missed his father and friends so much right now.
 
   But most of all, he missed Faerril.
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   “That was cruel. Throwing him in the ocean like that.” Two figures overlooked the seaside cliff. The waves roared on the rocks below. The rest of the area hid beneath a heavy fog. Off in the distance, the moon hung low.
 
   “Cruel? Maybe. But necessary,” the second figure replied with the hard feminine voice usually reserved for aging mothers. “It got him to where he needed to go.”
 
   “Will he remember your interference? Might it not cause him to question why he took that jump off the boat? I wonder if it is really necessary.” The first figure replied, the thin rasp of his voice barely discernible over the crashing tide.
 
   “Of course it is. The boy will not remember the reason for falling, just that he did. I was too careful to miss something so simple. He is a dull piece of metal. He must be forged, sharpened, and given purpose. He is weak now, but so is everything at some point. Soon he will be a weapon the likes of which they’ve never seen.”
 
   “Weapon? Indeed, perhaps. Still, meddling like this. . . it is unbecoming.”
 
   “I’ve mettled much to get to this point. You need to hammer and destroy metal to make a sword, bending it to the shape you desire.” A brief pause as the little play on words was digested. “It wasn’t meant to be pleasant. But the end choice, well, that will be in his hands. We will need him. . . to go where we may not.”
 
   “And if he chooses something other than what you want?”
 
   There was a window of silence, where much is said without the clumsy interference of words. Then, “He will choose the correct path. Anyway, it is out of our hands for the moment. . . he will soon meet. . . him.”
 
   There was a snort. “Are you sure you wish to risk your weapon with the likes of such a creature?”
 
   “He is chained by magics and rules as ancient as we are. Also, I think it all appeals to the vain part in his soul that wishes to change the world, rather than sit off to the side, watching it pass him by.”
 
   “Maybe, but remember that even chained dogs still have teeth. You might find his around your throat one day.”
 
   “Do you speak of the boy. . . or the creature?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 23
 
    [image: 00.png]The door swung open dramatically, quickly followed by a host of elves filing into the room with military precision. Marcius rubbed his weary eyes in surprise as a fully armor clad Selene strode in as well, a beacon of confidence. “Come, Marcius,” she said in a voice that left no room for debate, “It is time for the council to see you.”
 
   Marcius scrambled out of bed, his heart beating hard with both relief and apprehension. A few days had passed since he had seen anybody, and he had settled into the uncomfortable pattern of a man that had nothing to do for an unforeseen amount of time. It was wake up, reread the scrolls on the table, eat the food that always mysteriously appeared between bouts of restless sleep, then, since there was no sense of time in the windowless room, go to sleep when tired.
 
   As soon as his feet hit the floor, he was surrounded on all sides by grim-faced guards. They were all typical for elves, thin in body and fair of skin, though there was no sparkle in their eyes, no sense of boundless barely contained energy.  Nothing showed but a determined countenance that spoke far louder than if they had openly threatened him. If he tried to escape or do anything they didn’t want him to, strayed too far from the path, Marcius knew he was dead in half a heartbeat.
 
   Large manacles were clasped on his wrist; a small sheet of hard metal that was attached came over to snap into place between his fingers. To stop his spell casting, Marcius realized.  The elves were very thorough.
 
   As he followed them, escorted on all sides by the guards, he finally got a decent look at Selene. She strode through the winding wooden hallway, leading the procession with a sense of authority that impressed Marcius. Just who was she? She had called herself a Battle-Mistress, and it was obvious that she commanded a bit of power at least, if the fine make of her armor and the obedience of the guards was any indicator.
 
   Marcius couldn’t take his eyes off her. He shouldn’t have found chain mail and armor that interesting, but Selene was simply radiant. The way she walked, the subtle curves hinted at underneath the metal, the afterglow of her skin. Her every movement was analyzed, dissected, stored in his memory, and it all left him desperate for more.
 
   Marcius tried not looking at her, directing his attention at the snaking hallway of wood. It was at least an interesting diversion, since a multitude of carvings of unintelligible designs adorned every inch of the walls. Marcius would have bet his familiar that they were enchanted with some sort of magic, from the way they pulsed and warped the area of his magical sense like ripples in the ocean.
 
   With a magnetic pull, he found his gaze yanked once again to Selene. Something about her made his chest constrict painfully. Who would have thought heartache was a literal term? And why did it have to apply to someone so. . . unreachable? One of the guards nudged him roughly, catching his eye as Marcius began to protest. The guard silently shook his head, and Marcius closed his mouth as his face heated up in embarrassment.
 
   They came upon a large set of double doors, and it was only there that the grim procession paused as the guards snapped to attention at their approach. “Marcius, beyond these doors are the most powerful leaders of Selenthia,” Selene said as she steeled herself, “You will only speak when spoken to and answer their questions. Nothing more, or I will strike you down right there and no one will correct me. Understand?”
 
   She didn’t wait for his response, nodding to the guards who pushed the doors open with practiced uniformity. The entire procession continued into a large dim room. Shadows could be seen moving in alcoves along the wall and the shuffling of feet echoed. In front of them were five chairs on a raised platform, forcing Marcius to have to look up to see them.
 
   “Welcome, Marcius Realure, to the Selenthian council,” a loud male voice proclaimed.
 
   A single light, powered by magic, flickered into existence and a hard shove prompted Marcius forward to stand in the middle of it. It was then that Marcius realized that he stood in the middle of a large auditorium like room, and the stands were filled with the shadowed forms of elves, all whispering excitedly amongst themselves. He felt like a novel attraction at a fair, something to be gawked at and shuffled a bit nervously as he waited.
 
   “As per standard of a trial where one of another race or nation is held trial under our law, all proceedings shall be spoken in the defendant’s native tongue. Marcius Realure, do you recognize and understand the words being spoken to you?”
 
   Like a stunned animal, Marcius jolted to attention. “Yes?”
 
   The voice was monotone, taking on the plodding of rhetoric said many times in the past, “The trial shall commence. Defendant, allow me to present the representatives of Selenthia.”
 
   Five figures stepped out from the gloom, taking their respective seats in the array in front of Marcius. When they settled, another light flared, illuminating the area between the judges and Marcius with a dull glow. Five piercing glares greeted him, worn by solemn elves that seemed to carry such an air of authority that Marcius felt humbled to be in their presence. These were the true powers in this ancient kingdom, and the seriousness of his position was reinforced. Marcius doubted such people were called out for petty claims.
 
   “Marcius Realure. You are being charged with crimes against Selenthia: assisting members of a Morlian raiding party that was routed by the Battle Mistress Seleniale Destane Liarne, attacking a defender of Selenthia, and finally, being a non-Academy sanctioned wizard. Do you have someone who speaks for you?”
 
   Marcius was just about to say something when Selene stepped forward, her armor bright, “Aye, I will speak on his behalf.”
 
   He could only look at her in astonishment. She caught his eye, her head shaking subtly, and at last Marcius understood. They had already decided what they were going to do to him. This was only a show for the other nameless elves watching on the terraces that surrounded him, something to reinforce and justify whatever their ruling was.
 
   “Battle Mistress Selene, the council recognizes your authority in this matter.  Please, continue with a recount of events.”
 
   The next few hours were a whirlwind of arguments, recounts, testimonies, and accusations. Selene argued on his behalf magnificently, her sharp eyes flashing as her even sharper tongue challenged every charge from angles Marcius never even considered. She was beautiful and Marcius found himself enraptured with her, but a growing sense of uneasiness kept pricking on the edges of his thoughts.
 
   He had difficulty placing the feeling, but eventually his eyes settled on the cause, a set of figures that stood out even in the dim of the room. From the way they held themselves and the way the other nameless elves gave them a wide berth, it was obvious that this was the center of power of this room, despite appearances of the judges. These two were the sun and everyone else just circled around. Marcius felt himself being drawn in.
 
   “Marcius Realure, please step forward and accept your judgment.”  Surprised, Marcius pulled his eyes away from the two figures.
 
   “Step forward!” Selene hissed under her breath and Marcius obeyed reflexively.
 
   “Marcius, having reviewed the testimonies, we have reached our verdict,” Marcius held his breath, “On the accusation of aiding a Morlian raiding party. . . you are found innocent due to circumstances beyond your control. On the accusation of attacking an agent of Selenthia. . . you are found guilty.”
 
   Gasps and murmurs erupted from points all over the room, Marcius was about to say something, when a hand on his shoulder stopped him. Selene shook her head wordlessly, and then indicated to face forward.
 
   Once the noise died down, the speaker continued, “But, we also agree that his actions were understandable, and since he had not aided the raiding party, he had sufficient grounds to defend himself. So he will receive full pardon. It is not our place to deny anybody the right to defend themselves.”
 
   Selene took a step forward to stand next to Marcius. “What about the final charge, honored elders?”
 
   “The final charge: practicing magic without Academy sanction, we find the human guilty. Unrestricted magic use is of great concern to everybody, no matter the race.”
 
   Marcius’s heart fell at those words. What punishments would they enact?
 
   “So, as such, we are placing you, the accused, under martial law, within our kingdom, until the Academy is able to come and claim you. It is their area of rule, and elven law must bow to that priority. We will send runners out to inform them of your existence come the morning.”
 
   Marcius looked up, daring to hope. That didn’t sound so bad. The Academy is where he wanted to go, after all. “During your tenure within our kingdom, you are expected to be accompanied at all times by a council appointed guardian. Be found outside without a guardian and you shall be killed, no questions asked. As long as you obey this mandate and our laws and customs, you shall be unmolested within our kingdom.
 
   “In fact, you are being allowed a rare privilege. Since the beginning of the war, you are the first human, outside of the Academy, that has been permitted within Selenthia. It is an honor that you should treasure. We rarely take prisoners in war. Our lives are long, and our memories are longer, it may be untold centuries before we allow free humans to wander these paths again.”
 
   “Who shall be his guardian?” Selene asked.
 
   “Why,” and there was a trace of amusement in the stale voice, “you, Battle-Mistress Selene.”
 
   The look of surprise on her face was genuine, and it became evident that she hadn’t been privy to all the behind the scene decisions. “Honored elders, I can’t be pulled with war looming in the horizon to look after some human! There are so many things that have to be done!”
 
   “Battle-Mistress, you will stand down!” the voice reprimanded harshly, “This human has been wronged by us. War is no excuse to ignore justice. We will not lose ourselves in the atrocity of battle like the very humans we face. We are elves, the first-born. This is your duty and your penance. Or do you wish to defy our ruling?”
 
   Selene’s jaw tightened, but she bowed. “My apologies, honored elders, I will do as you command.”
 
   “Then you are both dismissed. May Avalene watch over you all.”
 
   Selene bowed. “May Avalene bless the council with judgment and wisdom.” She did an about face and stopped to look back at Marcius, “Come, I will begin my duties as your guardian.”
 
   “What about these?” Marcius asked, holding up the manacles on his hands.
 
   The elf started with surprise, and then blushed. “My apologies, Marcius, for there are many things on my mind.” She produced a key ring and began undoing his hands.
 
   A bright light invaded the room, illuminating the area and making Marcius squint. “What was that for?” he asked.
 
   There was a click as Selene removed the final manacle. “The trial is over, so the light spell is allowed to work once more.”
 
   “Why exactly was I the only one in the light while the rest of the room was dark?”
 
   “Elvish tradition. The eyes are the pathway to the soul we believe. It is not for the accused to see the judges’ thoughts.”
 
   Marcius thought about it for a second. “Makes sense if you look at it like that.”
 
   His eyes wandered around the trial room, now bared for him to see. It was massive and followed the same trend that Marcius had seen in his room, being carved into hardened wood. There were large balconies that stretched all the way to the ceiling, which allowed people to view the trial below where he was at. It was like a gigantic inverted top, and it left Marcius feeling a bit self-conscious.
 
   He really stood out here.
 
   Now that the trial was over, there was the general murmur and shuffle that always accompanies people leaving. All along the walls, groups of elves were heading toward the doors. Marcius’s eyes widened. The myriad of clothing and sheer otherworldly nature of the elves just amazed him. They moved with a grace that mirrored Selene’s, flitting amongst each other in a flowing cascade of colors and fabric as they chattered animatedly. Marcius couldn’t believe that they had all come to just see him. Was a human in Selenthia really that such a significant event?
 
   Still, as Selene led him out, the hairs on the back of his neck stood up. The feeling of unease, of being watched, stayed with him, and he glanced back reflexively. His gaze was pulled to a pair that didn’t move with the flow of the crowd, and he knew instinctively that these two were the ones that had so alarmed him during the trial.
 
   They both wore full body cloaks that hid most of their faces, one a deep cerulean blue and the other a vivid crimson. The one in blue was obviously female from the way the fabric outlined her body, and it was plain to see that she was the one in charge. Her partner was much larger in frame than any elf Marcius had seen, but wore a feral smile on what little of his face that was visible. He seemed to be responding to something the woman had said.
 
   “Are you coming?” Selene intoned from behind.
 
   “Who are those two?” he said, unable to tear his eyes from the pair.
 
   He heard a shuffle of armor as Selene came next to him and she followed his line of sight. There was a slight gasp from the elven warrior. “Come, Marcius. We must go, now.”
 
   There was a desperate quality to her voice that finally released the spell the duo had cast over Marcius and he found himself hurrying to catch up with her as she exited the double doors. “Wait!” he said as he finally fell in step with her, “Who were those two back there?”
 
   “They are of no concern to you,” she said, walking briskly in front of him.
 
   But from the way she bristled and refused to look at him, Marcius doubted that was the case.
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   The light outside was filtered through a thick canopy, causing everything below it to take on a greenish hue. Trails of yellow pollen fell from above, drifting lazily with the wind. The air was filled with the gentle rustle of leaves and musky earth smell of nature.
 
   “Incredible!” Marcius held his hands up to his eyes as he walked outside. “Where am I?”
 
   Selene followed him, and the smile on her face stole Marcius’s breath. “Welcome to Agliarena, the heart tree of Selenthia.”
 
   “Tree?” Marcius looked around and it dawned on him that this wasn’t a building, but a dwelling carved into the side of a massive tree that loomed over head like a giant to ants. He could have fit an entire section of his city in the massive expanse of trunk! The very prison that held him was tunneled from a section of root! There were dwellings all along the outer rim of the tree, looking like mossy overhangs connected by flights of stairs that seemed to grow from the trunk itself.
 
   “The heart tree is where we house our wizards and prisoners. Magic and patience coaxed those stairs that follow the sides.  Agliarena forms the center of our nation and our forest.”
 
   “Incredible. . . ” Marcius whispered, squinting as he tried to look to the uppermost stairways at the mere specks of elves that wandered them. “Why do you keep wizards and prisoners there? Wouldn’t it kill the tree?”
 
   “Several reasons. For wizards, it is a fountain of power, an endless wellspring of nether to draw from, much like the Academy. It only makes sense that they would want to be close. While we don’t often take prisoners, it is the most secure place to keep them. The tree is connected to us and our desires, and there is no safer place to keep enemies of our nation. The tree isn’t normal. It draws life from the nether itself. It is alive. Agliarena is connected to the elves and we are connected to the tree. ”
 
   Marcius walked up to the side of the tree and looked back questionably at Selene. When she nodded, he ran a hand along the length. The wood was warm to the touch and hummed with contained power. How could he have missed this? He let his fingertip trail lazily. Marcius wished his father could have seen this.
 
   “Let me show you where I live.”
 
   “I’m living with you?”
 
   “You don’t expect to stay here by yourself? I am your guardian, and by our custom, I am to provide lodgings. You may turn me down, but it is considered very rude. Also, it’d be hard for you to wander around since you’d have to wait for me to arrive to escort you. Unless you like being killed. . . ”
 
   Marcius shook his head ruefully. “I had enough near death experiences these last few days, and I’ll pass on the offer.”
 
   A few minutes passed in peaceful silence as they walked through Selenthia. The entire ground was covered in thick moss, like an outdoor carpet. Marcius had always imagined the homeland of the elves to be built in trees, like Agliarena. But he was pleasantly surprised that it wasn’t the case. All the buildings were small and squat to the ground, made from large smooth stones that had eventually been grown over with plants, giving the entire ensemble a weathered natural feel.
 
   The first thing that sprung to mind was how clean the city was, there was nothing that one would expect from a human establishment. No trash littered the ground; the normal hustle and bustle didn’t exist, just elves quietly going about their business.
 
   It was. . . refreshing. Peaceful. The elves that populated it gave him nothing but friendly glances, although they were also wary. Marcius suspected much of the freedom was given because of the imposing guardian that Selene made. She did look remarkably intimidating in her armor, heading in a determined manner toward her destination with a scowl on her face.
 
   Gradually the landscape changed, the tightly knit buildings began to spread out and the crowd lessened. The houses were larger in this area, with expansive yards and imposing gates wrought from solid black stone. Massive elven statues lined the path of worn moss they walked; they looked down on him with stern faces and impressive weaponry, as if daring him to take action.
 
   "We are now in my family's territory," Selene said as they made their way past a yard of elves training with wooden swords. The speed and agility in which they moved still bewildered Marcius, and he wondered what Jared would say if he was here. They looked like only young children.
 
   "Territory?"
 
   "Aye, I am of the warrior caste. This is our area. Selenthia is divided into equal parts: the ruling caste, the warrior caste, and the servant caste,” she said this as a matter-of-fact, as if she expected him to know such things, but doubted that he did.
 
   Marcius thought for a few seconds, "So, everything is decided when you are born?"
 
   "Aye."
 
   "Sounds. . . restrictive."
 
   There was a slight tightening of her face, but she nodded. “Perhaps, but it is. . . pleasant. . . to know exactly your purpose in life.”
 
   Selene’s strides picked up, forcing Marcius to have to go into a jog to keep pace. “Isn’t that boring, though?” he continued when they were once again side by side, “What happens if you don’t like it?”
 
   “Life is full of unpleasant things. There are far worse things than playing to a role.”
 
   “But-" Selene stopped so suddenly that Marcius almost ran into her.
 
   “We are here. Welcome to the house of Caste Liarne,” she said as Marcius glanced over her shoulder.
 
   A stone gate surrounded an expansive courtyard that was heavy with dark-green moss and peppered with bushes and flowers in full bloom.  The worn rock pathway that lead down the center eventually came to a halt against a squat main building surrounded by several smaller structures that gave the impression of a half-buried monster with claws coming up from the ground. It wasn’t huge, but it was still sizable, and despite the vegetation, it was obvious to even his untrained eye that everything was kept in good repair.
 
   The courtyard mimicked the prior ones in the fact that there were numerous elves sparring, and Marcius watched one break away to approach the gate. “Battle Mistress Selene,” he said, giving a curt bow, “It is nice to have you back.”
 
   “It is nice to be back, Lorisen.” And the smile that Selene flashed the elf had Marcius’s stomach twisting painfully.
 
   The elf’s eyes then narrowed when he saw Marcius. “This would be the human that the council has forced you to watch?”
 
   Something in the elf’s gaze stirred a part in Marcius and he found himself stepping forward before he fully realized why he was doing so. “Tiarle, Lorisen. Ai’le de Marcius,” he said, his hand performing the expected motions.
 
   He was rewarded with obvious surprise, and the elf gave a hearty laugh. “Ah, Battle-Mistress, I like this human more than the Morlian raethl already!”
 
   Selene gave a tight-lipped smile. “Well, he did receive a full pardon, but I’m sure you already know that with how fast news travels around here. Anything to report?”
 
   The two lapsed into a flurry of elvish, and to Marcius it sounded like a whole lot of nothing. Marcius just followed and tried to be as unobtrusive as possible. He was distinctly aware of being the focus of attention of every elf that was on the training grounds, but did his best to ignore it.
 
   They neared the double doors of the main building and it was here that Lorisen paused, obviously not intending to follow them into the dwelling. “Well,” he said in common, for Marcius’s benefit, “that’s all I have to report, Battle-Mistress. I’ll be heading back to oversee the training.”
 
   Then he looked at Marcius, “And you, human, what an interesting person you are. I look forward to the trouble you cause!” and the elf laughed, clapping Marcius heartily on the back like they were best friends, before turning around and waving as he walked off.
 
   “What was that about?” Marcius asked, a little confused.
 
   “You learned our customs,” Selene said, as if that should answer everything. “It might be a small thing to you, but we are creatures of habit and it’s something to be noted when someone, especially a human, learns it on his own.”
 
   “What do you mean? All I did was read the scroll and copy it.”
 
   “That greeting you did is one of great respect, one of the highest of our people when addressing a superior. To us, it paints you as someone who is humble, and, especially for a human, that is remarkable.”
 
   Marcius didn’t know what to make of that, so he didn’t say anything. “What’s a raethl?” he asked instead.
 
   Selene’s laughter sent pleasant shivers down his spine, “Not a nice word. What horses do when they drink too much water! Let me show you where you will be staying.”
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   Marcius awoke violently, and for a moment panic set in as he didn’t recognize his surroundings. But his rational side took over as the fog of sleep cleared. This was the room Selene had given him to stay in. Nothing to worry about. With a huff he flipped over, pulling his covers tighter as he tried to go back to sleep.
 
   The unfamiliar press of sheets against his body mixed with the alien surroundings poked and prodded him until at last he swung himself out of bed with a frustrated sigh. It was something in his dream that initially woke him up, he felt. But the dream had begun fading as soon as his eyes had opened and all that was left was a shadow, the slightest of hints, as to what it was.
 
   His feet were cold on the wooden floor as he padded over to the table and, using the small candle that stayed burning, he lit a larger one that flooded the small room in an orange light. The room the elf had given him was not the largest, but it had a desk, spacious bed with comfortable sheets, a shelf full of books that the scholarly part of him couldn’t wait to devour, and overall, it was far nicer than the cell he had come from which wasn’t so bad in itself. Though he didn’t intend to make it a habit, his first imprisonment went fairly well. So why did he feel so off center, outside of his comfort zone? Was it only because he was far away from home, or was it because for the first time in his life he had no one there to support him?
 
   He ached for the relaxing familiarity of his friends and loved ones. He felt out of place here, a stranger in strange lands. He was an oddity, an inconvenience. Part of him just wanted to run and never look back. . . 
 
   Another part of Marcius, the greedy hidden side of him, thirsted for the knowledge here. Selenthia was ancient when the human kingdoms were young. He wanted to learn, to become better. He was tired of being a burden, and he wanted payback for whomever it was that stole his father and Master from him.
 
   A rumble from his stomach alerted him to another, more immediate, problem. Selene had said that he was a guest here and was welcome to come to her for anything he needed. Well he was hungry, but it was late and it would be rude to just wake her up. Briefly he entertained what type of attire she might sleep in, but purged those thoughts away, feeling guilty.
 
   Gently opening the door and easing it behind him, he crept out into the hallway, noiseless as a mouse. He wondered where exactly elves kept their food. Selene’s estate was far larger inside than it appeared. It was partially underground. Marcius had to navigate by touch and by leapfrogging to the staggered torches that lined the walls. He grumbled a bit at their seemingly haphazard placement, but maybe elves had better sight than a human and didn’t need them? Either way, it was annoying. He wished he had the forethought to bring a candle with him, but laziness prevented him from going back to his room.
 
   Eventually he made it to the main hallway. Now, if he was a kitchen, where would he be? Mentally marking the door he exited from, he made his way toward where the entrance was, to a large set of doors he remembered passing on the way to his room. It seemed a logical place to start.
 
   They were unlocked and he slipped in. Marcius was surprised that they led outside to what was something that looked like a large, rectangular outdoor garden. The night air was cool against his skin, drying the bit of nervous sweat he had worked up. A stone pathway circled the perimeter and a single gnarled tree stood in the center, like an old guardian frozen in time.
 
   Moonlight saturated the area and it took several moments for his adjusting eyes to see the lone figure of Selene leaned against the tree. Marcius held his breath. The elf had dressed down to a simple sleeveless green robe tied at the waist with a thin rope. Her pale skin glowed and the light seemed to emphasize every delicate curve of her body. 
 
   But the thing that tugged at his heart strings the strongest was the slightest hint of tenderness in her expression. Marcius had never seen this before in the normally aggressive elf. She was beautiful and it was delicious torture to just look at her, but he couldn’t pull his eyes away.
 
   She seemed to be deep in thought, staring up at the stars of the night sky. More importantly, she hadn’t noticed him. Marcius’s preservation instincts kicked in and he decided that perhaps it wasn’t a good idea to stick around.
 
   “You’re up late.” Selene’s words sliced through the air. He jumped, feeling like a kid caught with his hand in the sweet jar.
 
   “How’d you know I was here?”
 
   She grinned lightly, running a hand to tuck a stray strand of hair behind her ear as she tore her gaze from the sky to look at him, “Only a human could be so loud trying to be quiet.”
 
   Marcius couldn’t help but laugh, his nervousness ebbing away a bit at the levity, “Well, I don’t live for hundreds of years learning to be quiet like you elves do.”
 
   “True.” It was the way she said the word that made Marcius pause. It had a tone of lingering sadness to it, “Come, and join me. The night is clear and it is a rare treat in Selenthia to be able to see so much of the sky when the sun sets.”
 
   He nodded and each step felt like his feet were leaden and dead. “Does Selenthia normally have cloudy skies?” he asked, stopping a few respectful feet from the elf. He looked up at the stars and had to agree with Selene. It was stunning. He wondered if Jarrod, Alicia, and Faerril were looking at it too.
 
   “It would be wise for you to be careful exploring Selenthia at night. A dangerous Myst usually rises when the sun sets and there are things that wander the mists that mortals should never see.”
 
   “Myst?”
 
   Selene scrunched her nose, “Aye, I do not know how else to explain it other than that Selenthia is alive with magic. I just thought to warn you to be careful should you think to go wandering again.”
 
   Marcius didn’t know how to respond to that, so he nodded woodenly. Selenthia was just so unlike anything he had ever known. It was like he had entered another world. Of course he could tell it was alive. It practically pulsed beneath his feet. If his familiar was here, he was sure the entire area would be vibrant with power.
 
   “So,” he said to break the silence, “Do you often come out here?”
 
   “Aye, every chance I get. It serves well to clear your thoughts and reflect on things that have happened. I also love looking at the stars.”
 
   “Ah, yeah, I guess.” Marcius felt like being a little bold, “What’s on your mind, if I may ask?”
 
   The elf threw him a shrewd glance and he thought perhaps he was too daring, but she leaned back, turning her eyes once more to the sky, “Things,” she said wistfully and then gave him a more calculating look. “May I ask you a question?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Will you tell me what it is like being human?”
 
   “What’s it like to be human?” Marcius repeated slowly, rolling the idea around, “I don’t know, really, how to explain it. I mean, can a fish tell you what it is to swim? I’m me, and that’s human. I could ask you what it is to be an elf.”
 
   She laughed, “I guess that question was broad.”
 
   “You could say that.”
 
   “I’m just curious, is all. I’ve not had many encounters with humans.”
 
   “I thought you were fighting-“
 
   “Many positive encounters with humans,” she corrected before he could finish, “You are the first human I’ve talked to that I haven’t killed.”
 
   How was one supposed to respond to something like that? She was just so blunt with everything. He decided to overlook it. “Well, I guess I can just tell you things from my past, growing up and things.”
 
   He was not expecting the way her eyes lit up, and his heart thrilled at the sight, “Would you? Truly?”
 
   “Well, I didn’t know you held so much interest in humans. You seemed to be pretty set in getting rid of me.”
 
   “No, not exactly. It’s just that I don’t trust humans. They’re too. . . unpredictable. I’ve been fighting them for a while, now. These rumors of war have been lingering for a years. If you’ve seen the things that I’ve seen, the things that humans can do, maybe you’d understand.”
 
   “Then why the curiosity?” Marcius responded, feeling the heat in his temples. “I mean, if you’ve decided that we’re worthless and terrible as a species, why not just continue hating us and not bothering?”
 
   She let out a ragged breath, “I don’t know. It’s not that simple. I mean, it was when this first started. You’re evil and bad, and we’re good and right. Good side, bad side. But the more I think about it, the more I see what fighting does and brings about, for both sides, the more I disagree with it. With it all.”
 
   “So you want to learn about us? Give us the benefit of the doubt?”
 
   “Simply said, but yes. Don’t get me wrong, Morlia will pay for their crimes, but maybe it isn’t right to judge everyone by the same standard? We are elves, the First Born. We were built to be perfect by the Gods. And yet they abandoned us to create you humans? Humanity is greedy, corrupt, weak and short-lived. Why is it that you continue to flourish while we are in decline? Next to you, we seem stagnant. Why?”
 
   She seemed torn, and the initial anger Marcius had felt died down to a gentle simmer. What harm could it do? Marcius didn’t know exactly where to start, so he just talked, hoping to give her something worthwhile and letting the path of his thoughts wander from topic to topic.
 
    He told her of the first time he had met Antaigne, of the people who lived in his house, about Jared. It got easier the more he talked, and as he continued, he was mildly surprised at a sense of peace that came over him. He didn’t feel nearly as lonely when he relived his memories of his friends and family.  Marcius was talking for himself as much as he was for Selene.
 
   It was unreal in how attentive she was, occasionally asking him to clarify a point. He was enjoying having the beautiful elf’s attention all to himself.
 
   Hours passed before she finally raised a hand, signaling him to stop. “Enough,” she said with a light smile as Marcius’s stomach chose this moment to announce its anger at being ignored. “I have stolen your attention long enough. There is more to this than a single night will reveal, that is obvious. We have plenty of time and I do believe we have another problem we must address. I will show you to our kitchens.”
 
   Marcius nodded. He realized how ravenous he really was. He fell into step beside the elf, surprised at how comfortable he felt in her presence now.
 
   “I hope you enjoy your stay in our city, Marcius. It has been a long time since someone not with the Academy wandered these grounds. Might be even longer after you leave. You don’t seem to be a bad sort. Later in the day I will show you around more.”
 
   His heart did a little flip. She didn’t exactly profess her unending love for him, but it was probably as good as he’d get from the normally aloof elf. Still, something bugged him. “Selene, I don’t want to press the issue, but who were those two I pointed out at the trial?”
 
   Her face darkened, “You are not going to forget about it?”
 
   He shrank from her glare, but still shook his head. “No, I feel it’s important. They made me feel uneasy. I could feel them watching me. I think I have the right to know who they were.”
 
   “Uneasy?” and a thoughtful look crossed her face. She didn’t say anything for a few awkward moments. Marcius began to wonder if she’d say anything at all, then she leaned against the door way, crossing her arms.  Selene’s voice was barely a whisper. “The woman is my mother. She’s of the elder caste, so I don’t see her much. The thing with her. . . is an abomination and should have been destroyed centuries ago.”
 
   She pushed off from the doorway, pointedly refusing to meet his gaze. Something didn’t match up though. “Wait, your mother? I thought you were of the warrior caste? Does it usually jump castes like that?”
 
   Marcius knew he had erred as the words left his mouth. Selene whipped around, her hand lashing out like a viper that struck Marcius across the jaw, throwing him down to the ground. He curled up in pain as Selene towered over him, her face a mask of fury. “Human, you astound me. You come here, full of questions, stomping around like an oggron in mating season. I thought you were some wizard? Of all people, you should know that words have power and some questions are best when left unasked. Back to your room and out of my sight! Go!”
 
   Coughing and spewing apologies, Marcius stumbled haphazardly out from the heat of her glare, desperate to orient himself, he somehow managed to find his room in a haze of half fallen tears and pained confusion.
 
   Closing the door, he leaned against it, breathing heavily. How could he have been so dense? He completely demolished the rapport he had built up with the elf with a single question. Marcius flopped down in bed, his mind spinning. Why did she get so mad? No matter how he picked at the question, it only led to more questions. Defeated, Marcius slumped into bed; maybe the morning would bring more answers.
 
   Sleep refused to come and he spent a long time tossing and turning.
 
   Sometime later, an elven servant brought a tray of food to the door, and the tentative look on the young elf’s face was enough to let him know the whole house probably knew of what happened by now. Marcius couldn’t even look directly at the girl as he took the food, mumbling something that hopefully could be a thank you.
 
   He closed the door and stared at the plate in his hand. At least this meant she didn’t completely hate him, or was it just duty for her? He growled. Why did things have to turn out like this?
 
   He didn’t touch the food. Marcius found he suddenly wasn’t hungry anymore.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 24
 
    [image: 00.png]You won’t always be able to resist me.
 
   Erinaeus grinded his teeth, willing away the consciousness that had enveloped his own, pushing it away with practiced precision. It had been a while since his familiar had made itself heard. He had begun to hope that perhaps it would be silent forever, but it was obvious that the malicious creature had been waiting for him to drop his guard.
 
   One day you will slip and you will be mine.
 
   “Away with you,” he growled, reaching up and squeezing his temples. “There is no power you have over me.”
 
   The voice, an echoing cavern in the wizard’s mind, laughed. I hold all the power. It was our bargain. A little piece of you in exchange for your familiar back, yes? How long, little pet, before the corruption takes you? How long before it spreads from your eye?
 
   He stopped his traitorous hand midway to his face. “Quiet!” Erinaeus hissed, “I am your master, and you are my familiar. Obey your contract!”
 
   Was it worth it? To regain the ability of magic? You are rotting, dissolving and you will soon be mine. It is inevitable.
 
   “Not if I can help it.”
 
   The creature laughed again. I know of your plan and it will fail. There is naught you can do. We are connected and soon we shall be one.
 
   The wizard was about to respond when a tentative knock came from the door. With great effort, he smothered the foreign consciousness within his mind, using his own considerable will to subvert it, quiet it. He noted with silent concern that it was getting harder each time to do so.
 
   “What is it?” he replied, quickly opening up a tome as the person walked in. It was one of his messengers, clothing still dusty from traveling.
 
   “Sire, I think you should see this report from our contacts in Harcourt.”
 
   Erinaeus exhaled, looking up from the tome he was pretending to study. “You do realize where the drop off is for reports, correct?”
 
   The messenger gulped visibly as Erinaeus’s eye flared an angry reddish hue, but remarkably, the man stood his ground. “Aye, sire, but I felt this important enough to bring to your attention immediately.”
 
   Erinaeus made a pointed show of slowly closing the large tome, taking a delectable sense of pleasure in seeing the man squirm. Finally, he held out his hand, his every movement indicating strained patience. It felt good to make someone squirm after the disconcerting conversation with his familiar.
 
   But Erinaeus also knew that there was a delicate balance to maintain when dealing with underlings. Too much freedom and they’d start to plot behind your back, too little and it fell to you make every little decision.
 
   He unfurled the scroll and began to read. “Huge explosion in Lowtown. . . mages. . . rogue assassin.” Murmuring lightly to himself as his eyes scanned the paper, his excitement grew. 
 
   The report confirmed a few things and it opened up the possibilities of so much more. It was like the edges of a puzzle coming together to form a painting that grew clearer with every word.
 
   “Sire?” the messenger inquired, jolting Erinaeus to the present.
 
   “Good job,” he said quickly, reaching into a pocket within his robe and pulling out a small bag that tinkled as he tossed it to the man. “You were wise to bring this to my attention. If you see anything else, come to me immediately.”
 
   “Yes, sire!”
 
   Erinaeus grabbed his traveling cloak and strode out the door, pausing a moment. “But, if you bother me with anything of less importance, I’ll roast you where you stand. Never forget that.”
 
   He didn’t wait for a response, striding down the passageways of his hideout with a destination in mind. He had so much to do and every passing minute the opportunity would slip farther from his hands. There was an assassin he had to find, among some other things that had to be set into action.
 
   There was a loose end to tie up.
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   “Wake up. It’s already late in the morning and still you lie here.”
 
   Marcius rubbed his eyes, the stern figure of Lorisen coming into focus. The elf wore a strangely neutral expression, his arms crossed as he loomed over Marcius.
 
   “Good morning to you too,” Marcius mumbled, swinging out of bed. At some point he must have dozed off, but it wasn’t anything close to a restful sleep. He ached all over.
 
   “We have much to do this morning. Get dressed and meet me outside the training grounds within the hour.”
 
   And so it was a half-hour later when a hastily scrubbed Marcius was waiting outside with the general sense of uneasiness that one acquires when they’re not really sure if they’re in trouble or not. 
 
   “Good to see that, out of everything, you’re at least punctual,” the elf said as he arrived, tossing something to Marcius’s feet. A wooden training sword.
 
   “You can’t honestly expect me to fight you?” Marcius said, bending down to pick up the wooden sword. He found, though he wasn’t an expert, it felt well balanced and it fit comfortably in his hand.
 
   “I expect you to try,” Lorisen said grimly, no trace of his former friendliness on his face.
 
   Marcius was still trying to work around why the elf had such a drastic change from his previous jovial demeanor when Lorisen struck, coming in so fast that Marcius barely had time to even flinch. The sword stung his wrist sharply, causing Marcius to drop his own weapon in pain and surprise, before coming in to slap hard against his ribs. Marcius gritted his teeth; the last blow would no doubt leave a nasty bruise.
 
   “At least give me a warning before attacking,” Marcius said, his hand clutched to his side as he glared at the elf.
 
   “Your enemy won’t stop and wait for you to get ready. Pick up your sword.”
 
   Marcius wasn’t nearly as surprised when the elf attacked this time¸ but his flimsy attempt at defense was quickly overwhelmed and once again he was nursing another hard hit to the side.
 
   “Again.”
 
   Each time Marcius picked up his sword, Lorisen attacked, always repeating the same warning every time Marcius lost. Eventually the agitated apprentice threw his training sword to the ground. “Alright, that’s enough. What’s the purpose of this? I’m no match for you and you know it.”
 
   Lorisen said nothing, calmly waiting with his training sword held in front of him. Marcius winced, but picked up his sword again. It was becoming obvious to him that this was retribution for last night. Marcius decided he’d keep fighting if that was the case. He did nothing wrong that deserved to be punished like this. How was he supposed to know that his question would affect the elf like it did?
 
   But his resolve didn’t matter. The disparity between the two was too much. It was obvious he didn’t stand a chance, but he refused to stop, despite the pain, regardless of the humiliation. He wasn’t going to give the elf the satisfaction of seeing him quit. Marcius wasn’t sure where he got the willpower, but he found himself returning his weapon to the ready position after every strike. Time became a blur for him, nothing but an endless series of attacks and gradually numbing body parts.
 
   Eventually he stumbled from a blow and his legs just couldn’t deliver, buckling under him. Breathing heavily, he struggled to his feet, but a hand on his shoulder stopped him. Lorisen shook his head. “Be still, Marcius. You have proven your heart.”
 
   Marcius wasn’t one to argue, sitting down gratefully as what little energy that was left in his body seemed to drift away. He was even more surprised when the elf offered him a drink from the water skin he carried. He accepted greedily, gulping down as much as he could. The elf said nothing and for a few minutes they passed time in silent company with the gentle rustling of leaves and sway of pollen dancing in front of them.
 
   His eyelids felt heavy and his vision started to fade when Lorisen broke the tranquility. “I am sorry.”
 
   “For?”
 
    “Taking out my anger on you.”
 
   Marcius sat up so he could look at the elf. “I’m guessing you heard what happened last night?”
 
   “Aye, and it has been a long time since I have spent time with a human. Unlike the Mistress, I have ventured out in my youthful days and interacted with the other races. But I often forget that manners differ between us.”
 
   “Do you know why she got so mad at me?”
 
   The elf grinned darkly, “Indeed, but it is not my place to tell the secrets of another. But I will ask that you not judge her harshly for her actions. She has her reasons and it is not our way to ask such direct questions. Battle-Mistress Selene is young and has not dealt much with your kind. Give her time, she’ll come around, and if she wants you to know, she will tell you.”
 
   “You really care about her, don’t you?”
 
   The look in Lorisen’s eye was bright. “Aye. Everyone within these walls, all of Caste Liarne, reveres her.”
 
   “Why?” Marcius discovered he was hungry to know anything more about the mysterious elven woman.
 
   “She has done much to bring this house to prominence, gaining recognition and honor for us amongst the warrior caste. She is a good leader, a peerless warrior, but unwise to the ways of the world and even moreso the intricacies of people.” 
 
   “Well, I think you could have showed your displeasure in a less painful way.”
 
   “I ask for forgiveness. Unlike her, I should have known better and held in my anger. You are a guest, and this wasn’t the way I should have treated you. I let anger take control.”
 
   Marcius couldn’t remain mad at the elf. Instead, he surprised both himself and the elf by clapping Lorisen on the back, mimicking the elf’s previous sentiments. “All is forgiven. Don’t worry about it. I just want to go the Academy and get this all behind me.”
 
   “We haven’t been the best hosts, have we?”
 
   Marcius leaned back, watching the clouds pass by overhead. “Well, I went from being a prisoner, to getting punched in the face, and then beaten up with a wooden sword. Overall it wasn’t too bad for my first Selenthian experience.”
 
   There was an empty silence from the elf and Marcius looked over, fearful that maybe he once again crossed the line. Lorisen wore a weird look on his face, and then suddenly burst into laughter. “Yes, that is what I miss most,” the elf said, smiling. “Humans are so true in everything they do. There is a beauty in simplicity.”
 
   “Lorisen. Why did you bring him out here?” Both Marcius and Lorisen looked up in surprise. Selene stood over them, not looking happy in the slightest.
 
   The elf was quick to jump to his feet, turning his fist over and slapping it to his chest in the gesture of respect. “My apologies, Battle Mistress. You told me to watch him as you ran your errands. I thought it best to let him get a breath of fresh air and exercise.”
 
   The expression on Selene’s face gave an impression of acute doubt, but she didn’t press. “Marcius, come with me. We are going to the market so that we may get you a change of clothing and whatever else you may need.”
 
   He did his best to not let the pain show on his face as he stood up, but couldn’t help wobbling anyway. Selene still said nothing beyond a single raised eyebrow, which was somehow worse.
 
   As they started to leave, Lorisen reached out with a hand, briefly touching Marcius’s arm to draw his attention. There was a moment of silent understanding between the two of them as their gazes met. 
 
   “Thank you,” it said.
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   The sun made shimmering dapples through the leafy canopy and a delicate crisp rang in the air. It would have been a beautiful day, had it not been for an oppressive veil of awkwardness that hung between them as they walked.
 
   It was painful.
 
   Still it didn’t stop Marcius from glancing at Selene out of the corner of his eye. The elf wore the lightest of armors, a light brown leather breastplate that hugged her in a most distracting manner, and her sword swung lightly with every step.
 
   Several times he opened his mouth to say something, anything, but each time he fumbled. What really could he say? Maybe he should take Lorisen’s advice and just give the elven woman the space she so zealously defended.
 
   As they walked, the crowds intensified, and Marcius felt their questioning stares, but Selene ignored them and he tried to follow her example. He could still hear their whispering, and his cheeks got red as he thought of what they might be saying. Marcius hurried to keep up with Selene, the tips of his ears tingling with embarrassment.
 
   The mossy path turned into a well paved road, opening up to a large clearing that was littered with stalls filled with elves bartering excitedly with each other. There was a large stone arch, a tight leather tarp stretched over it, casting the majority of the surrounding area under shade.
 
   Selene led him to the largest stall manned by perhaps the most colorful and animated elf Marcius had seen since his involuntary visit to Selenthian borders.
 
   Marcius was flabbergasted at the casual use of magic in Selenthia and this elf personified it. He wore a billowy shirt, replete with ruffles that shimmered through the colors of the spectrum. Many gaudy gems adorned his fingers and ears, each one of them having a single pinprick of light that pulsed with every movement he made.
 
   The elf was quick to spot Selene and Marcius and pushed his way through the crowds to intercept them. The elf tucked a strand of jet-black hair behind his ear as he approached, his arms going wide with greeting.
 
   “Mistress Selene, it is ever an honor to see you at the merchant gather,” he said, taking off his cap as he bowed low.
 
   Marcius noticed that the elf had only the thinnest of accents and seemed perfectly comfortable speaking in Common. His words flowed from one to the other with none of the stilted lilt that he heard from both Lorisen and Selene. Obviously the elf had many dealings outside of Selenthia.
 
   “Master Raloran,” Selene responded, doing the traditional greeting, tilting her hand.
 
   “Now, young girl, there is no need for that. I have known you when you were just child. There is no need for formality!” The smiling elf theatrically looked at Marcius, as if seeing him for the first time. “And this would be the human that has Selenthia in an uproar? A human among us as we prepare for war? Never thought I’d see the day the Elders would allow such a thing. Let me get a good look at you!”
 
   Marcius found himself being held by the shoulder at arm's length by the elf, who regarded him with a now critical eye, like a shopper looking at a prospective buy. The elf’s grip was with a strength that didn’t match his size and it was hard for Marcius to not squirm. He looked briefly to Selene for help, but the elven woman seemed resigned and preoccupied with other things, refusing to meet his gaze.
 
   Raloran gave a grunt, though Marcius couldn’t tell if it was one of approval or disappointment, and then put an arm around him, guiding him to the massive stall nearby. It was overflowing with goods: massive racks of clothing hanging from the sides; boxes of various sizes full of unknown materials.  “I am to assume you two are not here just to visit me because you were lonely, yes?”
 
   “Aye, Master Raloran. We are here to get this one whatever basics he needs. He needs to be fitted with decent clothing.”
 
   The elf gave a dramatic sigh, throwing up his hands in defeat “Again with the formalities, child!”
 
   “I am no child, Master Raloran.”
 
   A serious look passed over his face, “Aye, I keep forgetting.” It disappeared, replaced by the ever present smile of a mask Marcius was beginning to associate with the trader. “Anyway, let’s get you measured, okay?”
 
   The elf indicated for him to enter a closed off booth, and Marcius complied while Selene stayed outside. Raloran followed him in, closing the curtain behind him. “Alright, Marcius was it?” he asked softly, turning around, his smile gone.
 
   Marcius didn’t recall ever telling the elf his name, but nodded anyway. If a human in the elven city was enough to cause a commotion, most likely the trader heard through other channels. The elf took out a raw hide cord, the sides marked with various sizings and measurements and Marcius lifted his arms as the elf began measuring.
 
   “So,” Raloran said, tucking the measure into his mouth as he maneuvered Marcius around, “Care to tell me what you did to get her so riled?”
 
   Marcius’s surprise must have shown on his face, because the elf chuckled darkly, “It was pretty obvious. The two of you were completely awkward with each other, and she’s never been one with social graces.”
 
   The elf had a calming manner to him, a certain force of persona that instantly made Marcius relax. He felt he could trust this elf, and when he started talking, he found he couldn’t stop. He told Raloran of his late night run-in with Selene, how she reacted to his question, and Marcius found him even mentioning his burgeoning feelings for the woman.
 
   Raloran, for his part, said nothing, calmly shifting Marcius as he measured. But the apprentice knew the elf was listening intently. It was good to get it off his chest. When he had finished, Marcius felt mentally exhausted.
 
   “Well, now. That explains a lot.” Raloran said after a few moments of deliberation, “I thought it odd. Selene is a brilliant fighter. I’ve only heard good things about her when she joined the warrior caste. Then again, she had no choice but to exceed expectations. She’s led a hard life.”
 
   The elf picked up some fabric, holding it against Marcius’s frame. He tilted his head to side for a moment as he regarded it, and then threw the fabric to the side, not satisfied. He continued his search, and Marcius fidgeted, curiosity eating away at him until he finally broke. “I don’t understand why she hates me for an innocent question. I didn’t mean anything by it.”
 
   Raloran gave Marcius a hard look, but his gaze softened. “I guess you wouldn’t know anything about her past, eh? It’s a touchy subject for her.”
 
   “You too? Same thing Lorisen said!” Marcius growled.
 
   “If you’d let me finish.” Raloran admonished, finally selecting a dark blue piece of fabric that satisfied whatever unsaid requirements he was looking for. “I’m not sure I should be telling you this. If I can trust you enough to not do something stupid with it that’d wind up hurting her.”
 
   “I would never-“
 
   “Hurt her?” the elf finished for Marcius, “No, you’d probably never intend to. You have an honest sort of face.  I’m not sure where to start, or even why I am telling you this, so I guess from the beginning is the most logical point. How much do you know about our traditions?”
 
   Marcius shook his head, “Very little. My Master was a dwarf, and he wasn’t exactly on friendly terms with elves. It wasn’t as if he kept a lot of texts on elves in his study.”
 
   “Most dwarves usually aren’t. It’s how we were made: two different sides to the same coin. The “origin” races. Both the dwarves and elves were created in the beginning of Faelon, by the Gods, only to be abandoned when humans came into being.”
 
   Marcius nodded, it was common knowledge, though maybe not said as pessimistic as Raloran delivered it. The elf continued as he began cutting the fabric. “Many humans can’t fathom our lives, for we are linked far more intimately to the nether than a human could ever be. Elves, and to a lesser extent, dwarves, are beings of magic, and as such, we are bound to rules that are far older than our ancient race.”
 
   The elf paused for the significance of it all to sink in. “Our roles in Selenthia are decided when we are born. I was to be a merchant, and so, hundreds of years later, here I am. I have a knack for it, this is true, but then again, it was decided for me. When we come of age, there is a great ceremony and we are presented to the heart of Selenthia, the very core of Agliarena. It is there that we receive our destinies.”
 
   Marcius hung on the elf’s every word, “How does one receive your destiny?”
 
   Raloran’s hand stilled mid-cut. “I remember being led into the chamber. The inside was warm, safe. It vibrated my very being. There I was, nothing more than a wisp of a child, barefoot and nervous. There were so many expectations on my fate reading. My father was an Elder and my mother a Merchant, you see.”
 
   “I guess your mother won?”
 
   Raloran smiled, “Aye, you could say that. It usually runs in the family. If not a Merchant, an Elder. That day was the most profound experience of my long life. To feel another consciousness envelop your own. That tree is alive, and she watches over us. She spoke, in that heart chamber. We all heard it. 'Tiark'ne di li argrilia'.”
 
   “Which means?”
 
   “'This child is to follow his mother. Ever since then, I've done the Fate assigned to me by the heart tree.”
 
   Marcius thought on it for a minute, “So that's what Selene meant that we all do the role given?”
 
   “Aye, but for her, it is bittersweet. She has no Fate.”
 
   “What do you mean? How does someone have no Fate?”
 
   “The tree was silent when she was presented. It refused to give her a role, or even acknowledge her existence. In the countless years since Selenthia existed, this was the first and only time something like this had ever happened.”
 
   He ran over his words to Selene last night and at last understanding dawned on him. “So that's why when I asked her why her caste wasn't the same as her mother's. . . ”
 
   “Indeed.”
 
   But something still didn't click. “But why is that a bad thing? Wouldn't that mean it was her's to decide?”
 
   Raloran shook his head, a bemused expression on his face. “Only a human would look at it so. Try and look at it from an elven perspective? We are beings of magic, rules entwined with our existence. There is countless years of tradition in a race not designed to change rapidly. To be honest, many feared her.”
 
   “Feared her for what?”
 
   “Said she shouldn't exist. Said that she was a loose thread in our tapestry. Some promoted killing her.”
 
   “That's insane!”
 
   “Aye, but thick is the fear of the unknown, young human. It was only through the graces of her mother and who she was that allowed naysayers to reach an agreement. 'Let her become a warrior,' they said, 'Maybe battle will get rid of her instead'.”
 
   “What a terrible thing to say.”
 
   “Indeed, and yet we look down on humans as monsters? The irony does not escape some of us.” Raloran had a profound look of regret, “Aye, indeed. She's had a hard life, proving that she has the right to exist. When most children were playing with others, she was studying and perfecting her swordplay, trying to drown out the whispers and rumors with hard work, sweat, and blood. Selene has done well for herself, but she had to earn every portion of it, and the scars run deep.”
 
   Marcius didn't know what to say, it made sense now, a big portion that made the mysterious elf who she was. But there was one question that remained. He turned to Raloran, who had just finished cutting the last of the fabric. “Why did you tell me this?”
 
   The elf shrugged, “Seemed like the right thing to do. I think mingling with other races will be a good thing for her. I am glad the council had the foresight to put her to this duty. She needs to know that things are never as black and white as they appear to be. A bit of perspective if you want.”
 
   “I guess that's a—” and the words died in Marcius's throat as the elf's fingers and mouth began moving in a pattern he knew well. Raloran was casting a spell!
 
   He could only watch as the thread on the table danced its way into a needle, which began to weave in and out of the fabric like a snake through grass. Buttons, like tiny insects, crawled their way across the table, laying with perfect spacing for the animated needle. In mere moments, an exquisitely well-done shirt had been made right before his eyes.
 
   “I didn't know you could do magic.”
 
   “We are beings of magic, Marcius. Such feats are far more common amongst us than superstitious bound humans. Here, try this on.” The elf threw him the shirt, which Marcius caught reflexively.
 
   He took a few moments, feeling self-conscious in front of the elf before deciding that it didn’t matter in the end. He shrugged off his own top, letting it fall to the ground. The new shirt fit well and the fabric was exquisite against his skin. “Thank you,” Marcius said truthfully.
 
   “Wait until you see the price,” the elf said with a chuckle.
 
   “I don't have any gold to pay for this.”
 
   “I was kidding. Of course Selene is going to pay for it all. Now go outside and select a cloak you like from the side of the cart. I'll finish up your clothing here.”
 
   Marcius nodded, dumbfounded at the kindness the elf had shown him. He paused at the door, his hand on the flap. “Why do you care so much about Selene?”
 
   There was only sadness in his response. “Why wouldn't a father care about his daughter?”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 25
 
    [image: 00.png]The assassin tossed and turned in his bed, images of fallen comrades haunting him even in the sanctuary of dreams. Stillness dominated the room until a crack of lightless thunder split the silence.
 
   “Greetings, assassin,” Erinaeus said as he appeared.
 
   On pure reflex, his hands a blur, the once sleeping assassin spun. Three deadly daggers fell to the ground in rapid succession, bouncing off the wizard's robes like raindrops from a well-shingled roof.
 
   “Please now, none of that, Erinaeus said smugly, flicking imaginary dust from his robes, “I’m not here to kill you. If I wanted that, you'd already be dead.”
 
   The assassin regarded the fallen daggers for a moment, and then shrugged. He was a patient man; it was a job necessity. The mysterious wizard had the advantage now, but it wouldn't always be so. If the intruder wished to merely talk, he could consent. Not as if he had alternatives.
 
   Still, something about the wizard unnerved him, something that he couldn't place his finger on, but it was if his basic senses were trying to warn him.
 
   “Nice place you have here,” Erinaeus said, pacing the room, “It was a pain to find you, and I'd never have thought to look in this little section of Aralene. Well, I lie. I'd never have thought to look here if I didn't know your quarry was, in fact, a wizard. Am I right?”
 
   The assassin nodded, intrigued. His hands flexed, anxious to grab several of the weapons he hid nearby, but he forced them to relax. Nothing was lost in hearing what this wizard wanted, though he mentally resolved that he'd kill him when the opportunity presented itself. He just wished he could at least see the wizard's face under his veiled hood, something, anything, to explain the sense of impending dread that oozed from the man.
 
   “I've come to offer you a deal,” Erinaeus said, the only exposed portion of his face turning into a crooked wizened smile. “You've come here to kill a certain group of people, and I, too, want these people dead.”
 
   “I do not need your help to do my craft, wizard.”
 
   “Really?” and Erinaeus turned to the daggers on the floor. The assassin conceded the point reluctantly with a nod, “Anyway, I can give you the tools to kill these wizards that killed your comrades, if you're willing?”
 
   The assassin stood. “What help would you give me? Why are you helping me when you can obviously kill them yourself?”
 
   “I don't recall giving you permission to ask me questions?”
 
   “Well,” the assassin said, his left finger hooking onto a dagger hidden in the waste of his pants, “I don't recall asking for permission.”
 
   The tension vibrated in the humid night air and a single drop of sweat ran down the assassin's face. He tensed every muscle in his body, ready to drive the weapon home if he had to. He sincerely doubted he could touch a prepared wizard, but he'd be damned if he bowed to this man.
 
   The tension broke as the wizard gave a dark raspy chuckle that sent shivers assassin's back. “It's been so long since I've talked to someone who had the fortitude to respond like that. Be relieved that I'm in a good mood, or you’d not leave this room standing. I merely need to eliminate these particular people with nothing that’d indicate magic was involved.”
 
   The assassin raised a single eye, “What kind of help could you give me that wasn’t magical?”
 
   “There’s the trick of it. Assassin’s are mysterious,” Erinaeus said, laughing darkly, “They’d just write it off as some inner secret of your organization.”
 
   He thought it over. The trail had went cold after the ship, and even an intense “interview” of the ship captain hadn’t given him any leads other than the educated guess that they’d come to the Academy in Aralene. The wizard’s offer made sense, but his gut warned him against it. Something was off about the intruder.
 
   Plus it was a wizard that killed his comrades. Once he killed the ones that did it directly, he’d start slaughtering every damn wizard he could find. Faelon would be a better place for it.
 
   Still, if the wizard gave him the means to kill wizards even with their magical advantages. . . well, the ends did justify the means, right? It’d make it easier to kill this wizard too.
 
   “I accept your offer,” he said, and to him, the words came out with a sense of finality.
 
   “Good,” Erinaeus said, “Now, there might be some slight discomfort when I do this.”
 
   The assassin was about to ask what he meant when the wizard reached up and removed his hood. He tried to see the wizard’s face, but the world went black and he felt himself falling in inky darkness, sucked in by a malevolent crimson orb that had appeared like a blood-red sunrise.
 
   Somewhere, far away, he screamed.
 
    
 
   Marcius felt like a new man as he walked out. From head to toe he was outfitted in fresh clothing. It hugged him just right, not too loose, but not tight. The cloak was of the highest quality and Marcius had fallen in love with it the moment he had tried it on. The insides were lined with pockets and for a few moments he felt a pang of nostalgia as it reminded him of Antaigne.
 
   “What do you think?” he asked Selene, turning so she could see him from different angles.
 
   She cocked her head, “It is an improvement. No longer do you look like a goblin in hand-me-downs.”
 
   “Thanks, I think.”
 
   “Battle-Mistress? There is the small matter of payment?” Raloran said, coming out from behind the flap.
 
   Selene rolled her eyes, but unhooked a pouch from her belt, tossing it to the merchant who caught it deftly. He looked inside and nodded with satisfaction.
 
   “We will take our leave now,” she said, and Marcius agreed, shouldering the backpack that contained the other things they had bought. Several custom made outfits, a small knife, a spare pair of boots, and extra gloves were all packed tightly inside.
 
   The merchant waved at them as they left the trading grounds. Marcius secretly hoped he would see the charismatic merchant again.
 
   The weight on his back and the feeling of new clothing made him smile. He was grateful for Selene's kindness, and that combined with the surprising information he had gleaned from the merchant made him look at Selene in a new light. Marcius was beginning to pick out her mannerisms, and it all brought the realization as to why they had even come here to begin with.
 
   “Thank you,” he said sincerely as soon as they were alone on the road.
 
   She didn't say anything immediately, but he knew she heard him. Finally she glanced back. “Thank me for what?”
 
   “For getting me all of this,” he responded, jiggling the backpack for emphasis.
 
   “There is nothing to thank. It is the host's duty to ensure her charge has necessary supplies.”
 
   Marcius couldn't help but to grin, letting the elven woman know that he didn't totally believe her, “Well, thank you anyway. . . and I want to say that I'm sorry. For last night.”
 
   There, it was out now, hanging between them. He had taken the first step and now it up to her to respond. She opened her mouth several times, but nothing came out. Marcius could see her visibly struggling with herself before her countenance softened.
 
   “I shouldn't have struck you,” she said the words in a rush, obviously flustered in a way Marcius had never seen the elf before. He figured the proud woman wasn't used to apologizing.
 
   It was if a dam had broken, the awkwardness drained like water through a sieve. “It's okay,” he said, smiling at the visible relief in her face.
 
   He was about to continue when they were both interrupted by a shout. A young, out of breath elf ran up to Selene. There was a smattering of elvish and then he handed her a scroll from a pouch slung across his side. She unfolded it, emerald eyes scanning over its contents intently.
 
   Selene gave a sharp intake of breath, and her face grew hard. Marcius had to stop himself from asking what was wrong. Last thing he wanted was to once again pry his nose into the elf's business and get it bitten off. Still, he fidgeted as she read the scroll.
 
   The elven woman muttered under her breath, obviously not pleased in the slightest. She immediately crumpled up the paper, seeming just as surprised as Marcius and the young elf at her action.
 
   “Selene,” he said tentatively, “Is something the matter?”
 
   “No,” she said, but her eyes remained clouded. The woman was lost in thought.
 
   The messenger said something in elvish and that seemed to jolt Selene from her reverie. She shook her head and indicated with a slight nod that the young elf should be on his way. It was several long moments before she looked to Marcius again. “Come,” she murmured, “There is someone that I must take you to see.”
 
   She didn't wait to see if he followed, weaving her way through the moss covered roads and trails. Marcius continued behind her, confusion growing with every step.
 
   He didn't have to prompt her any more, though, because she started talking, as much to herself as to him. “I tried to keep you safe, sheltered from our politics. But it seems as if the move for you has started and there is nothing I can do.”
 
   “Move for me? I'm not an object to be possessed.” Marcius said, his face heating up with anger, “Anyway, why would they want to control me? I'm just a human.”
 
   “Do you remember the two at the trial? The ones that made you uneasy?” Marcius did. Even the memory caused his stomach to twist and turn. “You are to meet him today. He requested your presence at his estate, and the missive was signed by an Elder. There is nothing I can do.”
 
   “Why does that make you angry? What is it about him that makes him an abomination?”
 
   “You will learn when you meet him.”
 
   Marcius was astute enough to realize that she never answered his question, but he was wise enough to not press the issue. Maybe he would get his answers finally upon meeting this person? It was as if everyone was privy to secrets that he should know, but couldn't be bothered to explain it to him.
 
   His memory settled on what the elven woman said when he was tested by that wizard. 'Should not exist', huh? By Avalene's mercy, he'd find out what she meant.
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   Marcius didn’t know what to make of it.
 
   Like dirt stuck between two carpets of foliage, the land stretched out, a single mistake on the otherwise pristine paper that was Selenthia. The land itself seemed to be gray and dark, as twisted as the few trees that grew around it. It breathed slowly, a dying creature in the throes of entropy. 
 
   A large gate and fence, wrought of storm gray metal, stretched around the borders. Ancient carvings were etched into the side, along with ashen statues of humanoids that appeared to leer at the two of them from above.
 
   Selene noticed Marcius's questioning look, “The land adapts to the mindset of the powerful,” she said simply, “His presence even fouls that which surrounds him.”
 
   The elven warrior then touched the symbol in the center of the gate, saying a word that Marcius recognized from the Kra’nael. The gate stuttered for a few moments and then, with a groan, opened slowly.  The land exhaled, beckoning Marcius forward.
 
   “This is a far as I go,” Selene said apologetically, “Follow the trail and don't detour if you value your life. I'll be here when you return.”
 
   He nodded, stepping through the gate before he lost his nerve. Or at least he tried to. There was something in the air, and it was like slogging through mud. He had to physically strain against an invisible barrier, pushing and beating against it. Finally he burst through, stumbling and gasping for breath.
 
   Marcius realized what he had done as he looked back. There was a ripple in the air, like a disturbance in a still pond, and even without the help of his familiar, he was able to see the slight shimmer of the nether.
 
   He had passed through a magical barrier! Of course Marcius had read of such things, but never did he expect to be on the receiving end. It was supposed to be a powerful magic. Just who was this person that he needed a barrier to protect him? Or maybe, and the realization made Marcius's stomach churn, it was to keep the 'abomination' trapped?
 
   He turned around, intent on going back, but already Selene had closed the gate and melted into the surrounding forest. He felt truly alone now. There was nowhere to go but forward. Marcius steeled himself; the entire area had a presence that was throwing off his senses. It was if he was constantly off balance.
 
   He didn't feel safe.
 
   Remembering Selene's warning, Marcius did his best to adhere to the dirt path. It led him to the mouth of a cave, but it was obvious as he approached that it wasn't natural in any sense of the word. The sides were smooth, and the mouth was large. Flagstones lined the floor, meshing at the entrance with the dusty dirt path. Oil lamps, their flames flickering with every slight gust of wind, lined the sides and the entire place gave off an acute sense of timeless age.
 
   Cautiously Marcius explored deeper and in the back a sturdy set of double doors awaited; twin portals that enticed Marcius to try the handle, if only to satisfy the curiosity of what lay beyond. There was no creak of rusted hinges as he opened it, only the deafening of absolute silence. Inside, it was if a castle had been built into the side of a hill. The walls were of sturdy brick and mortar and everything was well lit along the main corridor.
 
   All too soon he reached the end, and it was here that the familiar sensation of dread returned, originating from behind a single innocent looking doorway. His hand shook as he reached out, hooking around the handle which was cool to the touch. Marcius took only a moment to consider his action, and then pulled, the door swinging open ominously.
 
   The room was lit up intensely by candles, and expansive enough to have a large solid wooden table that spanned from one end to the other. But it was the figure that sat at the end of the table, staring directly at Marcius as he walked in, that stole the young apprentice's attention.
 
   From the feral smile to the distinctly unelf proportions, Marcius recognized the elf in front of him as one part of the pair from the trial. Except this time there was no hood to hide the way the skin stretched taut over a face that looked more akin to a skull than a living, breathing creature. 
 
   “Welcome, human, to my humble household,” the elf said, his voice flowing like seductive honey. “I am glad that you could make it so promptly. Please, take a seat.”
 
   Marcius nodded, his tongue suddenly heavy and unresponsive. He grabbed the chair in front of him, opposite of the elf, and sat down. Plates of food, steam gently wafting, waited on the table. The elf had been expecting guests. His stomach rumbled its appreciation.
 
   “Do not be afraid to help yourself to that which you see before you,” the elf said, “There is no reason why you can't enjoy a good meal before we discuss why I requested your presence this day.”
 
   The offer was tempting, but Marcius just couldn't do it. What was it about this elf that had him on edge? “Who are you?”
 
   “Ah, straight to business, I see? Very well. 'Who am I' you ask? That is a many layered question, isn't it? I do believe what you meant was 'What are you', but I shall answer the question you put forth. Well, I am me. Unless you are asking for a name, then I'd say you could call me Velynere.”
 
   Marcius shook his head, trying to orient himself and drive back the feeling of lethargy that had taken hold, Velynere's voice had such a smooth quality, placating, like silk  between fingertips. It tried to lull him into security, that there was nothing to fear. But his senses warned him of danger, intangible, but still very real.
 
   Velynere, resting the side of his head against a hand, noticed Marcius's struggle and smiled, revealing perfect white teeth that glistened. “Ah, I see that I was right about you. Have you noticed the effect I have? Of hopelessness, of blissful ignorance, that threatens to take over?  Aye, I see the look in your eyes. 'What is he' it asks, yes? Well, that is something I will tell you, if you accept my offer.”
 
   The apprentice shook his head, crashing his fist hard against the arm rest. There was an explosion of pain that lanced up his arm, but the fog in his head cleared. Pain, it seemed, was a way to combat the aura the elf exuded. “No,” he said through gritted teeth. He was tired of being controlled! “You will tell me now, or I won't listen to anything else you say.”
 
   The elf sat back, cocking his head as he regarded Marcius with new light. “Ah, I see. Very well then.” Marcius nodded to himself, ignoring the throbbing of his hand; the elf needed him. It was about time he got some answers.
 
   “What you see before you, young apprentice, is the end result of what happens to those who try and get back what they lost. More specifically, what a wizard becomes when he tries to reforge his shattered soul.”
 
   Marcius stared at the elf, rifling through his words. What did he mean? The warning from Antaigne came unbidden into his mind. “You lost your familiar,” Marcius said, half question, half statement, “And you tried to do it again!”
 
   The elf nodded, “Aye, I did. A fool's notion, when I look back on it. But I was hardly in the appropriate frame of mind. You know what it is like, though you are only separated by distance from yours.”
 
   Marcius let out a ragged breath. He did indeed know. There was an ache in his chest, constantly yearning for the familiar touch of Faerill. He was literally and figuratively missing a part of himself. How might he act if he had lost his familiar?
 
   He glanced up, back to the elf, “So, what are you, exactly?”
 
   The smile Velynere shot back was one of reluctant acceptance. “I am a monster in the truest sense of the word. There are some benefits to this curse, of course. My life is extended, far beyond that of even an elf. My senses and physical prowess is increased as well. And I have gained the ability to do magic again.”
 
   Marcius gaped at the elf, “Doesn't seem to be that bad, if you ask me.”
 
   Velynere snorted, shifting in his chair. “Easy enough to say. You feel it, the sense of fear, of being shifted and afraid of what I am. I am not natural, an abomination of the most perverse kind. Listen to your senses, human. You know what I am.”
 
   Marcius looked hard at the elf, digesting the facts he knew. “You are a predator,” he said slowly. “That is why you affect me so. I shouldn't trust you. You're dangerous.”
 
   The elf smiled, “Aye.  Very much so.”
 
   The apprentice shook his head; it was too much to take in. “What do you want? I assume it isn't to kill me. I don't think the elves would do that to me.”
 
   Velynere laughed, “No, I don't want anything like that. What I do want is to give you an offer. I believe we can help each other.”
 
   “How can you help me, exactly? Why should I trust you?”
 
   “Revenge, Marcius,” Velynere said, using the apprentice's name for the first time, “I know about your father and your Master. I also know the secret stirrings in your heart, the anger that boils under the surface. I. know.” The elf's eyebrow raised suggestively, “The people who stole that which you held dear, you wish to find, yes? I can help you find those responsible; I can help you become powerful enough to make them regret ever hurting those you loved. I can give you a means to that which you seek, where alone you might flounder.”
 
   Hope rose in Marcius's chest. If such a solution was readily available, he'd be a fool not to accept. It was as Velynere said. He wanted them, whoever they were, to pay for taking those he loved from him. But the warning of Ken's tapestry, the teachings of Antaigne, the subtle suggestions of his father, came bubbling to the surface. Would they approve of him dealing with such a creature as this? It didn't take long for him to conclude that no, they would not.
 
   “What do you get out of this? You're not offering help just to be nice.”
 
   “Of course not. I have a little problem that you are uniquely suited to handling.”
 
   “You could get the elves to handle it, if it was that important.”
 
   Velynere picked up a wine glass, gently swishing the contents as he regarded Marcius with an amused look, “Hah! Hardly, human. Selenthia tolerates my presence because I am too powerful and useful as a resource to do away with. They keep me like a guard dog, chained close enough to keep an eye on, yet far enough away to quell the fear in their hearts. Look around you. I am a prisoner within a golden cage.” He winced at his own admission before giving a shrug, “Still, it isn't so bad. I preoccupy myself with my magic, my research, which brings me full circle as to why I need you.”
 
   Marcius would have been lying if he said he wasn't at least curious as to why the thing in front of him needed a lowly apprentice's help. “Alright, there is no harm in at least listening. What are you proposing?”
 
   “Let me lay out my offer to you first.” the elf said, setting down his glass carefully, before leaning forward on the table, “Two promises,” he said, raising a like number of fingers up, “One: I will answer the question that you will have upon conclusion of your training at the Academy.”
 
   “What qu—”
 
   “—you will know what the question is when you think of it,” he interrupted, drowning out Marcius's response. “It will be something that only I can answer. Two: I will train you further, once your Academy training is complete. I will give you the power and means to avenge your father and Master. I can give you the knowledge you crave, deep down in the darkest pits of your mind, Marcius.”
 
   Marcius's breath hitched in his throat. Was it possible that this being spoke the truth? If so, everything he was striving for was within his fingertips. But, was that what he wanted? Was it so hard to just be left alone to practice magic? He was shaking his head, trusting his gut, before he even fully thought about the elf's offer. “No, things aren't that simple.” He could hear Jared and Alicia's disappointment if he'd just accept at face value what Velynere was saying. “You're promising me a lot of things, so you must be desperate.”
 
   “No, not desperate, but something has caught my fancy recently,” Velynere said, but it was the cold amber eyes that shone with a hunger that had Marcius doubting the elf's words, “You see, I have recently come across the solution to a mystery that plagues these woods. You know of the Myst, yes?”
 
   Marcius nodded, Selene's words came to the forefront of his mind. The elf continued. “The Myst is a byproduct of the intense amount of nether gathered here. It warps reality and makes. . . unnatural. . . occurrences and phenomenon. Up until now, we have had to depend on the spirit beasts, which generate an alear, a shield of sorts, to protect us from the warping and monsters that roam the Mysts. But, I have found a way to generate a false field that mirrors the spirit beast’s alear!”
 
   “What does all of this have to do with me?” Marcius asked. Academic learning was something that always held a sway over him, but he doubted the elf forcibly invited him over to discuss theory.
 
   “There are numerous parts of Selenthia that transform when the Myst takes over. Up until now, we've had no way to reliably explore them. I want you to investigate some information I've uncovered.”
 
   “Why me?”
 
   “Because you're best suited for it. I'm kept chained to this estate. A prisoner. The rest of Selenthia tactfully ignores or spits at my very existence. I had pulled many favors to even be allowed out for a brief respite, to attend your trial. Depending on how long this upcoming war lasts, there might not be another outsider willing to do this for another few hundred years. We have long memories and even longer grudges.”
 
   “I don't know. . . ” Everything Velynere proposed was laced with logic, but there was something the elf was leaving out.
 
   “Look,” Velynere said, reaching into a pocket along his side. He pulled out a simple looking amulet. The large stone in the center was clear, and a thin wisp of hair seemed to float in the milky depths, caught in stasis. “This will shield you from the Myst and will alert you when you get near what I am looking for. Just say the word imprinted on the back to activate it. Wait until night, when the Myst is thick and follow where it takes you. Bring anything you find back to me and I'll reward you handsomely. Think about it.”
 
   Marcius couldn't help himself. He reached out, taking the offered amulet from the elf. It was cold in his hands, a certain lack of warmth that extended farther than it should have. The stone flashed brightly as it spun slowly on its chain.
 
   He glanced warily up at the elf. Every fiber of his being, every ounce of logic imparted on him by his father and Antaigne, all screamed to not trust this thing. And it was a thing, he was sure of that. Even the movements of Velynere came out wrong, off-center, twisted subtly by whatever pact he made to reattain his familiar. The actions were that of a predator, a certain economy of movement reserved for a creature that depended on being just a little faster, smarter, or stronger than whatever it was they were trying to kill.
 
   He shouldn't do it. He knew that. There was more to this than the elf was saying. It was obvious. But what about his father? What about Antaigne? Where was the justice that Jared so often spoke of? Velynere was offering something that Marcius knew was a double edged sword, but perhaps the risk was worth the reward?
 
   He pocketed the amulet slowly. “I'll have to think about it.” Marcius tried to ignore the hunger that erupted in the elf's eyes.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 26
 
    [image: 00.png]Velynere managed to hold onto his smile and amiability until after Marcius left, but his true nature came forth the moment the grateful apprentice had shut the door behind him. The elf growled, slapping aside a bowl of venison. It bounced off the wall and shattered, spraying the entire area with shards of pottery and globs of meat. The nerve of that human! That child! Telling him that he'd “think about it”!
 
   He flexed his hand, relishing in the strength he felt, the unnatural result of his experiments. Still, he was sure that he laid the appropriate groundwork to entice the human. He could see the yearning, the anger, the need to get retribution in the apprentice's face. Yes, he was sure the human would decide favorably.
 
   Velynere stood and went to a worn bookshelf. Reaching a hand along the back of the case, he traced the edges until his fingers sunk into a slight indention. He pushed and there was an audible click, the shelf sliding along the floor to reveal a passage behind. He didn't bother to take a candle with him as he navigated the darkened hallway; the elf no longer had need for such things for he could see as easily in the dark as one could on a well-lit day.
 
   Down the winding passage he continued, until he came upon a stout door wrought with chains and iron. His eyes dipped into the nether as he pushed his hand against the seemingly solid door, the metal twisting and bending as the illusion shriveled and curled up like leaves in a fire to reveal an open doorway. The rest of his body followed and the magical sigils, traps designed to explode violently, gave way for their maker, allowing Velynere to walk calmly into a dim room.
 
   “Back again? Don't you ever have enough?!” a voice said harshly from the corner. A figure was chained to the wall, the metal clinking as the person struggled to stare directly at Velynere.
 
   “Now, Ganiele, I'd like to think after all we shared that you'd at least be pleasant to me.”
 
   “Go rot at Dryken's feet, you monster!” the elven mage spat feebly, his strength giving away mid-sentence.
 
   In a flash, Velynere closed the distance between them, his hand latching onto the mage’s chin. “Like I said, you should be pleasant.” He gave one last shake for emphasis before releasing the elf.
 
   Velynere turned a critical eye at his captive. Ganiele's hair hung around his face, the former luxurious mane now nothing more than a stringy substitute. His skin had pallor, like death warmed over. He didn't give the elven mage much more time alive; it was amazing he still managed such resistance in this condition.
 
   “Now, my elven friend, the question is: are you hiding anything else in that head of yours? I met the human you mind-melded with, and I know you must have more in there for me, yes?”
 
   There! He saw it! The slight widening of the eyes, affirming his suspicions. He quickly grabbed the elven mage's head between his hands.  “Let's just see what you're hiding, yes?”
 
   He mind-melded, forcibly entering Ganiele's thoughts and memories. Nothing was sacred as he rummaged around; relishing in the mental pain he was causing the elf. Eventually he found it, there in a secluded recess of the elf's mind. How had he missed it before? A way for him to get the human to do what he wanted! No wonder Ganiele had hidden the information the first couple times Velynere had probed his mind.
 
   Ganiele slumped when Velynere released him, the thin body heaving in exertion and pain. Surprisingly, the elven mage managed, with some difficulty, to look back up at him.  “You'll never get away with this, abomination! They will question where I've gone. There will be inquiries!”
 
   Velynere laughed in his face. “Come on, we both know that is nothing more than a bluff. Why else do you think you were sent here to request my presence at the trial? You were betrayed by the Elders, foolish mage. You were nothing more than a sacrifice, an incentive, to buy my cooperation. Your own people sold you, like a common trinket. How does that make you feel?”
 
   The mage's silence spoke volumes and the ever-present hunger reared its head. Velynere gave in, grabbing the elf forcibly by the neck and lifting him by one hand with unnatural strength, pulling until the entire elf, chains and all, was stretched tight from the wall. A single finger, flaring red, touched Ganiele lightly on the forehead, and the elven mage's eyes widened with fear, “Please, no,” he begged, “No more. . . ”
 
   “I am sorry,” Velynere whispered. And, somewhere deep inside he truly was. But he had to feed off the pure, untainted souls of other mages to quell the intense hunger of his curse. Ganiele had provided him with much sustenance these last few days, but this would probably kill him.
 
   The hunger didn't care.
 
   A tendril of green, thin and flowing like smoke, snaked out of the elf's forehead, and attached to Velynere's finger. It wiggled and thrashed, but the nether wraith continued to pull, half forcing, half coaxing the tendril out. Ganiele began to shudder, his eyes rolling back in his head and a low moan escaped his mouth.
 
   There was one final gasp as the tendril snapped out. Ganiele slumped against his chains as Velynere let him go.
 
   The nether wraith wasn't even paying the mage any longer, instead he was focused on the thrashing soul sliver perched on his fingertip. He brought it close, and his eyes began to glow as he gazed upon it hungrily.
 
   His mouth opened unnaturally wide and the tendril whipped back. It swirled into his mouth and he arched in pleasure as the sustenance began to surge through him.  The rush was all consuming, as it always was, and it took him a few moments of delirium before he was able to come down from the euphoric high; enough to see if the elven mage was even alive.
 
   He wasn't.
 
   Velynere didn't mind. It was good while it lasted, and the hunger was satiated, for now. Besides, he had what he needed. He knew what he had to do to force the apprentice human mage into action.
 
    
 
   Selene didn’t say much when Marcius arrived at the gate, and he fell into step with her naturally as they began the long trip back to Selenthia. His mind was swirling with possibilities. Did he really want to go this route? Was it worth it?
 
   The elf, for her part, kept silent, perhaps sensing that Marcius wasn’t in the mood to talk. They made surprising time back, and Marcius spent the next couple days alternating between just laying on his bed, lost in memories, and staring at the necklace Velynere had given him.
 
   By the time a ten-day had passed, he had acquired an acute sense of cabin fever. The eyes of Antaigne and his father haunted his dreams and hung in his mind while he was awake. He had to do something, anything, yet summoning the motivation to do so was another thing entirely.
 
   He was lying on his bed, staring at the crystal, replaying various scenarios in his head when a knock on his door roused him from his stupor. “Marcius?” Selene asked, walking into the room to stand at the foot of his bed. She was dressed for travel. “Get your trail clothing on and be outside within the hour.”
 
   She then turned and left before Marcius could say anything in response. Lethargically, he moved to comply, and eventually he was stepping out into the sun, something he hadn’t seen in a while.
 
   “Where are we going?” he asked as he approached, squinting a bit at the bright intrusion of light.
 
   “You’ll see,” she said with a playful lilt in her voice. At once, his curiosity was piqued. This was a side of her he hadn’t seen before.
 
   They set off, following the main trails through the city before detouring off the beaten mossy path. Selene didn’t say much, but there was a certain expedience in her walk that only deepened Marcius’s interest. For the first time in over ten days, the melancholy haze surrounding him lifted.
 
   The part of Selenthia they traveled was a veritable explosion of nature. Vibrant greens and flowers in full bloom surrounded them, and the area hummed with life. Marcius was entranced; the beauty of it all was overwhelming, surpassing even the quiet majesty of the Selenthian city.
 
   Eventually the sound of running water could be heard, a distant roar that grew louder as they walked. The forest suddenly opened up and Marcius found that he was high on a cliff overlooking a magnificent view of a water fall. Crystal clear water rained down, crashing onto the rocks below.
 
   “Do you like it?” Selene asked, her eyes sparkling.
 
   “It’s. . . unbelievable!” Marcius exclaimed. He could see the endless sea of green, the forest canopy, as it stretched clear to the horizon.
 
   They spent a few moments in quiet silence, just enjoying the view, and then Selene disappeared behind a boulder. After a few moments, a curious Marcius followed. He was surprised to find a natural trail down the cliff face as he chased after her.
 
   She stopped at the bottom, opening up her pack and pulling out what looked to be a series of sticks. As Marcius neared, and she started connecting the sticks, he was able to see what they were: fishing rods.
 
   “Here you go.” And she handed one of them to him.
 
   He held it like one would a snake. “What do you want me to do with this?”
 
   “Is it not obvious? Fish.” She handed him a roll of twine and a small box, which when opened, revealed a small metal hook.
 
   He fumbled around awkwardly as he tried to tie the hook on the line. Marcius might have been born and raised in a coastal city, but his social status stopped him from ever trying such a thing. This was a new experience.
 
   Selene seemed amused by it all, letting him stumble for a few moments before intervening. It took her mere seconds to affix it with practiced hands. Marcius acknowledged the feat with a grunt and a grumble, which only made the elf smile more, much to his chagrin.
 
   Digging along the moist ground of the river bank revealed worms which they used for bait. Soon they were fishing to the relaxing sound of running water. The sun was out and Marcius felt good to be outside. The rock they sat on was warm, but not uncomfortably so. He looked over at the elf. She seemed to be enjoying herself, smiling in a relaxed carefree manner.
 
   Marcius thought over the last couple days as he cast his line out. He missed Faerill and his friends so much, and his mind was in turmoil over Velynere's offer, but here, at this moment, such things didn't matter.  This, he realized, was probably why Selene brought him out here.
 
   “You didn’t have to do this,” he said, glancing over at her from the corner of his eyes, “But thank you, really.”
 
   Whatever response she had was drowned out by the sudden pull of a fish biting.
 
    
 
   “What do you mean she’s not here right now?” Marcius asked.
 
   “She was called away by the Elders this morning. For what, I know not,” Lorisen said.
 
   Marcius sulked. The two of them had gotten along pretty well since that impromptu fishing trip. She never said much, but it was if a silent understanding had been reached. It became less of a guardian watching over her charge and more of something forged from mutual respect. If the clothing had been a peace offering that crumbled the walls, then the trip was the part where they came crashing down.
 
   It surprised him how much he had come to depend on her over the last couple of days. Her absence was an ache that came from the very recesses of his chest. There was something intangible and alluring about her. She was a mystery, an unknown in his tumultuous life. She was strong, fierce, untamed, and yet the last few days had shown a side that intrigued the apprentice. He wanted to know more.
 
   “I’m sorry, it just came as a surprise. So I guess I’m stuck here, then?”
 
   “Nonsense, I am allowed to be your guardian in her steed,” Lorisen said, a twinkle of laughter in his eye. “Do you wish to spar again, human?”
 
   Marcius chuckled. “No thanks, Lorisen. These hands are for casting spells only.”
 
   Lorisen clapped him on the shoulder. “Well, you know where to find me if you wish to go out beyond the grounds. I take my leave now.”
 
   Marcius nodded and then went back to his room. But he was restless without Selene. He wondered what she was doing. Marcius wasn’t a fool, and he fully realized that she had other duties besides spending time with him, but such knowledge didn’t mean he had to like it.
 
   He skimmed over the scrolls she had brought over, the texts mostly about elven history and tradition. Marcius had enjoyed them immensely, but he just couldn’t bring himself to settle down to read this time.
 
   Like a magnet, his gaze was drawn to the amulet on the drawer next to his bed. The past couple of days had diverted his attention from Velynere’s offer, but now it was back, screaming for his attention.
 
   He tried to ignore it, pulling out the scrolls for study once again, but he only managed a few lines before he threw them to the ground with growl. Marcius immediately felt guilty and quickly picked them back up, but that didn’t stop him from glancing over to the drawer he left the amulet on.
 
   Why did it seem as if the amulet was calling to him?
 
   As if in answer, a bright light suddenly shot from the jewelry, bathing the dimly lit room in an unnatural glow. What was going on? Against all logic and common sense, Marcius cautiously crept over, the amulet singing its song with every step. With trembling hands he lifted up the amulet and it was a miracle that he didn't drop it. Holding it up to eye level, he gazed in wonder as the hair-like object within the amulet's murky depths began to spin rapidly.
 
   Without warning, a brilliant flash of light stole Marcius's vision.
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   It took a few moments before Marcius's sight cleared, and he was treated to the light show of colors and shapes that became the foundations of a small room. It was well-lit and uncomfortably formal in design and scope. He disliked it immediately. A few moments passed before he realized that he was not alone.
 
   Selene stood a few feet away, her back to him as she faced a group of five fellow elves which held themselves in such a manner that there could be no mistaking their authority. Neither the elven warrior, nor the group of elves seated at their table, gave any notice of Marcius.
 
   He held out his hand as if to grab Selene's shoulder, and it was then that he realized that he could see through his hand, like looking at stones at the bottom of a river bed. Tentatively he reached out and his fingers passed through the elven warrior's arms like a ghost.
 
   What was going on?
 
   “Honored Elders, I must protest,” Selene said clearly in Elvish, yet Marcius heard it in his head as Common. Was the amulet translating? “I cannot wean mother this human any more. It is a waste of my time, which is better used preparing for war.”
 
   He was a waste of her time?
 
   The Elder in the center, an aged elf, leaned forward against the table. “Battle-Mistress Selene, do you presume to know more than we do about where your services would be best rendered?”
 
   “I do.” The proclamation took the Elders by obvious surprise. “I mean no disrespect, honored Elders. Merely that I have seen what Morlia can do, and I believe my time would be better spent preparing Selenthia.”
 
   “Well,” and the Elder's smile was unpleasant, “I must ask you, Battle-Mistress, if we tell you which way to point a sword? Were we not chosen by Agiliarna to lead Selenthia? Tell me, fateless one, why you presume to tell us what is best?”
 
   Selene's lips became a tight line, but she maintained her composure. “I did not presume, honored Elders. It is merely my suggestion, for the best of Selenth—”
 
   “Enough!” and he hit the table with his fist, “We did not bring you here to tell us the supposed folly of our plans! You are of the warrior caste, and it is time you know your place. Now, Battle-Mistress, if Selenthia is indeed your priority. . . report on the human.”
 
   Marcius moved around to the back of the Elders, and as such, he was able to see the defeat on the proud elf's face. He could see the anger as well. Still, she addressed the Elders in a calm voice. “He, thankfully, has remained ignorant of what he really is. Hopefully it will remain so until the Academy gets him. Other than that, I have distracted him as much as possible, since he seems to enjoy my company. Though I must admit that I don't agree with allowing him to meet that thing in the Acaelyn Hollow.”
 
   The middle Elder smiled, “Well, isn't it a good thing we have castes to alleviate such thoughts? Keep up the good work.” His smile became condescending. “What is your personal opinion on our decision to turn him over to the Academy?”
 
   Selene looked him the eye, not taking his bait. “It was risky. I would have killed him the moment we found out what he was.”
 
   The room erupted in another flash of light.
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   Marcius lurched forward, using the dresser as a lifeline. His vision swam and his mind clouded. It was several agonizing moments before he could even formulate a coherent thought. Breathing heavily, he lowered himself down to the ground, half sliding, half using the wall for support.
 
   He stared at the amulet in his hand. What was that?  His stomach sank as he mulled over the elf's words. The past few days were nothing more than lie, it seemed. Tears formed in his eyes as he considered the ease in which she proclaimed killing him.
 
   He should have known better. There was no way someone like that was interested in him. She was as tough as she was beautiful, mysterious, and above all, aloof. Women like that were attracted to men of power, and she regarded him as a child that had to be weaned from the mother!
 
   Marcius let the amulet rotate slowly at the end of its necklace. Power? Velynere's offer swam in front of him, and with determination, he accepted it. He flipped the amulet over and read the incantation out loud on the back. The jewelry flared alive again, glowing a gentle white this time.
 
   It was comforting in a way and he clutched it hard to his chest as he went to the window.
 
   He opened it up, forcing back the shutters that magically shut during the night. A part of him still couldn't believe how common magic was in the Elven city. Would the Academy be the same way too?
 
   Outside the Myst waited, beckoning. He paused a moment, his foot on the sill, and he couldn't help but look back. Marcius had the feeling once he stepped out, he was committing to something serious. Then he saw Selene's hard eyes as she admitted to keeping him ignorant, to stringing him along, and his resolve toughed.
 
   Dryken damn it all. Whatever he was, he was tired of being used. When he returned, he'd be the one deciding things. Marcius knew Velynere was lying to him about some things, but sometimes you just had to take chances and this was, at least, his choice. He'd like to see Selene lie to him now.
 
   Though it was night, a full moon, barely visible above, refracted its light off the Myst, lighting everything aglow with a supernatural haze. He shivered, but shook the feeling away as he vault out into the Myst, which welcomed him with open arms. In mere seconds he had vanished, swallowed up by the murky depths.
 
   It was cold. A kind of wet chill that goes through your body, through whatever layers of clothing you might wear, and settles numbingly in your extremities, the tips of your fingers and toes. It drained him of the bravado he had felt and he turned back.
 
   But the estate had vanished. There was no open window, no massive building, nothing but an endless ocean of fog. Panic set in and he scrambled around a few moments, looking for anything that might be familiar. Again, nothing but the fog remained, taunting him. The only small measure of solace lay in the fact that it wasn’t dark; the immediate area was bathed in the moon’s subtle pale glow.
 
   He didn't want to move. It was far easier to sit there and just wait, and it was very tempting to do just that, but he knew that he couldn't. Jared wouldn't do it, and it wasn't as if he had a choice anyway, right? He had nowhere to go but forward. But how exactly was he to navigate in this haze?
 
   The amulet! He had completely forgotten about it! It was still clutched tightly in his right hand, glowing brightly like a star. And like before, it was beginning to sing, to call out to him.
 
   Follow. . . 
 
   Marcius felt it, a gut reaction in the pit of his stomach. He knew where to go, but he didn't know how he knew. This was powerful magic at work, he realized. It had to be the amulet! Such trinkets weren't commonplace. Could he trust it? He only had to think back to Velynere's hungry eyes to reinforce the obvious conclusion that he could never fully trust the. . . thing.
 
   Still, he cautiously began following the song, his feet leading him where his mind could not. Every step just felt right and he began to slip into a daze. Time ceased to matter, blurring together in one long stream of consciousness. He wasn't sure exactly how far he walked in his half-haze, but he began to get a tingle down his back, an ice-cold trickle of fear that perhaps he wasn't alone.
 
   He began to shiver. It was an unnatural act, something forced on him. And then he saw it, a shadow moving just outside of the depths of his perception. No, not just moving he realized, but stalking, searching. . . for him. It was only the faintest of outlines, inhuman of shape within the white canvas of Myst, but Marcius froze, his entire body clenching.
 
   He felt defenseless without his magic. As weak as it was, it was still better than being out here alone, cold, and with only a piece of jewelry to defend you.
 
   Marcius recalled Selene speaking of such things within the Myst when she first captured him, but to see it firsthand brought the peril to a startling new reality. He tried to hide the amulet's glow inside the confines of his shirt, but as if to defy him, it only grew brighter. The beast paid it no heed, shuffling through the Myst, ever closer, stopping occasionally as if listening. Marcius could hear its breathing, gruff intakes of air through unseen nostrils.
 
   He forced his rapidly racing mind to slow down and think logically. Velynere did say the amulet was supposed to shield him from the things that came from the Myst. Slowly, fully expecting to be attacked at any moment, he uncurled his fingers from the amulet, letting the glow come to fore.
 
   The beast stopped, as if hitting a wall, and several tense moments passed. The shadow eventually melted back into the fog as if it never existed to begin with. Still, it didn't stop the shiver of relief that wiggled down his spine. H e let out a ragged sigh. That had been close, too close. Just what had he gotten himself into? How many things were out there, on the edges of his vision, waiting for him?
 
   This was a mistake.
 
   The Myst didn't offer an answer or condolences, so he continued trudging through the fog, following the song of the amulet. He had to trust something that saved his life, but he still kept his eyes and ears straining, trying to hear imaginary footsteps in the white. At this point he didn't care where it led him, as long as it was out of this fog.
 
   Shadows faded in and out, vague figures of monsters, some humanoid in appearance, others decreasingly not. Each time they encountered the invisible wall and stalled before eventually disappearing back into the curtain of fog. Marcius began to breathe a little easier.
 
   A sound, like rock grinding on rock, wailed in the distance. Marcius couldn't tell where it was coming from and he held the amulet in front of him, as if to ward off whatever it was.
 
   It was coming closer!
 
   The sound became a bellowing roar and a shadow rose from the Myst in front of him, releasing a shower of earth and debris as it erupted from the ground. A beast unlike anything he had seen before reared up, roaring, clawing its way forward. A mixture of scales, coarse fur, and sharpened claws glistened in the amulet light. Events happening too rapidly for the stunned apprentice to piece it all together.
 
   Marcius let out a yell of surprise, stumbling over his own feet to crash hard to the ground. He scrambled backwards. Would people ever know what happened to him? Wasn't the amulet supposed to protect him?
 
   His feet slipped again on the cold clammy ground and he closed his eyes, waiting on the inevitable. There was a moist sound, like a knife plunging into a fruit, and he was bathed in a sticky hot liquid. The smell! It was atrocious, filling his nostrils with a sickly acrid scent of burnt vomit. He tentatively opened his eyes, using his forearm to wipe the dripping liquid from his face.
 
   The head was skull-like, ivory in color, with protrusions that came down from the mouth like exterior teeth. The monster was staring at him, the unnatural glowing emerald eyes dimming, and it looked as confused as he was.
 
   Marcius glanced down and saw the point of something sticking out of the beast's chest. It was then that he realized the liquid on him was the creature's blood. There was a wet squelch as the object was removed from the monster's chest and after a moment where it seemed to hang, it crumpled to the ground with a groan, its misshapen clawed arms twitching.
 
   And in its place, like an avatar made real, was Selene. Marcius blinked twice, not fully believing what he saw. She was in full battle gear, practical equipment that was more about functionality, but contained with it a certain beauty of purpose. The woman glowed from atop her ethereal spirit beast, the horse-like creature a perfect fit for the pale landscape that was the Myst.
 
   Selene lowered her lance, fixing her stare on Marcius, “Human,” and he flinched at the anger behind her voice, “What are you doing out here?”
 
   His ears felt hot as the indignation at her, at everything, finally came to a head. “Why does it matter to you? If I die out here, it'll just save you the problem of what to do with me, right? I should ask why you are out here, if it would have been better to kill me instead? You're a liar and you just strung me along this entire time. I can't believe I thought we were friends. Only thing I've gotten since I've been here is the knowledge that I am not an elf, as if I didn't know it.”
 
   Her eyebrow rose. “What do you speak of? When have I done these things?”
 
   Marcius didn't feel like stopping. “When you met the Elders today.”
 
   This time the shock on her face was genuine and Marcius felt perverse self-satisfaction at having surprised the implacable elf. But she shook her head, throwing his accusations away. “We will speak of this when we are under safer circumstances. Come, we must go back quickly before more Myst beasts smell the blood.”
 
   Marcius opened his mouth to say something particularly nasty when that low grinding sound, the shifting of dirt and rocks, once again rang out over the still air and this time there was clearly more than just one. He and Selene exchanged knowing glances and he was quick to grab her offered hand, his shoulder protesting as he was yanked forcibly up beside her.
 
   Too late! Their squealing steed reared up as the ground burst all around them. Marcius's grip faltered and Selene's hand shot out, attempting to reel him back. Surprisingly, she managed to keep him from falling, though it wasn't enough to stop the bucking animal from jarring every bone in his body.
 
   In an amazing display of agility, the mount veered to the right as yet another attacker burst from the ground and the spirit beast began to pick up speed, dodging lashes of tail and claw.
 
   One of the monsters managed to maneuver itself in front of them and at the speed they were going there was no way they could have avoided it. So Selene didn't even try. Instead, bringing her deadly lance to bear. It slammed into the creature’s chest, impaling it. Selene just let it fall, stuck in the body, a bloody flag. Out darted her sword and she took out another beast's eye as they passed.
 
   They didn’t see the other creature before it leapt from the Myst, crashing into them and tossing the spirit beast aside like an errant child. Amazingly, the steed managed to twist itself upright midair. It was then that Marcius’s grip faltered, his fingers slipping on Selene’s armor.
 
   The world spun as he flew, and he was aware of the feeling of falling, of timelessness. He hit the ground hard, with a shock that reverberated through his body, bouncing as he skidded. Marcius’s vision blacked out, and he shifted in and out of consciousness.
 
   His extremities felt as if they were weighted with boulders, and all he wanted to do was sleep, but his body acted of its own accord. He wasn’t sure if it was merely adrenaline or force of will, but Marcius pushed and strained against the shackles that kept him in place. He conquered the wave of dizziness long enough to look up and see Selene spring from the cluster of rolling bodies like a cat, dodging limb and claw as the monsters tore into the spirit beast with abandon.
 
   Marcius barely had time to realize that she was running right at him before her hand was already under his armpit, heaving him to his feet. “Run,” she growled. Marcius stumbled after her, risking a brief glance at the grisly scene behind him.
 
   The spirit beast no longer moved.
 
   He wasn’t sure how far he ran, but he couldn’t help but to collapse in relief when the lithe elf finally stopped. She had other ideas besides his rest, stopping and presenting her back to him. “Help me out of this armor.”
 
   “What?” he could slap himself with how inane he sounded, but he was too tired to care at the moment. Everything was caving in.
 
   She glared back at him with a look of strained patience. “I am unable to undo the straps myself. The scent of blood is still on the armor and they will find us unless we get rid of this.”
 
   “Oh.” And it was then that he noticed the crooked angle her left arm hung, and the way she favored it. Obviously it had broken in the fall, but she showed no outward sign of pain. Though the closer he looked, he noticed a thin film of sweat hung on her brow and her skin was paler than usual.
 
   He moved behind her, reaching nervously for the straps that held the armor together. She made no move to stop him so, with increased confidence, he started unhooking the thick buckles, trying to be as delicate as possible.  Marcius knew it was inappropriate, considering their environment and situation, but he couldn’t stop himself from the thought that the whole action was erotic. The tips of his ears grew hot at the thought of essentially undressing the elf. 
 
   For his credit, he did try to avert his eyes.
 
   Selene let out a hiss of relief as the final strap was unhooked, relieving her shoulder of the majority of the weight. He was surprised at the bulkiness of the armor; it was heavier than he expected. He couldn’t imagine the fortitude that it took to do what she had just done with a broken arm to compound it.
 
   “Throw it away and let us continue. We must find a shelter. It is the only choice of we have,” Selene commanded as she took a knife from her belt and cut a piece of cloth off the under-armor padding she wore. There was a sickening sound as she set the bone and then she wove the piece around her head to fashion a makeshift sling for her arm.
 
   Marcius dropped the armor with little ceremony, his stomach a little uneasy. “What about your sword? It would also have blood on it.”
 
   “I threw it as we ran,” Selene said. “Come, we should get going, away from the armor and the fight.”
 
   She set off with Marcius in tow. They didn’t say much as they walked. The pace she had set was blistering, and soon his haggard breathing was the only sound that broke the silence. There was aimlessness to her travel that he had never seen before. The walls of Myst were closing in and he struggled to keep her in sight, the icy grip of fear beginning to gnaw that the edges of his thoughts.
 
   “Selene. . . are you alright?” he asked between huffs, his breath visible in the chill.
 
   The elf stopped. “Yes. I’m fine.” But he knew from the way her voice cracked that it was a lie. She started walking and then stopped again. “He was my friend. . . ” she whispered, as much to herself as him.
 
   “Who was?”
 
   She wasn’t even paying attention to him anymore, and he approached her cautiously. Tears framed her eyes. “He died to save us.”
 
   It became clear for Marcius. “You mean the. . . spirit beast?”
 
   She didn’t respond and all the anger, all the resentment he felt melted away at the honest expression of pain on the woman’s face. His heart went out to her, and he was moving before he could even stop to think about what he was doing.  Marcius cocooned the elven woman into his arms, drawing her close as the sobs came. It was a pleasant surprise that she didn’t resist. He wasn’t too sure what to do with his hands, so he just rubbed her back; something he hoped brought Selene at least a small level of comfort.
 
   Hesitatingly, he rested his chin on the top of her head, drinking in the heady mix of scents that was so uniquely her. This whole situation was ridiculous, he realized, still amazed at even being allowed to hold the woman in his arms. They stood in the middle of an endless field of gray, the air heavy and laden with the humidity of the Myst. Nameless monsters lurked in the corners of their vision, waiting and willing to pounce, to tear the life from their bones. And yet, through it all, here they stood, two beings, two people, from vastly different worlds, comforting each other.
 
   He found, at the moment, that he didn’t give a damn about what lurked in the Myst.
 
   But Selene was the first one to push away, and he looked down on her questionably. “What is that in your pouch?” she asked, wiping away a tear.
 
   Marcius followed her line of vision. His leather pouch was aglow. The amulet! At some point he must have tucked it into his pouch. “It is nothing,” he lied, feeling guilty at his deception.
 
   The vulnerable woman was gone in that instant. “Is that why you did something as stupid as wandering in the Myst with no aleare?”
 
   Marcius’s mouth moved, but no response came out. She pushed him away.  “You foolish human! You got it from that thing didn’t you? I risked my life chasing dragon teeth for you!” she reverted to Elvish at this point, stringing together words so rapidly and with such vehemence that Marcius shrank physically back from her.
 
   Come to me. . . 
 
   He jerked his head up. What was that?
 
   Come to me. . . 
 
   The amulet was once again calling. Should he listen? As if to answer for him, the glow dimmed and fathomless shadows began to form on the edges of the Myst. He grabbed Selene’s hand, ignoring her protests. He could feel them closing in with hungry open maws. There wasn’t time to think, and there wasn’t time to rationalize.
 
   There was only time to act.
 
   He trusted his gut, the feeling deep inside, and as they ran, the glow became brighter, banishing the nameless beasts that waited beyond the white curtain. At first he thought it was an illusion, but the Myst began to recede, becoming lighter and the chill was replaced by an alien humidity. It was heavy with unknown scents.
 
   Marcius had the feeling he wasn’t in Selenthia, but he continued to run, pushing himself beyond what he thought he was capable of. Selene, thankfully, had stopped struggling and was now running with him.
 
   He realized what he had done wrong. The amulet was guiding him, leading him, but if he stopped, so would the protection. It must have been the reason why those beasts were even able to see him for brief moments. The amulet was showing him the alternative. It had an agenda. . . Velynere’s agenda. He had been a fool to accept the elven mage’s proposition.
 
   Still, he’d rather be a living pawn than a dead free man. He could work on the former later.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 27
 
    [image: 00.png]Marcius knew he had arrived when the white haze fully lifted. The amulet roared its approval. Marcius went down the steep hill, every jarring step sending waves of pain up his side. He must have hurt himself from that fall earlier, but he kept going, trying to put the maximum distance possible between him and the edges of the Myst. Selene was as agile as ever, despite her injury, and she finished well in front, breathing calmly.
 
   “What is this place?” Selene whispered, echoing Marcius’s thoughts. They stood on a massive courtyard, broken and beaten, scarred by time. Fallen piles of bricks and mortar littered the area like children’s toys, while twisted vines and other vegetation scrambled over everything else in a tangled haphazard mess.
 
   In the center, a single circular tower stood defiantly despite the large chunk of wall missing from its side. The top was pointed, like a triangle, the fallen pieces arranging themselves along the top spire in the crude facsimile of a grinning smile, complete with missing teeth.
 
   “I’m not sure. But it’s safer than staying out here,” Marcius said once he caught his breath.
 
   Selene shook her head. “It would be wiser for us to stay here. There is no Myst. We can safely wait until morning here in the courtyard. There is no point for us to go into those ruins. We do not know what the place is, nor what could be there waiting for us.”
 
   The amulet sang, filling Marcius’s mind with images of promises, whispers of barely contained power. Desire tickled the edges of his consciousness, denying the elf’s words. “There’s something here, I know it,” he found himself saying, his mouth taking a life of its own. “I’ve come too far to just let it die here.”
 
   Her hand came around, knotting itself in his collar as she dragged him down until they were eye to eye, “Are you blind as well as dumb? I was meeting no Elders today. I was called away on a false report, and it was only the feeling that something was going on behind my back that I came back in time to realize that you were gone. That abomination got my spirit beast killed!” Her eyes became distant. “As a child I waited in fields at night, braving death to perform the ceremony, to prove my right of leadership, hoping against hope that one would answer my summons. They are, in a way, the symbol of our authority. And—,” she paused, swallowing back a sob, “And he was my only true friend that I’ve had here. I gave it up to do my duty, to save you, and this is how you pay me? Risking your life further?”
 
   Marcius rocked back on his heels. He didn’t know! How much had he done because of lack of knowledge these past ten days? He heard these words before, from a different mouth, with the same exasperation. Hadn’t Alicia said the same thing to him?
 
   Help me. . . 
 
   The amulet was merciless, bombarding him with images of powerful figures, men and women who stood at the fount of magical prowess.
 
   This can be you. . . 
 
   Memories flooded forth: his father laughing at some hidden joke, Antaigne’s early morning blustering, Lian clapping him on the back in praise, his Master’s table shaking from chuckles as he told stories from when he was a child. . . They passed by so rapidly that he only got brief glimpses. Finally, it ended abruptly on the blank stare of Lian in the hospital, his mind shattered.
 
   What about them. . . How has the world paid you. . . ?
 
   “Marcius are you okay?” he heard Selene’s voice from far away. She sounded concerned, a trickle of fear creeping into her voice. She said his name. That pleased him.
 
   Everything exploded.
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   “You play with elements beyond your ken, nether wraith.”
 
   Velynere didn’t look up from the basin he was hunched over, only acknowledging the intruding presence in his chambers with a slight nod and grunt. “Is that not the nature of all things? Always moving forward on the shoulders of discoveries and knowledge of things we barely understand?”
 
   “Perhaps,” the elderly woman shuffled closer, peering with her hooded face over the basin. Inside, the liquid swirled violently, churning like boiling water. “You might kill him.”
 
   He snorted, “I am too practiced for such a thing. He just needs to be guided.”
 
   “Do not damage him,” she warned. “Or I’ll remove the last thing that keeps your meager existence tolerable. I did not risk everything that I have in order for him to be killed in this thin plan to get him to the catalyst.”
 
   Velynere’s lips pursed, but his voice was steady and reasonable. “This plan will get him to the catalyst. And as payment you will -“
 
   “Weaken the imprisonment around you, yes, yes.” The wizened woman said, a hint of exasperation in her voice. “There is something that doesn’t make sense. I know you’ve had the time to weaken the bindings, if you concentrated these last long years on just that. Why make such a demand if it was a problem you could solve yourself?”
 
   She paused, as if thinking. “Unless it was something you had no interest in. What would possess an immortal creature, an unnatural abomination, to help, to make a pact with that which he hates the most?” Velynere didn’t say anything, so after a few moments, the woman continued in a voice that indicated that she knew exactly why it was so, “Know what I think? I think he is weary of the long years, that he wishes to make an impact on the threads of fate-“
 
   “Fate!” Velynere scoffed, interrupting the woman. “There is no such thing. What we mistake as Fate is merely the unseen hand of people of power, people such as you.”
 
   The woman acknowledged his point with a nod. “Maybe, maybe not. Does it matter to pawn on the board who moves it? No, all it knows is the direction and the path. Perhaps Fate is merely controlling the possible branches of travel. Why does it matter to you? Do you wish to find a new path, a new board to move upon?”
 
   “No, I wish to shatter it. Every pawn one day wishes to be a queen, remember that. Even board pieces dream of a path beyond that of black and white.”
 
   The woman frowned. “Knowing this, I should destroy you.”
 
   “And yet you won’t,” he responded with a smirk. “Because you need me. Need me to do what you cannot. Even one such as you has rules they must obey.”
 
   “When you do your end of the bargain and I remove the enchantments that bind you to this place, your familiar will come back. The corruption will begin again. You will die and come back as a mindless beast.”
 
   “When you have lived as long as I have, you’ll learn that the alternatives to death are generally worse. Then again, you wouldn’t know what it is to truly live, would you?”
 
   Her frown deepened to a scowl. This dog did have teeth.
 
    
 
   Selene managed to catch Marcius before he fell, and she gently lowered him to the ground. Her broken arm throbbed painfully at the simple action, but she paid it no heed. She felt his forehead, regarding the apprentice with concerned eyes. His forehead was deathly chill, and a thin film of sweat coated his skin. 
 
   Marcius's hands were clenched firmly around his head, his fingernails digging into his scalp as he rocked back and forth. She wasn't sure what was going on, only that he was in pain and that she didn't know what to do. Selene was a warrior, and when it came to battlefield injuries she was well versed in such things. She didn't know where to start, but she knew she couldn't leave him in such pain.
 
   Marcius screamed. Hands flexing, convulsing, and half-reaching for his belt, a new spasm rippled through him. She followed his hands and her attention fell upon the pouch, glowing wildly. She stared at it for a moment.  It was the instrument, the guiding hand, of that creature and it most likely was what was causing him the pain.
 
   For a moment her own hands hesitated, the thoughts of a thousand possible dangers flitting through her head. Marcius jerked, agony contorting his face, and she untied the pouch as fast as she could with her one good hand.
 
   She unstrung the pouch with practiced caution, lifting the object inside up by the chain. An amulet?  Was this the reason he went into the Myst by himself? Was this what led her spirit beast to die? She felt the familiar rise of anger, but as quickly as it formed, she pushed it away. Now was not the time. She could mourn properly once they were back in Selenthia. Still, the human wizard had some things to answer for.
 
   Selene didn't know what exactly she intended to do, but he would give compensation, though, in reality, what exactly was proper compensation for the loss of a friend? Did she have the right to demand it? They had grown close over the last few weeks, and she had begun to consider him on friendly terms. He confused her, though. His actions, his thoughts, everything was so foreign to her. She felt so thrown off balance by him. Were all humans like this?
 
   She curled her fingers around the amulet. This had to be what was hurting him, and despite whatever her feelings were about the human, she couldn't stand by and watch it. She set it down on the nearby crumbled ruin of what looked to be a pillar and picked up a cobblestone that had been uprooted or perhaps fell from the tower. Selene raised the stone high above her head. . . 
 
   I wouldn't do that. . . 
 
   She stopped mid-smash.
 
   There's a good girl. Now put the rock down.
 
   Her lips grew tight and she raised the rock up again.
 
   If you want to kill your pet human, then go ahead and do it.
 
   “Who are you?” she whispered, once again lowering her arm. The amulet flashed.
 
   You know who I am.
 
   “The abomination in Acaelyn Hollow. What did you do to him?”
 
   Come now. There is no need for name calling. And all I'm doing is prodding him along the path he must take.
 
   Marcius gave a groan, drawing Selene's attention. The apprentice had fallen to his side, curling up into a ball as he nursed his head.  She turned back to the amulet. “Stop it, now!” she growled, “You're going to kill him.”
 
   Kill him? That is the farthest thing from my mind.
 
   “He already almost got killed by the nether beasts, thanks to you. Your actions do not justify your words.”
 
   Foolish simple warrior caste. This amulet protects him from the sight of the beasts. The ones that appeared were drawn there by me to goad him to complete the favor I asked of him. Consider it a way of showing him the alternatives. You were the one that brought you two in danger, running in to “save” him and spilling their blood.
 
   Marcius had been safe this entire time? Following that line of thought, the one that was responsible for the death of her spirit beast. . . was her. Selene's stomach fell at the realization, and she slowly sunk to her knees in disbelief.
 
   Ah, I see it has finally dawned on you. Now, though, you couldn't save your friend, perhaps you could save the human?
 
   “Stop hurting him,” she said weakly, “He's done nothing to you.”
 
   What assurance do I have that he'll do what I need him to do? Unless you wish to help me?
 
   She felt as if she was falling, spiraling downward, and it took every fiber of her willpower to pull herself up. Still, the audacity of such a request ignited a fire in her heart. “Why would I help a monster such as you?”
 
   This is why. . . 
 
   Marcius lurched forward, coughing. She crawled toward him, nursing her injured arm. The coughing got steadily worse and he leaned to the side and puked, thick chunks of blood lacing the contents.
 
   She turned back, her eyes flashing, the fire a roaring flame now. “You're a despicable fiend!” she said in elvish, “Faelon will have no refuge for you. I will hunt you down and have you account for your actions. I will not rest until you stand before the Elders for your crimes!”
 
   How naïve can you be, child? They know exactly what it is that I'm doing. There is more at stake here than you know. If only you'd keep your nose out of things that don't concern you, we could have avoided all of this. Now, final chance. Accept and save your friend, or he will die.
 
   Her head swam at the implications. The Elders knew? She wasn’t surprised. The machinations of the long lived elves went deep and far beyond her understanding. She didn't broker much in that trade, her own skills and interests were purely martial in scope, but she didn't like the fact that they dealt with such a creature.
 
   She could only hope that they did so for the good of Selenthia. Selene believed the thought with everything she had; it was all she had to hang on to anymore.
 
   Knowing what you do now, I think it is time for us to make a deal, yes?
 
   With a heavy sigh, she turned to the amulet.
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   The clarity came in like the calm after a savage storm. The pressure in his temples lessened and the ceaseless images and sounds vanished, leaving nothing but a sense of peace for the beleaguered apprentice. Marcius breathed a sigh of relief, and he spent a few moments, eyes closed, just relishing the feeling of blissful silence.
 
   “How are you feeling?” 
 
   Marcius opened a single eye to regard the elf. She was hunched over him, her expression guarded.  “I feel much better. The pain just vanished suddenly. My stomach hurts a little. What did you do? I don't remember much.”
 
   “I did nothing,” she said. “I just took care of you the best I could. Do you know what caused it? Was it the thing in your pouch?”
 
   Marcius glanced at the pouch on his belt. It was still there, but the glow was muted, as if it was resting. “I don't know. It might be the place itself. Maybe it's because I'm a wizard?” He ran his fingers nervously through his hair, “I just don't know.”
 
   Selene's eyes narrowed for a moment, but then her face lightened. “Are you capable of standing?” Marcius nodded. “Let me help you up.”
 
   He gave her a questioning look but took her proffered hand anyway. There was a rancid taste of copper and bile in his mouth and he ran his tongue along his teeth in a vain attempt to clear it.
 
   It didn't work.
 
   He looked around. They were closer to the tower now and it loomed over them, far larger than it had appeared originally. It was dark, but in more ways than just those pertaining to light. Marcius wasn't sure exactly what lurked within, but there was an overwhelming feeling of sadness that flowed from the deep recesses; a regret of tales untold, or perhaps of the fate of the former inhabitants.
 
   Marcius felt the pull. The amulet wanted him to go in. Inside was where he needed to be. For a brief moment, he considered throwing the amulet away, but he shook away the notion. He had the feeling that it was important to his, and more importantly, Selene's safety. The chance was too risky.
 
   “Do you still want to go in?” Selene asked, surprising Marcius as she stood next to him.
 
   He stared at her, “I thought you were against it?”
 
   Her jaw flexed, “I am, but if we are careful, there is time to take a look around before the sun rises and the Myst recedes.”
 
   A thought struck him, “Selene, what happens if we're still here when the Myst leaves? Will we be stuck here?”
 
   “I do not know. The Myst changes and twists. We could be anywhere. I heard no tales of ancient towers within our borders, and yet here it is. I can tell you that the tower is not elven in make.” She paused for a moment considering the possibilities. “If that amulet in your pouch led us here, perhaps it could lead us back. Come, if we wish to explore, we should do so quickly.”
 
   Wait, when had he ever told her that it was an amulet? He opened his mouth to ask, but the elven woman was already moving, heading to the entrance of the tower.
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   The tower had seen better years, as the stone had crumbled and cracked in most places. It looked as if it was about to fall at any moment. The door, however, was wrought of a solid metallic material and had no such weakness.
 
   Marcius stared at it for a moment, taking in the fine make and intricate carvings of vague figures that he didn't recognize. “How do you propose we deal with this?” he asked Selene.
 
   The elf didn't say anything, running her good hand along the solid obstacle as if considering it. “It's pretty solid,” she conceded. “But is the rest of the area around it?”
 
   She gave a heavy push against a cracked brick along the side and it crumbled, falling completely in. From there it was simple to remove the surrounding area around the lock. Amazingly, the hinges were in good condition, made of the same material as the door. It swung open smooth, silently.
 
   The inside was dark, damp, and as Marcius stared into the inky blackness, a wave of stale air wafted up from the recesses. “Down or up?” Selene asked.
 
   “Excuse me?” Marcius, squinting, couldn't see anything beyond the traces of light that penetrated from the outside.
 
   “I forget that humans need more light than normal,” Selene admitted. “Perhaps we could use the thing in your pouch?”
 
   Ah yes, the amulet. He nodded and took it out, holding it up like a torch. It sprang to life as if listening to his command. The light drove away the darkness, revealing two sets of stairs, one that went up and one that went down.
 
   Which way indeed? He looked up briefly, the moonlight flowing from the hole along the side of the tower. He didn't trust the integrity of the tower, but he couldn't deny the allure of the upper route over the relative unknown of the stairway down.
 
   “We should go down,” Selene said, bashing aside his doubts, “The way up seems riskier and prone to danger.” She stepped forward over the rubble, running her hand along the underside of the upper staircase. The stone came off in chunks, as if to illustrate her point.
 
   Marcius peered down. It was steep and his first steps were shaky and uncertain, but with Selene behind him and the light in front of him, he gained confidence as they went further down the winding stairway.
 
   The drip-drop of water was steady as they made their way down. The only other noise was their nervous breathing and shuffling footsteps. Eventually the stairs rounded down into a long hallway. Dust and grime covered everything, and Marcius couldn't help but feel like an intruder, every step marring the landscape of this long untouched area.
 
   The rooms, and Marcius wasn't sure if he was disappointed or relieved, held nothing of note. Little more than the remains of furniture and various other relics that had withstood the test of time. Out of curiosity, he pulled out a worn scroll case from a dilapidated shelf as Selene reluctantly held the amulet for him.
 
   The paper dissolved in his hands, the crumbs mixing with the dust on the ground.
 
   Selene scanned the light around the room. “If you were looking for something of note, I do not think this would be the place. We look to be in the living area.”
 
   He saw that she was right. Now that he gave a closer look at the pile of worm eaten wood in the corner, he could see what had at one been a bed. It was a letdown, but the inherent fact that the mysterious owners did mundane things such as have living areas, did much to relieve Marcius of the trepidation he had felt.
 
   He laughed and Selene looked at him. “It's nothing,” he said reassuringly, “Just me being silly.”
 
   Since it would have been pointless to loiter about, they continued on, stopping at each room along the way, just in case. They were all similar in make and Marcius wondered if perhaps this had been a barracks for soldiers or something similar.
 
   At the end of the hallway was another set of spiral stairs that went straight down. Effigies lined coves along the wall as they made their way down; grinning fang faced figures that seemed, to Marcius, to be smiling at some secret knowledge.
 
   As they went down, the throbbing in Marcius's head returned and the old fear of another attack was fresh on his mind. He glanced warily at the amulet in his hand, but besides the light, it gave no indication of anything amiss. So where was that feeling coming from?
 
   “There is something here,” Selene whispered, echoing his thoughts.
 
   He nodded, but didn't say anything, trying to ignore the thumping in his head. They were committed now, and he had nowhere to go but down.
 
   The stairs slinked down into a long hallway that was different from the rest of the tower, both in model and scope. The block and cement here were solid somehow, as if freshly laid, but it melded into the earth, so that the hallway looked like a tunnel carved deep into the ground with only a few parts of exposed layering.
 
   How far had they come down?
 
   The question was refreshed as the hallway opened up. The amulet's light didn't reach the entirety of the edges. He was just about to ask Selene's opinion when the room lit up, drawing a cry of surprise from both of them.
 
   Squinting through the sudden intrusion of light, it took a few moments for his sight to return. The room was immense, easily the width of a large town square or a playwright auditorium. It was circular, gently sloping inwards towards the center.  He blinked, not entirely believing the sight. Torches lined the walls and flame danced on all of them. What had lit them? He put the amulet back in his pouch as he looked around.
 
   “Enchanted,” Selene answered his unspoken question, sheathing the knife she had drawn. “Most likely to turn on when anyone enters.”
 
   Marcius nodded, though his attention was on the large stone slab that stood in the middle. An indomitable monolith that monopolized the room with a presence that Marcius couldn't place. The stone was as wide as the side of a modest stable and tall enough that he doubted he could touch the top without jumping. It was peculiar and he felt drawn to it, stepping forward.
 
   He could see etchings along the surface, deep carvings that stood out from the stone. As he studied it, he began to realize that they were words, though he did not recognize the language.
 
   Selene joined him, her fingertip tracing the words.
 
   “Do you recognize the language?”
 
   “I know a few pieces, though it is very old,” Selene said, and then added, “Do you not know any of the languages on this stone?”
 
   Marcius stared at her, not entirely understanding. The elf nodded, indicating the tablet. “There are several languages here. I recognize a few of them, though the arrangement of the words is not normal. They seem to say the same thing.” Her lips pursed together as her brow furrowed, thinking, “It's as if the makers wanted to leave a message for anybody, regardless of race, to read.”
 
   He looked back at the tablet and saw what she said was true. Each segment of writing was different. Still, he did not recognize any of the languages.  Marcius shook his head.
 
   “This must have been made before Common,” he said, disappointed. “Can you translate?”
 
   “Perhaps. I don't recognize everything, but maybe if I mix that which I do recognize. . . ” She bent over, looking closer at a segment. “Like this right here is an early form of Yaerish, an elven dialect from far north, while this part here,” she pointed to another segment farther up on the rock, “is clearly Selenthian, though, like I said, the arrangement is not correct. The sentences make little sense.” She looked up at him, wonder plain on her eyes. “The work spent on such a thing is unfathomable. I am curious as to what message is so important to go through such an effort to preserve. I will try.”
 
   Marcius, feeling useless, nodded and let the elf alone to try to translate. He wandered the length of the stone, taking a closer look at the etchings, looking for something he knew. He knew smatterings of a few languages, mostly from Antaigne's texts, and a few times he thought he identified various words, but it was as Selene said.
 
   As always, the thought of the swarthy dwarven wizard caused a tightening in his chest and he was reminded again as to why he was here. Reflexively his hand went to his pouch. Had he made the right choice? He looked over at the elven woman engrossed with the stone, her hair falling prettily down over her face as her lips moved silently.
 
   Despite his feelings and previous anger toward the elven woman, he would never have thought he'd be in the situation he was in now, exploring an ancient ruin side by side with her. Guilt chipped away at his thoughts. His confusion regarding the woman seemed petty when he thought about how she had given up something so very important to her to rescue him. Marcius groaned inwardly. He was always forcing people to save him.
 
    She was just doing her duty. It didn't mean anything special.
 
   Look at him! And he chuckled derisively at himself.  More worried about double meanings and feeling sorry for himself than her thoughts on the subject. Why did it even matter, anyway? In a short time, he'd be at the Academy, and she'd prepare for possible war. They'd probably never see each other again.
 
   He'd be a liar if he said his heart didn't fall a little at that prospect. When had she latched onto him so thoroughly?
 
   And the attack, what had that been about? He had an inkling. The amulet, and Velynere by proxy, no doubt had an agenda and was willing to do whatever it took to get whatever was here in these ruins. The creature must be more desperate than he let on. Why were so many people interested in him? He doubted the elf would have offered to apprentice him on just a whim, and he was honest enough to recognize that he was tempted by the possibility of easy access to power.
 
   Power to punish those who wronged him.
 
   Again, the same question reared its head. Had he made the right choice? Would his father approve of him as of this moment? Or had he screwed up again, as with the oggron, as with getting drunk in that inn?
 
   His eyes refocused on the stone in front of him. Well, he was here now, right? There was naught to do but move forward and let the decision of right and wrong fall to the misgivings of hindsight.
 
   He was reaching the end of the tablet when a character caught his attention. Marcius stared at the engraving for a moment, and then it clicked. Dwarvish!  A language he recognized, and unlike the other ones that Selene talked about, the dwarves were as timeless as stone and as frequent to change. The dialect was current and as he slowly translated the runes, his mouth ran dry.
 
   “I've made a little progress,” Selene announced. When Marcius didn’t answer she looked over. “What is wrong?”
 
   Marcius licked his lips, willing away the dryness. “I think I have the gist of it,” he said, hoping that with Selene's help he might be able to disprove the meaning of the tablet.
 
   She joined him, peering at the segment that had caught his interest. The runes were ordered, neat, precise. “Dwarvish?” she guessed.
 
   “Aye.”
 
   “What does it say?” she prompted.
 
   Marcius shook his head. “I have rough idea, but I'll need to compare it with whatever you can understand from the elven segments to be sure. There are a few words that I don't know.”
 
   She nodded, and so they began piecing it together.  The elven woman was competent, showing the single-minded logic of a scholar. She was a pleasure to work with and he, despite the circumstances, found himself enjoying the entire process.
 
   He enjoyed a lot of things with her.
 
   Marcius wasn't sure how long they spent, but by the time they had finished, his eyes were crimping from the strain. Selene's brow crunched together as she put it all together.
 
    
 
   “Ware these words, and watch the nether,
 
   For the binding of Fate doth tether,
 
   He who's eyes blood-red,
 
   A single tear doth shed
 
   And upon finding, the tear will die,
 
   Promises told and kept and yet a lie
 
   Mistress and Fate have much in store
 
   The end shall begin in war
 
   And upon the death of a friend
 
   Arise, arise, the 'walker shall walk again”
 
    
 
   Marcius looked to Selene, not knowing why it was that the words had such a profound impact on him, but unable to deny it.  Selene scoffed, clicking her tongue in irritation. “Poetry is for those who do not know how to speak plainly.”
 
   “It seems like a prophecy. They went through a lot of work to make sure that it was heard,” he reminded her, gesturing to the stone as the premier example.
 
   Selene shrugged. “Prophecies are a lazy way for those who do not wish to take responsibility for their actions. They were fools to hold such faith in it. Now come, I do not think this is what we were looking for and we tarry too long here.”
 
   Marcius nodded, surprised at the vehemence in her voice. The thought that one was not in control of their future was hard to understand, and even more difficult to accept. As he considered her reaction, and what he knew about her encounter with the heart tree, her reaction made sense.
 
   Personally, he wasn't sure what he made of the words, and they hung heavily in his mind. He couldn't shake the feeling that he was making a mistake.
 
   Still, it did not stop him from looking back wistfully as they continued through the corridor on the other end of the room. Torches flared alive as they walked down the hallway.
 
   “I feel like we're being led somewhere,” Marcius said, voicing his thoughts as yet another set of torches lit.
 
   “Be careful. I don't like this.”
 
   Marcius felt it long before he saw it, a quickening of breath and a slight increase in his pulse. The amulet sang in response, prodding him forward, urging, wanting to close the distance.
 
   It appeared off in the distance, at the end of the hallway, a single pinprick of malevolent red light that drummed with power.  Is this what Velynere wanted?
 
   Marcius found his steps quickening, and it was with great irritation that he turned around as Selene pulled on his shoulder. “Careful,” she said, cutting off his protests. “Remember who got us here. Remember what we gave up to be here.” Remember what I gave up for you.
 
   That sobered Marcius immediately. So it was with cautious steps that they entered the chamber at the end. Every second was a test of his self control.
 
   Only a single torch came on as they entered, drowning everything in a dull yellow hue. Marcius would have been disappointed had it not been for the source of the power, the apex which stood in the center.
 
   It stole attention despite the size. Barely wider than the tip of his finger, a single jewel stood in proud defiance of the humility of the room that housed it. It sat on an altar of stone hands, cupped as if presenting the jewel to the two of them.
 
   Marcius couldn't help himself, drawn in by the sheer perfection of it, glittering with a light of its own; a single crimson star that suppressed everything else. Light reflected off every facet, highlighting the edges with a savage beauty.
 
   A hand covered his own. He hadn't even realized he had been reaching for the gem. He looked over and Selene shook her head, giving him a wry, yet contrite, smile.  “Careful. I like this not. Let us look around before taking the prize?”
 
   Marcius licked his lips, but nodded. “Do you think this is it?”
 
   “What else could it be? Can you not feel the power it is giving off?”
 
   He could. The gem practically breathed it. A constant stream of overwhelming influence. If his familiar was here, he could only imagine the rippling waves of nether streaming from the jewel.
 
   What was it? He had heard nothing of such an artifact before. Though the amulet was screaming at him to take it, Selene's hand became an anchor, grounding him and providing a safe haven from the tempting song. He took a deep, shaky breath, but nodded to her.
 
   They looked around, but didn't see anything of note. Nothing seemed to stick out beyond the jewel itself and the altar that held it. If Marcius didn't know better, he could have easily confused the altar with a shrine belonging to a rich family or local temple.
 
   After a few long moments, Selene finally agreed. “Aye, take the gem and let us make our way from here. I like it not.”
 
   He didn't need to be told twice, but yet he paused for a second. Why couldn’t he stop his hands from shaking?
 
   The moment his fingers closed around the gem, a surge of electricity shot through his arm, pounding into his chest with immeasurable force. He flew through the air, hitting the floor hard.
 
   “Marcius!” The elf was by his side, helping him up in an instant. It had happened too fast for him to even process it.  “Are you alright?” she asked, peering at him with concern.
 
   “Well,” he said, looking up at the elven woman, “I've been better. I feel like I've gotten kicked in the chest by a mule.”
 
   He chuckled. Marcius didn't know why, but he felt giddy; a tingly vibe ran through his body.  Selene frowned a bit, but helped him to his feet. She looked at his hand and raised an eyebrow. It was then that he realized that he had a vice grip on the gem still, to the point where it was cutting into the palm of his hand.
 
   Slowly he opened his fist, wincing at the pain. There it sat, glowing but muted, as if the initial shock had taken something from it, though it still gave off an aura of power. There was a flickering of hesitation before he finally gave in, putting the gem in the same pouch which housed the amulet.
 
   “I do not wish to cause concern, but we have other problems,” Selene announced.
 
   When Marcius turned, it was apparent. A heavy stone door had slid down over the entrance, locking them inside. With growing fear, the two of them combed over it, looking for some weakness, some flaw, a way out.
 
   Nothing.
 
   “What do we do now?”
 
   Selene opened her mouth to respond, but stopped. Marcius heard it too, a grating noise like stone against sand. As one they turned behind them, to the altar. The hands were moving! Spreading apart as if welcoming!
 
   There was a click.
 
   “I don't think-” Selene's words died as the ground mimicked the hands, opening up, swallowing them.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 28
 
    [image: 00.png]Marcius and Selene tumbled down, a tumultuous mixture of arms and legs in the darkness. They landed with a thud. Marcius groaned. Selene had landed flat on his chest and he could feel her hot breath on his neck.
 
   They both waited a few moments for the pounding of their hearts to quiet. The elf rolled off with a slight grunt and Marcius immediately missed the proximity of her warmth. He shook his head in shock. What a thing to think of now.
 
   “Thank you for softening my landing,” Selene whispered, and despite the darkness, Marcius could feel her smile.
 
   “Anytime,” he said in the most magnanimous tone he could manage, wincing as he righted himself to a sitting position. “Always an honor to serve.”
 
   Marcius couldn't see anything and so he reached into his pouch, pulling out the amulet. Blinking his eyes at the intrusion of light, he looked around. They seemed to be in a hallway of sorts; composed of uneven stone and sand. Marcius flashed the light up to where they had fallen from. Too high.
 
   Was it a trap? It had to be, because they had fallen into it. But the big question was: to what purpose?
 
   He did a quick self-check and was pleasantly surprised that besides a few scrapes and bruises, he was relatively okay.
 
   Flashing the light over to the elf, worry entered his thoughts. The fall hadn't been kind to her broken arm and even her lips had a grayish quality to them that Marcius had not seen before.
 
   Still, the tight smile she flashed him said not to worry. After a few tense moments, Marcius decided to trust the elf. “What should we do about-”
 
   I can’t protect you down here. My powers are weakened by something. Now would be a good time to start running. . . 
 
   The voice was back! And then Marcius heard it, an exhalation of breath, a brief pause in the air, expectation simmering to a light boil. The hairs on his arm tingled and a shiver ran down his back.
 
   Something was here!
 
   Selene must have noticed too, because she became frantic, drawing her knife so quickly that it looked as if it materialized from nothing. Marcius held his breath, trying to calm his racing heart as he strained to hear something, anything above the pounding in his ears.
 
   “Marcius,” Selene whispered slowly, forcibly stressing each syllable, “When I tell you to run, you will run from here, okay?” Marcius opened his mouth to protest. To tell her that he didn't want to leave her by herself, but she cut him off, “No arguments,” she hissed, “You are still my charge. Do. You. Understand?”
 
   He nodded, feeling silly because the elven woman's back was to him.  Selene was scanning everything, and Marcius tried to follow suit, yet he still couldn't hear anything. There was only the intense feeling of something watching him. The light from the amulet revealed nothing, just more hallway, half-hidden by shadows.
 
   There was a snarl to his left and Selene shoved him to the side. “Run!” she growled before leaping into the darkness.
 
   It had all happened so fast! The sound of combat echoed through the corridor and Marcius froze, unsure of what to do. “Run!” Selene's voice repeated from the darkness, her obvious desperation finally stirring him to action.
 
   He ran, holding the amulet in front of him, torn between running at a flat out sprint and being careful of where he stepped. He ran aimlessly, taking left and right turns with wild abandon.  Things began to blur together; nothing but an endless series of corridors and hallways.
 
   It didn't take long for him to become lost.
 
   Marcius ran until his lungs burned, finally coming to rest against a corner. He covered the amulet as he sat down, fearful of who, or what, might see it. The apprentice wasn't sure how long he waited there, trying to gulp down breaths of air, willing every part of him to calm down, and trying to control his breathing.
 
   There was a shift in the air, and Marcius stood, feeling foolish and blind. Still, he wasn't going to just roll over and die to whatever it was that was in the darkness.
 
   The hand that came down across his mouth scared all sense out of him. “Hush.” Selene's voice whispered harshly in his ear, overriding his protests as she clamped down even harder over his mouth, “You're too loud. I do not want it to find us again.”
 
   He nodded wildly, still thrown off by the elf's sudden appearance. She slowly removed her hand when she was sure he wouldn't make a noise, and then moved her lips close to his ear, her breath tickling him. “How did you avoid the traps?”
 
   “Traps?” he whispered, still expecting some unseen beast to leap out at any moment.
 
   He felt her sigh against his back. “You mean you didn't. . . ? No,” she whispered to herself reproachfully, “You really wouldn't. . . humans and their sight. I forgot. Stay close to me. You've been running blind and only dumb luck has stopped you from getting yourself killed.” Marcius nodded, his mouth dry at her proclamation.
 
   “What about the thing you fought?” he managed to choke out.
 
   “It was close, but I got lucky and accidentally tripped a trap myself,” she admitted. “Avalene was with me though. The beast should be occupied for a while, but that is why we must not tarry here. It will seek me out, and it won't be happy. Now hush and take my hand. We move now.”
 
   He fumbled for her in the dark, surprised when her hand found his instead. Then they were moving, weaving slowly through the dark corridors as silent as possible. Marcius was completely blind in the pitch darkness. It was humbling to depend on someone so fully, as he had to now. Especially when one considered the possibility of traps.
 
   By Avalene herself, it was like one of Jared's adventuring books!
 
   Except it was real. That thing, whatever it was that Selene had battled, was undoubtedly tangible and it was their lives on the line, not some perfect hero with shining armor only outshone by his impeccable personality. He was hardly hero material anyway.
 
   He grinned in the darkness. Trapped towers. Unexplainable monsters. Prophecies. Jared would be the happiest man on Faelon to be here right now. After a few moments, Marcius decided the blonde swordsman could have it.
 
   His hand jerked suddenly, pulling him from his thoughts. Selene had stumbled? That was unlike her. A coppery pungent smell entered his nostrils, and it was then that he realized that his hand was wet, warm with an unknown fluid.
 
   Was this blood?
 
   She stumbled again and it was only her grip on his hand that kept her upright this time. Marcius could hear her labored breathing in the cool dark; a certain exhalation of one trying their hardest to compose themselves despite evidence to the contrary.
 
   “Selene,” he whispered, “are you. . . ”
 
   “I am fine,” she snapped, though her voice trembled. “Let's keep going. This place will be the death of us if we can't find a way out.”
 
   Marcius was about to say that it looked like it might be the death of them if they kept going, but he held his tongue. Now wasn't the time for such comments. A nagging, terrible thought hung in the back of his head. She was in this situation because of him.
 
   A large droplet of the liquid ran off his knuckle and he winced at the sensation. He didn’t know what he’d do if he lost her. The notion surprised him, though deep down, within that tiny part of him that held the darkest of secrets, it didn't really.
 
   He’d go to the Academy and leave this whole thing far behind. . . he'd leave her far behind. So why did it matter? Yes, she was beautiful, but Faelon was full of attractive people. Logically, it didn’t make sense for him to care so much about someone he just met. 
 
   But, logic be damned, he did care.
 
   No, she'd be okay. They'd be okay. It had to be so. Everything would be alright. But, he admitted quietly to himself, there was the distinct possibility that he was terribly wrong. In fact, that was the more likely case, given his record so far.
 
   Heedless of his internal struggle, the elven woman continued, fighting through it all, leading the two of them through the dark like an arrow.
 
   Occasionally they stopped or diverted their path, and Marcius suspected it was to both avoid a trap and because the elven woman seemed to barely be hanging on. He wished he could pull out the amulet so he could see what was going on or aid her in some way, instead of being led around like a child.
 
   Then he felt it. The change was subtle. Barely more than a shifting in the air, a brief slant to the darkness His senses were wired. It might as well have been a lightning strike on a still evening night.
 
   “There is something up ahead,” he said softly, voicing his thoughts. His free hand went reflexively to the pouch. Was it something of power, like the gem?
 
   The elf didn't respond, but there was a quickening in pace that marked that she agreed too.
 
   They saw the light off in the distance, extending far off into the hallway like a celestial beacon, calling to them. Marcius wanted to get there quickly, out of the darkness, but Selene resisted. “There are pressure plates. A lot of them,” she whispered, her hand coming up to his chest as to halt any further movement. He felt her kneel, and a few seconds passed before she stood back up, once again grabbing his hand. There was a brief sucking sound as their palms met, the warm liquid squelching. His stomach hurled and the sickening feeling of bile rose in his throat. “Follow me exactly, and stay close.”
 
   They moved with exaggerated caution, and it seemed to take forever as the light came closer and closer. Soon, with no small measure of relief, he could see the ground again, a seeming meandering of sandstone brick covered with a thick layer of dust.
 
   Marcius set his foot down again, feeling confident now that he could see again.
 
   “No! Not there!” Selene yelled as he felt something click beneath his heel.
 
   The elf pulled hard and he stumbled, falling forward until he sprawled on the ground. There was a grating sound like something being pushed and then they were covered with dust as the rolling of thunder filled the air and just as rapidly disappeared, letting the dirt hang about the silence like an orange witness.
 
   Marcius coughed as he looked back. A massive stone block had slid forth from some facet of the wall, ramming into the opposite wall. Cracks trickled forth like broken spider webs from where the block had impacted.
 
   He looked over with grudging respect for the elf; she had just saved his life.
 
   Again.
 
   And she had the strangest expression on her face. Marcius fully expected to be berated, yelled at, or at least scolded for his ineptitude. Instead she burst into laughter.
 
   He stood, stunned at her reaction. Her eyes twinkled and her laughter was musical. He had never heard her laugh so freely, and the smile she wore made him grin back, feeling completely idiotic as he did so. This of course only threw more wood on the fire and sent her back into yet another fit of gut wrenching laughter.
 
   Marcius laughed with her, not knowing exactly what he was laughing at. Then his mind and eyes caught up to each other and he saw the dark red, almost black, stain on his hand.
 
   Blood.
 
   He looked up at the elf and all laughter died. Thin rivulets of blood, clotted and sticky, ran down her good hand where it occasionally dripped. It ran from somewhere along her collarbone, a horizontal cutting of fabric of her shirt giving the only clue as to where the actual wound was. The warm red liquid pooled along the steep edges of her collarbone, and the sight made Marcius sick to his stomach.
 
   That was the wet feeling he had felt when she had held his hand. Her blood!
 
   His expression must have been terrible, because the elf stopped laughing too. He approached her, fearful of her reaction, yet concerned enough to try anyway. “Selene, we really have to treat you. We need to stop the bleeding.”
 
   She opened her mouth to say something, but then shook her head, as if denying something internally. “Alright,” she said wearily, sitting down.
 
   It was a testament to how tired and hurt she was that she submitted to his ministrations without complaint. He wasn’t exactly well versed in treating injuries, but he forced aside his aversion to blood for her sake. With her help and a strip of fabric from his shirt, they managed to clean up and bandage the nasty jagged cut that ran from her top of her shoulder down to the length of her arm. The bandage soaked with blood immediately upon application, but he hoped that it helped in some way.
 
   When he looked at her questionably, “claws” was the only tight-lipped answer she gave. He didn’t press her beyond that; preferring to block any thought of such a creature capable of making a wound like that from his mind.
 
   He really hoped the bleeding would stop.
 
   “So,” he said with forced enthusiasm as he tightened the bandage, “What was so funny?”
 
   She gave a ghost of a smile, “Only you could manage to save while almost dying. A blessing shrouded as an accident.”
 
   When it was obvious that he didn’t understand, she pointed back to the hallway. “You tripping the trap blocked the hallway, protecting us from that thing. I find it amusing that you, like most humans, are able to wander the world, never knowing, never understanding, and yet somehow come out on top. Perhaps it is an innate magic of your species.”
 
   Marcius now saw what the elf was talking about. The block had sealed off the hallway behind them, coming up to almost touch the ceiling, leaving only a thin amount of space. There was little way anything could follow them now. He shook his head in wry amusement, the tips of his ears burning in embarrassment of the elf’s words.
 
   So, they were given temporary reprieve. . . but reprieve where?
 
   He looked around, taking in the area for the first time. The whole room was expansive, enough that it would take tens of moments to reach each side if he had sprinted. It sloped inwards, like a funnel, and deep grooves were chiseled into the floor, all leading to a single grate in the middle.
 
   But his eyes were drawn to the statue right behind the grating. It stood out, not particularly large, but possessing a regal bearing that drew them in. It looked to be of a knight, or similar warrior, wielding a sword that it raised in defiance to an unknown threat.
 
   The level of detail was impressive. It was as if the sculptor had captured a real person and imprisoned them within a shell of stone. Selene seemed to be equally taken with the statue, but for an entirely different reason.
 
   “The sword. . . ” she said, “I can’t believe it, but I think I know this sword.”
 
   Marcius looked closer. The sword was well made, with only a few instances of stylization. It was a sword designed to kill, sharp and honed. The only thing of note was the red gem inlaid on the center of the pommel. It flowed into the handle, thick vein like protrusions anchoring it securely. The image reminded Marcius of a heart bursting forth from a chest.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Long ago, when we first came to these woods, before our binding to the heart tree, the leader of our people once wielded a sword. But,” and she tentatively poked the red jewel, “he and the sword were lost when the Mysts came. At the time we did not know the dangers of this land. It was also said that the sword had a gem for a heart and that the sword was alive. But many things are said in story, and not all are true.”
 
   Marcius considered the information. “Well, it’s possible that he was transported here when the Mysts came, as we were. And that gem does seem like a heart. . . ”
 
   Selene nodded. “If this is the sword, it is my duty to bring it back. Such an artifact of my people does not belong in a place such as this.”
 
   Something caught Marcius’s attention. He couldn’t place the feeling, just a certain sense that he had missed something obvious. His eyes flickered to the grate and the general layout of the room. What was it? The feeling was screaming at him now, demanding his attention.
 
   The room was sloped, open and wide, and it had those deep rivets in the floor. His eyes were drawn to where they had tended Selene’s wounds. The blood had gathered in the rivets and as he watched, it slowly flowed downward, toward the grating.
 
   Now that he focused on it, the layout did remind him of old accounts of the coliseums of old Morlia, where they would hold their blood sports.
 
   “Selene,” he said, the realization causing a hitch in his voice. The elf turned around curiously. “I don’t think-“
 
   His words died as a stone section of the wall melted away and a beast the likes he had never seen before stalked through.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 29
 
    [image: 00.png]Selene cursed under her breath as the beast roared a challenge. The thing that walked out could barely be considered a monster by her estimation.
 
   It was something worse.
 
   The body was little more than a seeming mishmash of random parts, joined together by a series of scales and fur that followed the joints like stitching on a coat. It didn’t seem natural, coming off as something that might have escaped from an insane wizard’s laboratory.
 
   The creature had the form of a wolf, but as if the animal was twisted and shaped to be a monster. It was a creation of the Myst, like the creature she had fought in the tunnels. How they had escaped to wander the depths of these ruins was a question she couldn’t answer.
 
   Despite the ill-shaped joints and random bulges of muscle, it loped forward smoothly on all fours, its massive nostrils flaring as it sniffed the air experimentally. A low deep growl rolled out from a mouth with dagger sized teeth as the green eyes flicked back and forth between Selene and Marcius, regarding the two of them with a proprietary air. If Selene didn’t know better, she would have sworn that the thing sneered.
 
   It began advancing on the two of them with the slow stalk of a predator that knew it had all the time in the world.
 
   “This is an arena. We were led here to fight.” Marcius surprised her with his words. “We were led here to fight and to die.”
 
   Risking a glance at the apprentice, she saw him unmoving, a glassy sheen in his eyes. Damn it all. He had looked into the beast’s gaze. There were accounts of nether beasts with the ability to enthrall their prey with a meeting of eyes. This one seemed to have that power.
 
   Slowly she reached up, drawing her knife from her belt. It felt so tiny in her hands. Especially when contrasted against the rippling muscles of the thing in front of them. Still, it was better than nothing.
 
   She was so tired! Every fiber in her body felt disgustingly lethargic, as if she was slogging through mud when she moved. She had lost a lot of blood and everything shifted beneath her feet, uneven and shaky. 
 
   No! Selene shook her head, willing away the tiredness. She wasn’t going to come this far and quit. They’d find a way to get through this. They had no other choice. She focused her attention on the nether beast’s shoulders and paws, trying to ignore the rippling muscles that showed themselves. It could not do an attack that didn’t depend on those parts. She would be ready to defend the two of them.
 
   There was a shifting of the beast’s hindquarters, like a cat Selene thought oddly.
 
   It charged.
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   Marcius couldn’t move, couldn’t take his own eyes away from those glowing green orbs. They held him fast, and he was as immobile as stone. No warning came, no roar, nothing but the swift silent promise of death as he realized the beast was moving, running, toward him.
 
   His mind screamed to move, to duck, to do anything, but his body couldn’t obey.
 
   He didn’t see the paw as it whipped around, claws extended. One moment he was fighting back the numbness that had taken hold, the other he was on the ground, watching with an odd sense of detachment as his lifeblood seeped out, running down the grooves of the floor toward the grating.
 
   The beast snarled lightly, its face mere inches from his, and he could smell the fetid stench of its breath; the sickeningly rotting scent of flesh.
 
   Then it disappeared and Selene stole his attention. She was there, swiping viciously at the beast, driving it back. She was a whirlwind of fury, and even the beast seemed taken aback, not sure what to make of this prickly new opponent.
 
   Marcius thought she was doing remarkably well for someone with a broken arm and significant blood loss. Still, she was losing, being pushed back.
 
   What are you doing? Help her!
 
   He winced at the sudden intrusion of thought in his head; it hung there, like a solid object, interjecting itself, demanding his undivided attention. Marcius couldn’t even feel his arms and legs, beyond a certain tingling of vertigo. The entire room kept spinning.
 
   Get up! You will die here today if you don’t do something!
 
   Marcius wished the voice would just leave him be. He was so tired. . . he just wanted to sleep. . . 
 
   She will die, too.
 
   His eyes snapped open, instantly seeking out the elf. Selene was losing ground, the beast using its superior reach to corner her. She fought with a fury born from helpless desperation, but even he could see it wasn’t enough.
 
   Can you move?
 
   He concentrated, struggling, and was rewarded with a twitch in his fingertips.
 
   Well, it was a start. Marcius tried reaching forward, to pull himself up. He was amazed to find that he could, though it was just a small jump before impossible, taking every bit of inner strength he could muster.
 
   The sword. Use the sword.
 
   He struggled up, crawling his way to the statue’s feet, then up its body. Every inch was a battle, every movement a struggle against his body. Only the thought of Selene kept him going. He would not be useless, not this time.
 
   An eternity seemed to pass before his fingertips finally curled around the hilt of the sword. He pulled. Nothing. He pulled again. Still nothing. The sword was held fast in that statue's stone grip.
 
   Marcius stared at his hands in disbelief, betrayal etched into the forefront of his mind. He was going to die! It started as a tremble, a twitch of his shoulders, and then he started shaking and his fingers began to slip. Marcius didn't have the strength to hold much longer. . . 
 
   Your blood! The sword needs your blood!
 
   What? His blood? He looked down to where the beast's claws had ripped him open. It didn't hurt, in fact, it didn't feel like anything beyond a pervasive coldness that was spreading slowly outward. He wondered if this was what it was to die.
 
   Marcius wiped his hand across the wound, smearing his fingers. He reached up and ran it along the flat edge of the blade, the warmth of the liquid contrasting sharply with cold indifference of the blade. Marcius watched in silence as the blood began to swirl together, moving to one collective point until it was a tight sphere, a dew drop on the cusp of the blade.
 
   The blood disappeared, sucked in like the final sip of wine from a cup. Where had it gone?
 
   At first nothing happened and the maw of despair once again began to gnaw on the edges of Marcius's thoughts, dragging him down even as his fingers slipped on the statue’s forearms.
 
   A wave of power, like an awakening heartbeat, burst from the sword, rolling over him, knocking the apprentice to the ground with forceful certainty.
 
   The angry red jewel inlaid along the pommel began to beat, every movement sending blasts of light through the vein-like protrusions. Marcius swore that it yawned, an awakening of dormant power testing long unused muscles. The statue’s arm shattered, blown to dust and the sword fell with a clang in front of Marcius.
 
   With great effort he looked to Selene and was met with two pairs of eyes staring back. Though they had not felt the wave of power, one could not have missed the shattering of stone. And here was a perfect moment. Where everyone pauses, considers the turn of events, and allows the last couple seconds to run through their head.
 
   His body was shaking in effort, every muscle in his body tensed, trying to hold on, to stay upright. Selene's eyes grabbed his and she shook her head. You have done your part, rest now. The movement said, absolving him of the guilt he felt.
 
   With a sigh, he trickled down the statue, his action little more than a controlled fall.  He slumped against the side, his chest heaving with exertion. Marcius forced his head and eyes to Selene, determined that if he couldn't physically aid, he'd at least bear witness.
 
   How was the elf going to get to the sword?
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   Selene considered her opponent. The shattering of the statue had given her a temporary reprieve, but now the beast had turned its malformed head back to her and was advancing slowly, giving her knife healthy respect.
 
   Her eyes flickered back to the sword. The extra reach of the weapon would be the only chance she would have against this thing. But she would have to get to it first.
 
   Marcius gave a small groan and she winced at the noise. Selene shook away the concern she felt for the apprentice. Now wasn't the time for such thoughts.
 
   She knew she had lost a lot of blood, and she had been pushing herself too long. Surprisingly, she felt good, regardless, and the lethargy had vanished, smothered by equal parts adrenaline and sheer terror. Her little laughing fit had most likely stemmed from that.
 
   Selene could not help but think of the old elven proverb, “Every star shines brightly right before it falls.” Her lips grew tight as she dodged another swipe.
 
   She didn't intend to fall today.
 
   The beast was cornering her, displaying an alarming sense of intelligence, using its superior reach and size to push her against the wall where she wouldn't have any room to maneuver.
 
   In a few short moments she would have no further room to move. It was now or never. With a single motion, she reversed her grip on her knife, flipping it around by the blade, and threw it, sending it end over end. The handle seemed to erupt from the beast's eye.
 
   It hissed in agony, blood streaming from the wound, but it came forward now that she was defenseless, intent on ending it.
 
   Even as the beast brought its deadly claws forward, Selene was already moving. She rolled under the attack, holding her hurt arm close to her body, as she compensated by taking the brunt of the fall with her other side. It didn't stop the sharp intake of pain that lanced up, but she managed to use her momentum to finish the roll, coming up behind the beast and within reach of the sword.
 
   She scrambled forward, fingers grasping and finally wrapping around the handle of the sword. Out of instinct, she twisted around in a blind swipe behind her, a wild swing meant more to buy time than anything else.
 
   It swung wide, but the action forced the beast back, giving Selene time to get her feet under her. The monster snarled in frustration, rearing up on its hind legs, meaning to come down and smother her.
 
   She feinted left, twisting her hips, reversing her momentum as the beast came down to where she was supposed to be. The sword flashed out, but the monster was far quicker than it appeared, managing to turn its body at the last second.
 
   Still, Selene felt the satisfying sensation of metal tearing flesh, the tip cutting a narrow, but painful, path along its flank. As it did so, a tingling sensation shot up her arm, and she felt a surge of strength.
 
   What magic was this?
 
   She didn't have time to ponder the mystery, for even as her arm completed its pass, the beast pushed forward, bringing its massive jaws to the fight. Selene felt the ripple of air as it they snapped just a hair width from her neck. So close!
 
   She danced back on the balls of her feet, ducking and weaving, trying to go back on the offensive, but each time she was greeted with a flash of teeth and the glint of claw.  The monster gave her no further openings.
 
   Selene didn't have the time to wait for the beast to make a mistake; she had to force something while her strength held. Her limbs were getting heavy again and the wound along her side had reopened, the warmth spreading down the side of her body.
 
   Mentally, she withdrew inside herself. To the place where she had been taught to listen to the rhythm of a fight, where she could block outside interference. The flow of battle pounded in her head and she let instinct take over, trusting in her training.
 
   The beast leapt, whirling as it landed behind her. It struck rapidly with its claws, once, twice, three times. Each attack capable of killing had they connected. Each attack faster than she should have been able to react.
 
   But she had seen it coming, felt it as clearly as if it was an extension of her own body. She easily weaved underneath the attacks, coming in close along the beast's side, surprising the creature with the audacity of her movement. It snapped weakly back at her, more out of reflex than any attempt to do any real damage.
 
   In response, she slammed the pommel of her sword hard against the thing's face, the crunch of bone bringing a grim smile. She had fractions of a second before it could retaliate but it was enough for her to bring the sword down, a quick slice that lit another angry furrow in its flesh.
 
   Selene wanted to plunge the sword deep into the beast, to end its life right there. But doing so would have been suicidal; there was no way she could have done so safely. The moment it took to kill would have exposed her in turn. She could take such risks if it was only her, but she had Marcius to worry about too.
 
   So she slipped away, holding the sword in front of her as a safety barrier between her and the beast. Another burst of strength flowed through her, and it was by pure chance that as it happened, she focused briefly on the sword.
 
   Droplets of blood traveled along the blade, like tiny insects swarming to the inlaid jewel. There they settled before being sucked in, leaving the metal shining, resplendent. There was a corresponding influx of power through her.
 
   The sword was supporting her with the blood of her enemy! Every drop she spilled strengthened her. It went against the teaching of Avalene! Death was now life. Selene felt sickened by the thought, even as the energy flowed through her, filling her muscles with power and alleviating her lethargy.
 
   The moment of distraction, the temporary disorientation of her battle-mind, was all it needed. The beast batted aside her sword, rushing forward, bearing her down to the ground.
 
   They crashed a tangle of claw and limbs, and Selene thrashed, attempting to wriggle free. She ignored the pain screaming from her arm. It all didn't matter if she couldn't escape. Somehow her good hand had found its way to the underside of the beast's throat, her forearm the last barrier between it engulfing her head within its massive mouth.
 
   The claws dug deep pits into the tops of her arm as it tried to bring its jaws down. Their eyes met, the single deep pitiless orb contrasting with the bloody socket that she’d made with her dagger. There was a momentary contest of wills, as the innate mesmeric powers of the beast sought to dominate her. Elves were more resistant to such things and she roared in kind, pushing against the thing's throat with everything she had.
 
   Her resistance must have caught it by surprise, for she managed to wiggle free, stumbling and crawling in her haste to put distance between them. The strength stolen by sword was all that kept her upright, but even that had its limitations.
 
   It growled, charging in, an eager glint in its single eye. Selene made a split decision, a single, act of desperation. She accepted the charge head on, rolling with the force of their impact. As she did so, the beast's jaws clamped down around her shoulder, and she slipped the sword up and under its ribs.
 
   She spit in the things face, twisting the sword savagely even further up into the chest cavity. It was remarkably sharp, cutting through the flesh easily, dowsing her in blood and gore. The beast looked at her with a curious expression before the single eye rolled back in its head.
 
   She had won.
 
   Victory had probably come at the cost of her life, but she was secure in that knowledge, even as the numbness began to spread out from her shoulder. As long as Marcius made it, as long as she fulfilled her duty, this sacrifice was worth it.
 
   A small shudder escaped her lips as the two crumpled to the ground.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 30
 
    [image: 00.png]Marcius saw the elf fall, saw her covered by the body of the creature, a macabre blanket of now twitching flesh. He opened his mouth to scream, but no sound came forth.
 
   No, it couldn't be!
 
   He gritted his teeth, yelling internally at his unresponsive body as he struggled to reach her, crawling on the ground like a half-starved mongrel. An eternity seemed to pass before he was able to reach her, and even more time before he was able to summon the strength to nudge the beast enough to pull her out. He laid her head on his lap and leaned back, sucking in air rapidly, exhausted.
 
   Marcius paused briefly to wipe the sweat from his brow, the salt stinging his eyes painfully. He looked down at Selene, numbly running his hand gently down the side of her cheek. Her skin was so soft, and her hair cascaded around her like a yellow pool. He brushed a few strands from her face.
 
   No, it couldn't end like this.
 
   He forced himself to calm down, to order his thoughts. The basics of field care came to his mind. Jared had been adamant about it, saying that one never knew the situations you might find yourself in. Well, the swordsman had been right about that. He could only hope that elven bodies were similar in need.
 
   Marcius held his hand over the elf's mouth. There was the slight intake and exhalation of air that indicated that though he couldn't see her breathing, it was nonetheless there. But it was weak, barely hanging on, a whisper in the dark.
 
   Think! His chest was so numb. It was hard to focus his thoughts.
 
   He looked her over, grimacing at the condition she was in. Her clothing was tattered, and the majority of her was soaked in blood, from the deep crimson of her own, to the sickly black of the beast's. He didn't know where it all started and where it ended.
 
   Her hand was still tightly gripped onto the sword, which was buried in the chest of the creature. Marcius tried disengaging her hand from it, but the fingers were tightly locked and eventually he gave up.
 
   “Even dying she's stronger than me,” he whispered aloud, despair settling in the depths of his chest.
 
   He looked at the mess again, taking it all in. Marcius didn't know where to start. But he couldn't just sit there and allow her to bleed out and die, either. A lightning strike of inspiration hit him.
 
   The amulet!
 
   Marcius pulled out the amulet from his pouch. As he did so, the jewel fell out, rolling, the facets flickering wildly with dark ruby light. For a moment, he considered leaving it. If this was the artifact Velynere wanted. . . well, it wasn't worth Selene's life. But in the end, he gave in. If he left it, he'd have come here and possibly lost the elf all for nothing. He picked it up, the jewel hard in his hands.
 
   Then he looked at the amulet, squeezing it lightly between his fingertips. He called out for help, trying to put as much empathy and desperation in his plea as he could. Marcius imagined the message being sent across the nether, eventually reaching the mind of the mage.
 
   He waited, the minutes passing in hopeful optimism. But it was not to be. No one responded, beyond the oppressing silence of expectation. He wasn't even sure if his mysterious companion had even been Velynere, though he was certain that it had something to do with the amulet. There was that attack on him, and why would the mage attack someone doing him a favor?
 
   Nothing made sense anymore. Then who, or what, was it? Maybe he was just going crazy.
 
   It was then that he heard a noise behind him. A now familiar sound that had him turning around in disbelief. He was just in time to see the two sections of wall finish sliding up, revealing two more nether beasts. They stalked in cautiously, nostrils flaring as they gazed around.
 
   They, too, were twisted mockeries of real creatures, a weird blend of random animal parts, distorted beyond anything more than vague recognition. One had a serpentine tail that swished eagerly, excitedly twitching at each apex.
 
   This couldn't be! Any vestiges of hope drained away at the sight of the two figures. Selene was down and he could barely hold himself upright. What was he supposed to do?
 
   It wasn't fair! Everyone had given up so much for him. Alicia put herself at risk, Jared wagered his family reputation, his father and Master had given themselves and Selene. . . 
 
   He had come this far. . . 
 
   In the end, he couldn't really do anything worthwhile. . . 
 
   It all made him so angry. All he wanted was to practice magic. That was it. Why was everything getting so complicated?
 
   Something inside of him snapped. He hated these things, these abominations in front of him.
 
   He wanted them to die!
 
   The jewel responded to his anger, his indignation, flaring to life in his hands, a beacon of violent red light. Electricity roared through his veins, and his body started to shake.
 
   It was like that time back at the beach, only more focused, pointed. Marcius had a target in mind as he glared at the two beasts, which had the foresight to take a few steps back, unsure of this new development.
 
   He stood easily, the wound in his chest sealing shut. The smell of burnt flesh joining the copper tang in the air. He touched the now closed wound with a detached sense of purpose. It would leave a slight scar, a fact which annoyed him.
 
   There was so much nether flowing through him that it made waves in the air, visible even without nether sight. What was this? Marcius felt unfettered, like a kite cut free. Was this true freedom?
 
   He took a step forward, the ground cracking, shifting under his feet. Marcius felt invincible. This was unlike anything he had ever experienced with magic. There was no spell casting, no sigils, no awkward shaping of spells. He wasn't even using his familiar! It was as if he was a fish, navigating the twisting turmoil of the nether, like an ocean. He was a part of it. He commanded and it obeyed.
 
   Marcius merely reached out. He felt it, shaped it, and gave it purpose, all in the blink of an eye. The one beast grunted and its expression one of unwelcome surprise. Its skin, a mixture of scale and tissue, began to bubble; large bulges that made the already malformed creature change from intimidating to ridiculous.
 
   The bubbles became larger and its face changed from surprise, to fear, to unbridled agony in the moment before it exploded, showering its partner and everything around it in blood and flesh.
 
   Marcius blinked, impressed with the results and not entirely sure how he did it. This was true power, far surpassing even that minor incident with the oggron. He controlled it, and, by proxy, these silly creatures that dared attack him. The power was intoxicating, a pure rush of empowerment.
 
   Two more sections of walls slid back, two more beasts joining the one remaining. Marcius laughed and they hurled themselves at him with the sense of abandonment of the helplessly hopeless. It was child's play. He didn't want them close, and so they hit an invisible barrier, barely an arm reach from Marcius.
 
   They railed against it in frustration, and Marcius conjured a globe of fire, the spinning orb a brilliant promise of death. It zoomed toward the one beast, enveloping it in fire. Marcius left it flailing in agony as he pumped nether into his limbs, strengthening them beyond normal limits.
 
   He pushed through the barrier and overtook the surprised pair, his hands coming up painfully to their respective midsections, the power lifting the nine-foot creatures up like children. He reversed the motion, windmilling his arms, his hands too quick to follow as they came down, hammering the monsters back to the floor with enough force that they bounced.
 
   His eyes burned as the nether flowed through his body and the air hummed with power. He was a wire stretched taut, walking the delicate edge of breaking. More monsters streamed out, at least a score, surrounding him.
 
   Marcius was still angry; he snarled in defiance, his brain having shut down. He was fighting on pure instinct now, nether firing through his synapses faster and faster.
 
   They would all die.
 
   He flicked his hand, a whip of air coming to life in his hands as he did so. The edges flickered with blue power and as it came around, following the motion of his hand, it took the legs of the closest, cleaving through them easily.
 
   One beast slipped past the deadly device, leaping the space between them. Marcius caught it mid-air with his other hand, his muscles now engorged with nether. He brought it in close, roaring in its face. The last thing it saw before he crushed its throat was the smoking green glow of deadly eyes that had no place on a human face.
 
   Marcius cleaved through them, a single scythe in a field of wheat. But there were too many. They were starting to slip through, and one finally took advantage of an opening, coming down hard on his back, the unexpected weight causing even his nether enhanced legs to stumble.
 
   That was all they needed, and he was buried underneath them.
 
   No! It would not end like this! His rage multiplied, and he roared. All of the pent up power within him came rushing out, a massive wave that blew everything around him back. An explosion without a sound.
 
   He was free. He stood up, intent on resuming the attack, but suddenly staggered. Vertigo threatened him. The attack had used up the power, and he was a marionette that had lost its strings.
 
   “Damn it all,” he muttered, unable to stop himself from falling forward, blacking out before he hit the ground.
 
   “You are awake.”
 
   It was the first thing he heard. Marcius kept his eyes shut for a moment, disoriented. He was warm, comfortable.
 
   Was he dead?
 
   No, he decided, he wasn't. He opened his eyes and was greeted by the black stone ceiling that he recognized immediately. It was Selene's estate. Perhaps he was dreaming? Where were the ruins?
 
   He was on a bed and to his side Selene was waiting patiently. She looked refreshed, with only her arm in a sling to indicate that she had been hurt at all. 
 
   “We really have to stop meeting like this.” His weak joke drew a smile from the elf. “How?” Not the most elegant of questions, but his head still felt fuzzy.
 
   “Well, mostly it was you, whatever you did, and luck on my part.”
 
   When it was obvious he didn't understand, so she patted the sword on her side. “It was this. Saved my life.” Marcius now recognized it as the one they had found in the ruins, “It renews the wielder by using the blood of the slain.” Her tone one of disdain, “It was left in the body of one of those. . . things. That luck was all that kept me alive.”
 
   Marcius licked his lips, wincing as they passed over cracked skin. “Seems useful.”
 
   The elf shrugged. “Maybe. But it can be a curse. It can't cure exhaustion. There have been many wielders of this weapon in the past, from before Selenthia, which have died because they passed out on the field of battle. Of course they never felt weary, since the act of healing is pleasurable. They were unable to know when they were in danger.”
 
   Marcius looked at the sword and the jewel stared back. He shivered. “Are you going to keep it?”
 
   Selene gave a crooked grin, “Aye. Spoils of combat go to the victor, by Selenthian law. With war looming, I’ll take whatever advantage I can find. It’s also an artifact of our people. I’m bound to at least return it.”
 
   He nodded, still wary. “What happened? How did we escape?”
 
   “I do not know the entirety, but I will tell you what I remember.” She looked at him pointedly, “I awoke to find you unconscious, surrounded by statues of those things.”
 
   That didn't make any sense. “Statues?” he repeated, not sure if he had heard her correctly.
 
   “Yes, statues of stone. As if they were frozen in life, with terrible expressions upon their faces.  Though I cannot say I am complaining. I'm not sure what you did, but after that, the way out was revealed behind one of the walls. The passage way led to a false cliff face beyond the ruins. From there, I took a chance and used your amulet to navigate the Myst. We came out a few miles north of the borders. A patrol found us and escorted us back.”
 
   Marcius was amazed at her resourcefulness. “Thank you.”
 
   She shrugged. “It was nothing. Though I will admit you are heavier than you appear.”
 
   He chuckled, but then grew serious. “So now what? I'm guessing the Elders will want to know where we were?”
 
   Selene waved off the question. “There is nothing to worry about. I filled them in a long time ago. You were under for a while. We were worried.”
 
   “We?”
 
   “Aye, the Academy people arrived a seven day ago to pick you up. We were worried that you wouldn't come to. They are staying here on the chance that you might awake, but we were prepared to transport you if need be.” Her voice grew quiet, “I was worried too.”
 
   His heart beat faster at the comment, “Selene, I. . . ”
 
   “Regardless,” she said quickly, cutting him off, “There is something we need to discuss: the gem and amulet.” Marcius stopped fidgeting because the elf’s face was tight with emotion. “I. . . I. . . I lied to the Council. About what we found there.”
 
   Marcius could not believe that. “Why would you do such a thing?”
 
   “Because I could not know what they would do. I couldn't risk it. So I lied and told them that you wandered out into the Myst by accident and that all we found was the sword. I said nothing of the gem, the amulet, nor what you did to get us out after I fell. And I know you did something, something you're not supposed to be able to do without a familiar. Just like when I met you on the beach, just like you did in the cell. You are an anomaly, and I should have told everything. . . but I couldn't.”
 
   She refused to meet his eyes, “I'm grateful,” he said slowly, processing her words, “But why, Selene? Why go through it all, just to protect me?”
 
   The elf didn't respond right away, so Marcius stayed quiet, giving her the time she needed. “Because,” she said slowly, “I've gotten to know you. You're not just some faceless human. I mean, my spirit beast died for you, and I should be mad. . . but I'm not. It hurts, but I can't bring myself to remain mad at you. It is frustrating, but true.”
 
   A slight smile grew on his lips. “Why, Selene I do think that makes us friends.”
 
   She pointedly ignored his comment. “The pouch on the dresser has the amulet and stone. They are yours. Earned in combat, kept in peace. I do hope you will use them wisely.”
 
   Marcius’s thoughts settled on Velynere. There were answers that had to be found. “I might have an idea what I wish to do with them.”
 
   “I am sure,” she said with a roll of her eyes, “Anyway, there are people here that have been waiting patiently since you first started stirring.”
 
   He raised an eyebrow in surprise, opening his mouth to respond when he felt it hit him. A presence, one he missed terribly, reuniting with his mind, a puzzle piece to match his own. It melded with him, caressing his thoughts, and his heart fluttered with joy even as his face broke into a wide smile that threatened to split his face.
 
   Faerill!
 
   Marc, I missed you so much!
 
   The door opened and Jared and Alicia walked in, along with a wizened balding man that Marcius didn't recognize. But it was the tiny creature that appeared on his chest that stole his attention, the wyvrr dropping his invisibility as it ran around on the bed happily.
 
   His hand sought out the creature, relishing in the soft golden scales under his fingertips. The wyvrr crooned its pleasure, arching its back like a cat to press harder against his hand.
 
   The entirety of their memories came flooding forth, mixing together. Marcius was inundated with information, of what the familiar had been doing in their time apart.
 
   You've been busy.
 
   As have you, Marc. There are many questions that need to be answered.
 
   He couldn't agree more. How had he done magic without Faerill? Why was everyone so interested in him?
 
   I don't know, Faerill, but I suspect we'll find the answers at the Academy. Are you looking forward to going?
 
   Aye, very much so. It will strengthen our bond and our prowess. We will grow into something to be recognized and admired.
 
   He looked up at Jared, who was beaming, and Alicia, who was trying not to smile and failing horribly. It was Jared who finally said something, “I can't say how glad I am to see you safe and sound, Marc. You really had us worried.”
 
   “I'm sorry to have worried you both. I'm really not sure what happened on the boat.”
 
   Jared waved it off. “That's alright; we can figure it out later. I hear you've been busy here. Been going off on adventures without me? Some friend you are.”
 
   “I will leave the rest of you to catch up,” Selene interjected, drawing the attention of the whole room. If Marcius didn't know better, he could have sworn a brief flash of jealousy had flickered across the stoic woman's face.
 
   When she had left, Jared turned back to Marcius, giving him a lewd wink. “Quite the looker, isn't she? You really have been busy!”
 
   Marcius choked. “It's not like that! Anyway, you'd probably be more interested in her. The elves can do things with swords that you can only dream of.”
 
   Jared rubbed his chin. “Is that so? Going to have to get them to show me sometime. You see, they've been housing us at some guest house. Not too bad, but very much under lock and key. Haven't had much of a chance to look around. Have you seen this place? It's amazing. It was the right decision to go with you! Who would have thought that we'd be in an elven capitol!”
 
   Marcius took it all in. It was a pleasure to just hear his best friend's voice. From the familiar way he spoke, to the light of wonder in his eye. Marcius hadn't realized how much he truly missed the blonde swordsman.
 
   “What about Simon?” he asked, for the outgoing not-bard was distinctly not present.
 
   “Hah! Him!” Jared grinned, “He threw a fit when told that he didn't have the authority to come along. Alicia here managed to get me in under the excuse of being her personal assistant! Hah, me, an assistant. Anyway, I'm sure he'll want to hear all about whatever it is that you've been up to. He was insistent on that.”
 
   “Will you stop bending his ear? I'm more interested in figuring out what happened while we were separated, and why it happened. He can hear about everything that lech has been up to after we hear what happened,” Alicia cut in testily.  There was a slight cough behind her. “Ah, and this is a teacher from the Academy, Marcius,” she added, seemingly startled at her lack of manners.
 
   The man wore simple robes, complete with a long white beard. A storybook perfect wizard. “Marcius Realure,” he introduced himself as they shook hands. The man's grip was firm and competent.  
 
   “Dentaige Keafir,” the wizard responded. “I'm the head of this little journey to Selenthia. I've been meaning to come for a while now, to put in a formal request, so you were a convenient excuse.” He gave an off-kilter grin. “I teach magical theory and you'll probably hate me, but until then, I am pleased to make your acquaintance and ease you into the stringent life of the Academy.”
 
   “Good, I want to learn all that I can.”
 
   The old man laughed, stroking his peppered beard, “Well, you'll certainly get that, until you're sick of it! Though, you'll be on probation for a while, being a rogue wizard. Basic stuff, really. Restricted to where you can go, what you can look up, among a few other things.”
 
   “Rogue wizard?” He had never considered himself as such, but that had been what the Selenthian council called him too.
 
   “Merely a formality, I assure you. We have to keep pretenses up. Your cooperation and your Master's standing with the Academy are well known. Do not worry.”
 
   You are no rogue. We were training by Antaigne, one of the greatest wizards on Faelon. Hardly a rogue, in my opinion, Faerill interjected a haughty lilt to his words.
 
   When did you get so talkative?
 
   I have matured since last we were together, Marc. I have not yet reached my full growth.
 
   Marcius remembered Antaigne's teachings, of how his familiar would continue to alter itself, becoming more of an individual, more of an intelligent being within his own mind. Part of him was frightened at the aspect, but mostly he took comfort in it.
 
   There was a certain measure of contentment that comes from having a sympathetic soul to share your life with, someone with whom you can be yourself, where all social pretenses didn't matter.
 
   By the Gods he had missed Faerill.
 
   Alicia clicked her tongue, clearly irritated, and Marcius realized the older wizard had been talking the entire time. “Instructor Dentaige, I'd like to find out what happened on that boat.”
 
   The older man shrugged, obviously used to dealing with the female Mage's abrasive personality. He sat on the edge of Marcius's bed and indicated for the woman to take over.
 
   And so Marcius relayed his story, of what he remembered, and Alicia's face was grim by the end of it. “So what you're saying is that you have no idea what got you out of bed and into the water? Sounds like magic to me, and not any low magic either. Enchantments aren't easy to do.”
 
   “Alicia,” Jared said, interjecting himself, “The important thing is that he's okay.”
 
   “No, it isn't. Because we don't know who did this to him, Jared,” she said, throwing her hands up in exasperation. She began pacing. “No, we have to find who did this, because we can't be sure if or when they will attack again. Next time you might not be so lucky, Marc.”
 
   Marcius felt warmth in his chest, a stirring in the depths. He was surrounded by friends and he had his familiar back. He grinned at Alicia. “It's nice to see you too.”
 
   She blinked and then turned bright red, “Sorry,” she stammered, “I'm not implying that I'm not happy to see you're safe, but. . . ”
 
   That's not exactly fair, Faerril said, sounding put off, she was very worried about you. It is bad when Jared is the voice of reason, but it was so.
 
   “It's alright,” Marcius said, trying to contain his laugh. “I understand.” And he did, truly. He knew enough about the Mage Lady to understand it was just her way of showing concern.
 
   His familiar seemed to be mollified by the admission, giving the mental equivalent of a huff before curling up tighter. “So, what did you guys do while I was away?” he asked, though Faerill had already shown him everything, he felt that he should allow his friends to tell him directly.
 
   Jared ran a single hand through his blonde hair, letting loose a long breath. “Marc, it was hectic when we lost you, not going to lie. Your familiar was going crazy and we weren't much better. Eventually, and it was Alicia that came up with it, we decided to just head to Aralene, to the Academy. She figured that since your familiar was alive, that meant you were, too. And if you weren't hurt, you'd eventually wind up there.”
 
   The blonde man shrugged. “In the end, she was right. We were there when the elven messenger came with the news that you had been captured. Just in time too. Your familiar was getting pretty weak. I wasn't aware that it needed portions of your blood. If it wasn't for that vial that the messenger had on him, I don't want to think what would have happened.”
 
   Jared was kind to me, as was Alicia. You have good friends. Without them, I wouldn't be here now. 
 
   Marcius nodded, not even wanting to try and process what would happen to him if he lost the familiar that mattered so much. He rubbed the small patch of rough scales under Faerill’s chin absently.
 
   “Anyway, Marc,” Jared continued, “How are you feeling? Well enough to travel? We've been here too long as is. They were expecting us back over a seven day ago.”
 
   Marcius looked around, surrounded by his friends, his familiar on his chest, and found that besides being a little tired, he felt pretty good. “I think so. When do you want to leave?”
 
   “As soon as possible,” Alicia chimed in. “We initially gated to the outskirts of the Selenthia forest to get here, since the majority of it is warded against magical intrusion, and whatever isn't is warped by the influx of nether. We won't be porting back, though. We can't risk you, so we'll have to take the long way. I'd like to get started as soon as you're able to.”
 
   I missed you. Faerill said, crooning lightly, sending a wave of contentment to Marcius. We must become better, so this never happens again. You are important to me and together we are one. There is nothing we can't accomplish.
 
   Marcius agreed and looked up at Alicia, fire burning in his veins, “I'd like to leave as soon as possible, but there is one stop I must make.”
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   “What is this?” Velynere asked, holding up the blackened gem.
 
   “It’s what we found at that tower in the Myst.” Marcius leaned back in his chair. “I brought it and the amulet back.”
 
   “Obviously,” the elf said, shrugging as he placed it carefully down on the table.
 
   “Our bargain still stands?”
 
   “Well, I suppose. The gem itself is useless. It has no power now. Now the amulet is another matter. It was difficult to make. I appreciate you bringing it back.”
 
   “So, is that a ‘yes’?”
 
   “Aye, I’ll honor our bargain. You brought back exactly what you found.” Velynere raised an eyebrow, “I hear you go to the Academy now?”
 
   “Yes, Selene and my friends wait outside the gates. I just wanted to get rid of those two things,” Marcius said. “It wasn’t exactly a pleasant experience.”
 
   “I heard little of the tale.” The elf smiled, though his eyes were dark, “One day I’ll ask you to tell it to me in full. Do you have anything else on your mind?”
 
   Marcius stared at the elf. There were a flood of questions he wanted to ask. Was the elf responsible for the attack outside the tower? How much did he really know? Why did it feel as if Velynere was hiding something? What was it that happened to him in that arena? How could he use magic without his familiar?
 
   But it was the eyes, those pitless traps within that sunken dead face that dispelled any thoughts of asking them. What, really, could the thing in front of him say that would matter in the end? Nothing.
 
   The only place he would find what he sought was now within his grasp. The Academy.
 
   Marcius stood, heading to the door and away from the abomination in front of him. Exposure to Velynere did little to rid the malicious aura the unnatural product of magic exuded. He decided to take the hint his senses were telling him.
 
   “Marcius,” Velynere intoned, “Wait a moment.”
 
   As Marcius turned around, a flicker of movement caught his attention and he reflexively caught the tiny object the elf had thrown. It was the gem. He looked at Velynere.
 
   “Take it,” the elf explained. “At the very least as a souvenir of your time in Selenthia. As a reminder of things lost and gained. Who knows, might be a good fortune charm.”
 
   Marcius considered it, and then nodded, tucking the gem in his pouch. He would do just that. It would be a shame to walk away from everything empty handed.
 
    
 
   ❧　❧　❧
 
    
 
   “Does he have the catalyst?”
 
   “Aye, now we just have to wait for him to develop.”
 
   “I've been waiting for a long time.”
 
   “The tear needs time to work. You can wait a little longer.”
 
   The sunlight dappled through the leaves above, the tiny trails of pollen swirling about the early morning air. At the edge of the forest, a group of people were gathered.
 
   One had sloppy brown hair and carried himself with the hopeful clumsiness of a person trying to act beyond his age. Next to him, a blonde man slowly continued at a leisurely gait, confidence accompanying every action.
 
   Behind them, two women conversed with the wary touch and feel of predators testing boundaries. The pale one was an elf, the tips of her pointed ears barely revealing themselves through the strands of her wispy blond hair, while the other was the opposite, human and as fiery as her vibrant copper locks.
 
   Bringing up the rear, seemingly amused at the whole thing, was an older man, bald of head and long of beard, who acted like he had all the time in the world. This, most likely, was true in the immediate sense.
 
   “This is the edge of our lands,” Selene said as they finally broke through the treeline to the plains beyond.  “This is where I leave you. Are you sure you'll be alright beyond? I have heard tales of bandits and such among human settlements and roads.”
 
   The three of them looked at each other, sharing a silent understanding. “Well,” Alicia said, choosing her words, “There's always the threat of bandits, but we have two wizards. There is little to fear, but thank you for your concern.”
 
   The elf nodded, not catching the exchange. “Then I'll take my leave. May Avalene protect and watch over you all.”
 
   Her gaze flickered over to Marcius, and she opened her mouth, but decided against it at the last moment. The elf gave a curt nod, turning back and beginning to fade into the forest.
 
   “Marc, what are you doing?” Jared hissed. “Go after her and say something.”
 
   Marcius didn't need to be told twice, running after the elf without looking back. He had lost track of her momentarily in the thick foliage. “Wait!” he cried out and it was with no small measure of relief that after a few feet he nearly stumbled into her, apparently waiting for him.
 
   “Thank you for waiting,” he said awkwardly, trying to order his thoughts. “I just wanted to talk to you before I left.”
 
   Her eyes flicked from him to where his friends were, beyond the curtain of trees and bush. “You waited until the absolute last moment,” she said with just a hint of reproach.
 
   Marcius noticed the way her hair hung down about her face, a curtain of moonlit blonde. His hand made its way to her face on its own accord, tucking a distracting strand back over her ear. The elf looked at him in surprise and like a burnt child, he pulled back his hand.
 
   “I just wanted to say that I'm going to miss you,” he stammered, feeling silly. But he continued anyway, like the inevitability of a sinking ship. “I have a lot to thank you for. You fought for me, sacrificed for me, protected me from myself. And I'll never know if I'll see you again when I leave here. . . but I'd be honored if I could leave knowing we were friends.”
 
   There it was, the cards were out on the table. She stared at him, her head tilted, and Marcius held his breath, uncomfortably aware of how close they were to each other.
 
   “Friends?” she asked absently, and for the first time Marcius realized that he was taller than the elven woman, a fact that he overlooked, so forceful was her presence. “I've never had someone who I could call a friend. I've had subordinates, superiors, teachers, and many other things, but never a friend. One, such as I, one with no fate, is not supposed to have such things. In fact, it is said that one without a fate shouldn't be allowed to live.”
 
   Her eyes locked onto his. She stole his breath. “And yet,” she continued, oblivious to his inner turmoil, “Here I am, clearly alive. Is it wrong to want a friend? Is it wrong to be shunned because Agliarna was silent? What does it mean? All I know is that I see you, with the warmth of those you call your friends, and I am jealous. And that makes me feel terrible, because I should not begrudge you for having what I do not.”
 
   “Then let me, and my friends, show you. You'll always have a place with us. . . if that is what you want.”
 
   The elf shrugged, nonchalant, “They do not even know me. You don't really know me, for the matter.”
 
   “Friendship isn’t about knowing someone. It's about wanting to know someone and being willing to accept whatever it is that you find, good or bad. It's easier to walk side by side than alone,” he responded, repeating something he had heard his father say once.
 
   She looked away, at her feet. “All I do know is that I will miss you too. It is strange. Humans were never something I thought much of. But,” and her voice had a slight tremor to it, “I did enjoy our time together. I'd be lying to say that it was only for the requirement of duty that I took you out to go fishing.”
 
   Marcius grinned, relieved. “Then friends?”
 
   Again their eyes met and he was lost in the sheer depth of her gaze. “Aye, Marcius Realure. Regardless of the war and what happens, as long as Seleniale Destane Liarne resides within Selenthia, you will always have a friend here.”
 
   He smiled, elated, and his body reacted, moving even as his brain screamed for it to stop. His hand came up, cupping her chin and he bent forward, drawing her into a kiss of the likes he had never done before. Electricity ran through their bodies and he couldn't stop himself from deepening it, enjoying the feeling of her soft lips pressed to his.
 
   Selene had stiffened, but she hadn't pushed him away either. Her lithe body against his, her scent filling his senses, it was all too much. Eventually, and it came too quickly by Marcius's estimation, they had to come up to breathe, their faces mere inches from each other. A myriad of emotions were dancing in her eyes, but he noticed with no small measure of relief that anger didn't seem to be among them.
 
   “Sorry, but I had to do that before I left,” he whispered, his voice shaky. “I had to know. . . ” How could a woman affect him so? Never had he dealt with someone whose mere presence was a trial to his self control.
 
   He could see the inner conflict behind those windows to her soul, and decided that it was his cue to leave. His heart protested, screaming the entire time, but his rational mind knew it would never work. They came from two different worlds, but he just needed to know if there was anything there, if there was even a hope, a spark.
 
   What he had found was a raging fire and he had to get away, lest it consume him. The kiss had been a mistake. He knew that now. It had opened many doors, and shown him what could have been. Shown him what he could not have.
 
   He turned away, stopping a brief moment to look over his shoulder. Selene stood there, looking lost and confused and so very beautiful. The wind had picked up, billowing her long hair out, and her face was flushed a delicate pink.
 
   He shot her a single look. “I'm sorry,” it said.
 
   It took all of Marcius's self-control to turn away.
 
   With a heavy heart he walked back to his friends, back to his life, and toward his future at the Academy.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Epilogue
 
    [image: 00.png]It ran along the battlement, its strong limbs accurately navigating the nooks and crannies, threading through them like a practiced needle. Every footfall was unnaturally silent, little more than hissing in the dark. It paused against a wall, the nose sniffing, widening, and as it picked up the scent of its prey, it smiled, the thick muzzle pulling back to reveal rows of sharp teeth. A thick purple tongue flickered out, wiping back the thin film of saliva that had formed on the ivory incisors.
 
   It shifted on its back legs as it sized up the obstacle in front of it, pushing off a moment later, leaping high into the air onto the wall, completely vertical, and continuing to run as one might along a flattened road.
 
   As it ran, images of a phantom life, from before the change, assailed it from every angle. They were momentary distractions, side effects of its creation. It recalled coming to Aralene, coming as something with two feet and an angry heart, but the thoughts did little to quell the overwhelming hunger in its gut.
 
   Near the top of the rampart it encountered resistance, a magical barrier placed long ago by the wizards of the Academy, lending their aid to defend the city from uninvited guests, those who did not pass through the gate were not supposed to be able to surmount the peak of the wall. Such things were useless against this particular intruder and it slipped through, the magical detriment shedding along its skin like water on glass.
 
   There! The warm glow of its prey stood out like a candle in the night, and another push of its mighty legs sent it hurtling onto the surprised guard, who didn’t even have time to scream as strong jaws tore out his throat.
 
   It began to devour the man immediately, not waiting for the death throes to subside. The guard was still aware of the sensation of being eaten alive. Pleasure coursed down the beast’s body, tiny chills that had it whining in ecstasy. 
 
   In mere moments nothing was left of the guard besides bits and pieces of armor, the metal rended and split by powerful jaws. The beast licked its jowls and then turned its head toward the sleeping city of Aralene, the lights flickering off in the distance.
 
   Far stronger than even its hunger came the compulsions, implicit orders to carry out, concerning more things to kill and maim. It panted eagerly, red eyes glowing in the early morning dark. A slight growl emanated from its gut as it considered the instructions given to it by its creator.  
 
   It looked forward to slaying those its creator decreed unworthy. But it would have done so even without the magical instructions. Flashes of its previous life instilled in it an overwhelming sense of anger toward these individuals.  The only clue as to the cause of its insatiable need was a single word:
 
   Vengeance.
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